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introduction 

In 2002 our efforts were focused on the immediate 
neighbourhood of Tell Brak up to a seven km radius 
from the site itself. In 2003, with the issuance of a 
new permit, we extended north and west to a radius 
of 15 km, increasing our coverage to nearly 500 km2.   
Over the two seasons a total of 268 sites have been 
identified (Figure 1).  During the 2003 season, an in-
tensive investigation of the outer suburbs of Tell Brak 
was also initiated.  The survey is part of the wider Tell 
Brak Project under the overall direction of Professor 
David Oates, whose death on the 22nd March, 2004, 
we report with sadness. He will be sorely missed.  The 
survey itself is directed in the field by Professor Henry 

Wright with the assistance of Eric Rupley, Jason Ur 
and (in 2003) Helen McDonald, Phil Karsgaard and 
Harriet Martin. We were further ably assisted in the 
2003 season by Fahed Juma and Chris Martin.  In 2002 
Geoff Emberling, Joint Field Director of the Tell Brak 
Project together with Helen McDonald, came with us 
to Damascus and Hasseke to oversee the preparatory 
stages of the project.  Professor David and Joan Oates 
joined us for part of both seasons. Throughout both 
seasons, we were incomparably aided by Sd. Eyad 
Ganem, Representative of the Directorate General of 
Antiquities and Museums, Damascus.  We also wish 
to thank most warmly Dr. Tammam Fakouch, Director 
General, Dr Michel Al-Maqdissi, Director of Excava-
tions, and Dr. Abdul Razak Mouaz, former Director-

The first and second seasons of the Tell Brak Sustaining Area Survey took place in the autumn of 
2002 and 2003, over seven weeks from mid September through the beginning of November.
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General, of the Directorate General of Antiquities and 
Museums, Damascus, for their friendly and unfailing 
assistance and support.  We also wish to thank Sd. 
Abdul Messih al-Baghdo, Director of Antiquities for 
Hasseke Province for his continuing efforts on our be-
half.

the setting of the survey

The Khabur Plain constitutes the largest tract of 
land in Upper Mesopotamia suitable for dry farming, 
although today it suffers unreliable winter rainfall and 
fierce summer heat, especially toward its southern 
margins. At the present day the plain receives only 
erratic and seasonal water from several small streams 
originating in the Tur Abdin massif to the north or 
from springs in the foothills, while the flow of the  
Khabur River itself, as well as its largest tributaries, 
suffers from the effects of pumping for irrigation. At 
times rainfall is adequate for grain cultivation and the 
sustenance of sheep and goat herds throughout the 
plain.  At other times, only the northern third of the 
area receives sufficient rain for reliable crops. Evi-
dence from ancient times suggests long periods of 
more reliable moisture, and the Khabur plain can be 
viewed as a microcosm of the north Mesopotamian 
Jazira with both its potential and its risks.

This plain is important for archaeologists becau-
se of the variety of past cultural processes that can 
be studied within its bounds. Criss-crossed by se-
veral important ancient routes (Oates 1977), it is an 
area in which relationships between changes in in-
ter-regional exchange and in social complexity can 
be investigated (Stein 1999).  As a key province in 
successive imperial domains, its settlement patterns 
can also provide indices of the degree of imperial 
control of agriculture and transport, as well as in 
the defense of frontiers (Oates 1968).   The primacy 
of Brak (ancient Nagar) is understandable as a res-
ponse to its ‘gateway’ position (Burghardt 1971) at 
a major wadi crossing and the intersection of east-
west and north-south routes; its gateway role is also 
reinforced by its position within a narrow band of 
separation between the fertile heart of the Khabur 
basin to the north of Brak and the zone of margi-
nal cultivation to the south (Brak 2, Ch. 1).  Mo-
reover, cities like Brak occupy a position of control 
between the well-watered Khabur heartland and the 
increasingly arid lands to the south and may have 

functioned as an interface between semi-nomadic 
pastoralists and urban agrarian economies (Wilkin-
son 1994; 2000); indeed the importance of wool in 
the economy is especially noticeable in the fourth 
millennium evidence from the site (Weber in Em-
berling & McDonald 2003; Oates 1993).

Previous ArchAeoLogicAL survey neAr teLL 
brAk

The Khabur plain was first systematically sur-
veyed during the 1920s by Père Poidebard of the 
Mission Archéologique en Syrie (1934), with a spe-
cial emphasis on forts and roads which he believed 
to date from the period of Roman imperial control.  
Later in the 1930s Max Mallowan surveyed some of 
the larger sites in the area of Brak and Chagar Bazar 
(Mallowan 1936, 1937). 

Nearly forty years later, several surveys have 
been initiated under the direction of David Oates, 
the first by Oates himself in 1975, with the assistan-
ce of Sd Kassem Tuweir of the Directorate-General 
in Damascus, when Brak was selected for further 
excavation.  In 1978 Kate Fielden recorded a num-
ber of fourth millennium sites in the general area of 
Brak (reported in her dissertation, Fielden 1981). In 
the late 1980s a more comprehensive survey was 
initiated under the Brak Project and carried out by 
Jesper Eidem and David Warburton (1996).  This 
survey focused especially on sites near the Wadi Ja-
ghjagh and was chronologically more comprehensi-
ve.   The Oates also re-examined a number of Poide-
bard’s Roman sites; their observations are published 
in the Adnan Bounni Festschrift (1990).

survey MethodoLogy

While the limited length of this communication 
precludes a full discussion of our methodology, we 
wish to mention several key elements. It is our in-
tention over four seasons to unite observations of 
the Tell Brak region to include identification of both 
multi-component and small single-period sites as 
well as landscape features of archaeological rele-
vance, to identify changes in local settlement pat-
terns and to anchor archaeological observation of 
the Brak local area within a comparative, regional 
framework.  We wish to stress the importance of this 
last point: surveys focused on the sustaining area of 
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a major site, such as the work at Brak or Hamoukar, 
require comparison with other surveys for their ef-
fective interpretation.  Thus, a primary concern has 
been to assure methodological comparability with 
other surveys within the Khabur watershed (Wilk-
inson 2000), in particular those around Tell Beydar, 
Tell Hamoukar and Tell al Hawa (Ur 2002b; Wilk-
inson 2002a, b; Wilkinson and Tucker 1995).   Our 
survey method involves six aspects: (1) initial site 
identification, (2) definition of site boundaries, (3) 
sherd collection, (4) landscape observation (5) ty-
pological analysis, dating and curation of ceramics, 
(6) storage of collections.

Initial site identification:  Prior to collection, 
possible site locations are identified by various 
means, including the use of Corona and other pho-
tographs taken before modern agricultural develo-
pment.  These techniques are supplemented by the 
use of internationally available Landsat data and 
GIS software. This combination of techniques with 
the use of infrared bands to highlight soils characte-
ristic of human occupation has enabled our identi-
fication not only of sites of very small size but also 
those which are without relief or have been largely 
destroyed owing to ploughing and erosion.  Our re-
covery record is thus closely comparable with that 
of surveys based on intensive field-walking (Fish 
and Kowalewski 1990; Wilkinson et al. 2003).

Definition of site boundaries: Collection bounda-
ries are determined by consensus among team mem-
bers walking transects, based on the following obser-
vational criteria: extent of surface remains, primary 
ceramic scatter, local topography and soil characte-
ristics.  In conformity with the surveys of Wilkinson 
and Ur, sites are defined generally as associated with 
ceramic densities greater than 2-3 sherds per 10 m2 
(Ur 2002a; Wilkinson and Tucker 1995).  In practice, 
boundary changes in ceramic density are assessed 
against local background, to ensure that low density 
sites such as campsites are included. 

On-site collection: Within the boundaries of a 
site, sectors for collection are defined principally 
by topography and obvious differences in ceramic 
scatter; within each sector all visible diagnostics are 
collected.

Landscape observation: Observations on site 
morphology as well as proximity to landscape fea-

tures are recorded. Existing cuts revealing site stra-
tigraphy are drawn.  All identified sites are mapped 
with GPS at 1:200 and located on our overall map 
using a UTM Zone 37S, WGS 84 coordinate sys-
tem. The presence of so-called ‘hollow ways’ (tra-
ces of ancient track-ways) observed on the Corona 
and satellite images (Wilkinson 1993) are confirmed 
by surface observation. In 2002 and 2003, several 
potential canal beds near the Wadi Jaghjagh were 
recorded, as were sequences of alluvial deposition 
from bank cuts within the bed of the Jaghjagh.

Analysis and storage  of ceramic collections:   
Twenty-five years of continuous excavation at Tell 
Brak and other sites in the area provide an almost 
unbroken stratigraphic sequence covering more than 
eight thousand years, upon which our analysis of col-
lected ceramics is founded.   The excavations at Brak 
itself provide a fairly complete stratigraphic sequence 
from the late fifth to the late second millennium BC.  
For earlier periods we depend on reports from Halaf 
and ‘Ubaid sites elsewhere in eastern Syria and in 
nearby northern Iraq.  For succeeding Middle Assyrian 
to Parthian periods, we will soon have the evidence 
from nearby Tell Barri (Pecorella 1997; 1999a; 1999b; 
2000), and there is other relevant evidence from nor-
thern Iraq (e.g. C. Postgate et al. 1997; Oates & Oates 
1957, 1958) and from preliminary studies elsewhere 
in the Khabur region.  Our initial recording methods 
follow those of Wilkinson, Tucker (Ball et al. 1989; 
Wilkinson and Tucker 1995) and Ur (2002b), revised 
with the help of advice from Joan Oates.  A particular 
phase of occupation is confirmed when two or more 
diagnostic types are identified.  All site collections are 
washed, recorded, bagged and stored at Tell Brak to 
enable further study as our chronology is refined. 

cerAMic chronoLogy And settLeMent 
evidence

the foLLowing Are key resuLts of our first 
two seAsons of survey:

Palaeolithic and Epipalaeolithic Evidence. In 
2003, we found our first definitive Palaeolithic spe-
cimens -- Levallois flakes with facetted platforms of 
Mousterian affinity -- on gravel knolls in the north 
and  northwest portions of our survey area.  

In addition we recorded two low mounds close 
the Jaghjagh, composed of burnt stone with small 
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blades and microblade industries including baked 
and truncated blades, denticulated blades and small 
notched projectile points.  The material seems to be 
most similar to earlier or middle Pre-Pottery Neo-
lithic B assemblages (Eric Coquengniot, personal 
communication).  

Seventh to Fifth Millennia BC (Halaf and 
‘Ubaid).  In 2003, the survey found proto-Hassuna 
and Samarran-related sherds, including so-called 
Orange Ware, on sites to the north of Brak. 

Succeeding Halaf ceramics have distinctive fine 
brown to buff clay bodies with few inclusions, and 
a consequent blocky fracture. Forms include a range 
of straight-necked jars and hemispherical, shallow 
or carinated bowls. A substantial minority of these 
sherds have reddish-brown to grey painted desi-
gns. Several successive Halaf phases are probably 
represented.   Within the area surveyed to date, 32 
Halaf sites have been recorded (Figure 2). They are 
distributed widely on the plain. Most  are relatively 
small, less than one hectare. In contrast are several 
larger sites (2-3 ha) on the northern periphery of the 
survey area.  As yet, we have no way of estimating 
the size of Tell Brak during Halaf times, though jud-
ging by the quality and quantity of the pottery it was 
not then an insignificant site. 

In contrast to Halaf,  ‘Ubaid ceramics along the 
Jaghjagh have buff to reddish clay bodies with sand 
and/or vegetal inclusions.  Identified forms include 
a range of straight- or flared-neck jars and hemis-
pherical, shallow or incurved bowls.  In better pre-
served assemblages a substantial minority of the 
sherds bear reddish-brown to black painted designs, 
including bold horizontal lines, curved lines and 
geometric motifs. A total of 63 sites have been re-
corded with ‘Ubaid ceramics.  Many are similar in 
size to the sites of Halaf attribution.  We have also 
identified several distinctly larger, multi-mounded 
‘Ubaid sites (for example BKS-65 or BKS-98-100).  
These possibly mark distinctly larger ‘Ubaid com-
munities, though further assessment of the ceramics 
may reveal that different mounds were occupied 
at different periods within the ‘Ubaid time span. 
Again, we cannot estimate the size of the ‘Ubaid 
site at Brak

Late fifth to early third millennia BC (the Uruk 
and Post-Uruk periods).  The ceramics of the late 

fifth and very beginning of the fourth millennium, 
long known from excavations at Gawra (Tobler 
1950), are of diverse fabrics, including fine buff pot-
tery, grey wares with sand or limestone inclusions, 
buff and green wares with some vegetal inclusions 
and soft buff or brown wares with heavier vegetal 
inclusions.  Among the commonly recognised forms 
are fine ware beakers, bowls with inwardly beveled 
or internally or externally thickened rims on fabrics 
with vegetal inclusions, hole mouth jars usually of 
grey or red fabric, large heavy ‘channel rim’ jars 
and rough, shallow bowls with heavy vegetal inclu-
sions. By this time the expansion of Tell Brak to 
become the dominant centre of the region was well 
underway, and at least 82 sites other than Brak had 
ceramics of this Northern Early Uruk assemblage 
(Phase E, Brak 2, xxx). Preliminary assessment of 
the sizes suggests a settlement hierarchy with a ma-
jor centre at Tell Brak, a few small centres or town 
sites of 5-7 ha, large villages of 2-3 ha and small 
village sites of about a hectare. 

The Early Northern Uruk assemblage appears to 
have developed gradually into the distinctive mid-
fourth millennium assemblage (Brak Phase F) well 
described from Tell Leilan (Schwartz 1982), Kur-
ban Höyük (Algaze 1990) and Brak itself to which 
the term ‘Northern Middle Uruk’ has been applied 
(Oates and Oates 1993). A variety of bowls and jars 
were made of a very fine buff fabric, including small 
hemispherical and carinated bowls and small jars 
with flared rims. More common are vessels made 
of brown or reddish fabric with copious vegetal in-
clusions, perhaps from the addition of dung to the 
clay. Most of the latter have been wet-smoothed 
and even burnished, exposing the organic fragments 
on the surface and giving rise to the Braidwoods’ 
term ‘chaff-faced ware’ (Braidwood and Braidwood 
1960). Among the open forms are small shallow 
plates, large shallow bowls with thickened ‘ham-
mer-head’ rims, and carinated open cooking vessels 
(‘casseroles’).  Among the closed forms are medium 
to large jars with flared thickened rims and band 
rims, often with multiple grooving inside the neck.  
Such grooving is also found in fine ware jars.  The 
urban centre at Brak reached its largest extent during 
this phase, covering the entire main tell and at least 
5 subsidiary mounds, while 92 sites within the sur-
vey area produced ceramics of the Northern Middle 
Uruk assemblage (Figure 3). Preliminary assessment 
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of the sizes suggests a settlement hierarchy similar 
to that of the early fourth millennium. Examination 
of the settlement distribution map for the mid-fourth 
millennium shows that sites cluster in a rough ring 3 
to 8 kilometres from the edge of the large settlement 
complex at Brak, with few sites on the right bank of 
the Jaghjagh close to Brak.  This relatively empty 
area may have been the zone intensively cultivated 
by the inhabitants of Brak itself. 

Occurring occasionally in mid-fourth millen-
nium contexts and replacing the local pottery at Brak 
by c 3400 BC is a buff ware assemblage with sand 
inclusions, a fabric derived from the Uruk pottery 
of Lower Mesopotamia (Brak Phase G).  Common 
forms include wheel-thrown conical cups, hemis-
pherical bowls with rounded or obliquely cut rims 
and a diversity of jars with straight or flared necks 
and simple rounded, ledge, oblique-cut or collared 
rims, often with handles, perforated lugs or spouts. 
Bottles with drooping spouts are particularly nota-
ble.  Characteristic decoration such as horizontal or 
cross-hatched incising or black-on-red painted de-
signs, all found on jar shoulders, are relatively un-
common; the former are also found at Brak in early 
Phase H.  A soft ware with vegetal or limestone in-
clusions is used to make both ‘beveled rim bowls’ 
and wheel thrown vessels termed ‘flower pots’. Be-
veled rim bowls are also found with the mid-fourth 
millennium assemblages and are best viewed not as 
characteristically ‘Uruk’, in a southern sense, but as 
a widely-used mass-produced form. Southern Late 
Uruk pottery was identified on only 14 sites, most 
small with only a few Uruk sherds.  There were 
three larger sites of this date with diverse ceramic 
assemblages, BKS-124 to the north, BKS-76 to the 
southeast and  BKS 163 to west of Brak.  At this 
time the main settlement at Brak may have been an 
actual southern ‘colony’.  A question that remains 
to be answered is whether Brak and the 13 rural si-
tes were the only settlements of Late Uruk times, or 
whether there were other contemporary sites conti-
nuing to use a later version of the (local) Northern 
Middle Uruk ceramic assemblage. 

During the late fourth millennium (Jamdat Nasr) 
and early third millennium at Tell Brak itself we 
have excavated a phase (H) following the Late Uruk 
settlement, with small quantities of Jamdat Nasr bi-
chrome and other shapes identical with those from 

the southern repertoire.  Local types, which conti-
nue well into the third millennium, include very dis-
tinctive small cups and bowls, tab-lugged jars and 
‘proto-Ninevite 5’ together with a few southern ‘ED 
I’ types, including reserved slip ware (Oates & Oa-
tes 1991, Area TW).  A distinctive type of beveled 
rim bowl is also found.

Possible Jamdat Nasr ceramics are known on 
only one site other than Tell Brak, BKS-75, lying 
southeast of Brak on the route to the Sinjar area and 
thence toward lower Mesopotamia. The recogni-
tion of this late-fourth early-third millennium pha-
se among surface sherd collections has up to now 
proved difficult, but further study of the collections 
should reveal other examples.

Ninevite 5 (second quarter of third millennium, 
Brak Phases J,K). The succeeding Ninevite 5 cera-
mics are known from many excavations in eastern 
Syria and northern Iraq and are well represented 
at Tell Brak (Brak 2; Matthews 2003).  The most 
distinctive vessels are those of a fine greenish-grey 
ware, often small cups with beaded rims and dis-
tinctive ogee-curved bases or vessels with easily 
recognised incised or (later) excised designs. Easily 
recognised also are cooking jars with coarse crushed 
rock inclusions, often with crescentic lugs and de-
corated with deeply jabbed impressions.  Relatively 
few sherds of Ninevite 5 painted ware have been 
found among the survey collections, though a num-
ber have been recovered at Brak itself. Among the 
sites surveyed up to now 40 have produced Ninevite 
5 ceramics. In addition to the large centre at  Brak, 
with possibly 40 hectares of occupation, there was 
another substantial settlement 14 km north of Brak 
on the Jaghjagh, Tell Shaikh Names, BKS 242, with 
about 5 ha of Ninevite 5 settlement.  Among the 
smaller sites, many are conical mounds, 15-20 me-
tres high, on which the sherd distributions tend to 
indicate thick Ninevite 5 deposits. Lower outlying 
sites are often found near these high mounds. The 
settlement distribution is striking, sites being evenly 
spaced north and east of Brak, west of the Jaghjagh 
and between the Jaghjagh and the Radd. 

Late ED III, Akkadian, and Post Akkadian (c. 
2500-2000 BC; Phases N-L).  This period of time is 
represented by large and well-studied excavated as-
semblages from Tell Brak (Brak 2).  Fine grey wares, 
highly fired stone wares (Kühne and Schneider 1988) 
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and a range of buff wares with sand inclusions ran-
ging from fine to coarse, often with a trace of vegetal 
inclusions, are attested. Throughout these periods, 
common forms include conical cups, large bowls with 
flattened rims, medium banded-rim jars, and large jars 
with folded or thickened rims.  Among the surveyed 
sites at least 90 produced ceramics of the later Early 
Dynastic III, Akkadian or Post-Akkadian periods. By 
this time (and probably much earlier) we know that 
Brak was ancient Nagar, the capital of a regional state 
controlling much of the central Khabur Plain.  During 
the Akkadian period it became a major imperial ad-
ministrative centre.  On the rural sites, sherds of these 
periods comprised only a minority of our survey col-
lections and were often weathered.  Many of these 
sites are, however, quite large, for example BKS-48, 
BKS-98-100, BKS 210 and BKS 220, which had long 
histories of occupation before and after the late third 
millennium.  In addition to the usual range of small 
mounds, there are several very small sites, probably 
farmsteads or hamlets, and isolated third millennium 
sherds are often found. Within the area surveyed up 
to now, the largest settlements lie to the north of Brak; 
settlement is also dense to the east of the Jaghjagh 
and to the west along the Wadi Khanzir.

A number of distinctive very late third to early 
second millennium ceramic types are known from 
Tell Brak, but these have not proved easy to distin-
guish among surface sherds (even on Brak itself).  
Most easily recognised is wavy combing on the 
shoulders of large jars or urn-like vessels.  Although 
this type occurs at Brak, it has been found only at 
a few surveyed sites along the Jaghjagh. Only fur-
ther study will show whether there were genuinely 
fewer rural settlements at this time, or whether the 
very distinctive pottery types of this date found at 
Brak were more commonly used in the urban cen-
tres where there continues to be evidence of large-
scale settlement (for example Brak itself, Mozan, 
Hamoukar, Chagar Bazar). 

Middle – Late Bronze (Old Assyrian to end of 
Mitanni, c. 1850-1280 BC; Brak Phases P,Q).  The 
most distinctive pottery of this period, Khabur pain-
ted ware, was defined by Mallowan at Brak (1947), 
but recent studies (Brak 1;  C. Postgate et al. 1997) 
provide both broader and sharper definition. The 
date of the earliest Khabur ware remains a matter of 
debate, but evidence from Brak clearly indicates a 

century or more of early second millennium occu-
pation before the introduction of this very common 
and distinctive painted pottery. The fabric depends 
in general on the type and content of vessels. The 
most common surface finds—jars with thickened 
rims and carinated bowls, bearing horizontal brown 
or reddish painted bands, simple geometric motifs 
and horizontal grooving -- continue well into Mi-
tanni times. Note also that painted Khabur ware was 
entirely absent from the final phase of Mitanni oc-
cupation at Brak (late 14th century).

At least 74 sites produced Khabur ware.  These 
sites are evenly spaced along the Jaghjagh and the 
Radd, but are less common on the surrounding plain.  
Most of these sites are small, but there are also a 
number of substantial settlements, particularly south 
of Brak. At this time Brak appears to have dimi-
nished in size, though it remained a walled city.

Mitanni ceramics recognized in surface assem-
blages are commonly of a fine ware used for small 
jars, bowls (often of types that occur also in late 
Middle Bronze contexts) and beakers with pedes-
tal bases. A number of types bear designs in black 
or brown paint on a buff surface or in white paint 
on a brown or red slip (‘Nuzi ware’).  Rare among 
surface assemblages but common at Brak itself are 
shallow bowls with red bands around the rim (a type 
found also in Middle Assyrian contexts). In terms 
of the survey it is difficult to establish whether sites 
are of late Middle Bronze or early Late Bronze date, 
since the pottery, other than the relatively rare Nuzi 
ware, is virtually indistinguishable. Further refine-
ment of our survey data should allow a more precise 
attribution of the second millennium sites.

At least 38 sites had Mitanni fine wares. Most 
also had Khabur ware. The larger Khabur ware sites 
to the south may have been abandoned in the Late 
Bronze Age, but this observation needs confirma-
tion given the difficulty of distinguishing Middle 
and Late Bronze Age Khabur ware.  Brak itself, 
however, expanded at this time, on the plain to the 
north and northwest of the main tell. 

Late second millennium BC (Middle Assyrian; 
Phase R).  In this period the larger vessels are of 
a heavy buff to green fabric, the most characteris-
tic form being  a large pot with square rim. Very 
distinctive carinated small bowls with outward fla-
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ring sides are made of a finer grit-tempered buff to 
brown fabric. Jars with rounded, collared rims and 
shallow bowls continue from Mitanni times. 

Regrettably, Middle Assyrian occupation at Brak 
has largely eroded from the uppermost area of the 
tell, but within the area intensively surveyed in 2002 
and 2003 at least 93 sites produced ceramics of this 
period, possibly indicating a recovery of rural sett-
lement to a level similar to that of the mid-fourth 
millennium. There is also a substantial town site, 
BKS-28, on the Jaghjagh southwest of Brak.  Most 
settlements, however, are small and clustered along 
the Jaghjagh. 

First Millennium BC (Neo-Assyrian, Neo-Ba-
bylonian, and  Achaemenid,  c. 900-312 BC).  The 
ceramics of the early Iron Age are diverse. We are 
fortunate to have recent synthetic studies of the 
broader region (Hausleiter and Reiche 1999), but 
still need a comprehensive publication of samples 
from nearby sites. These ceramics have a range of 
buff brown and reddish colours with fine sand and 
vegetal inclusions. Our samples included large shal-
low bowls, sometimes carinated, with thickened 
rounded rims, often with a single exterior  groove. 
There were also a variety of jars with rolled over, 
rounded rims on slightly flared necks. These jars of-
ten had a distinctive swollen, convex, ‘knob’ base. 

At least 141 sites had Neo-Assyrian ceramics 
(Figure 4). This is the largest number of sites recor-
ded from a single period within the Brak sustaining 
area. The rural sites are relatively large and closely 
spaced, and the right bank of the Jaghjagh is no 
longer avoided, despite the continuing occupation 
of Brak at this time. Two towns are situated on the 
Jaghjagh west of Brak, BKS-27-28  surviving from 
Middle Assyrian times, and BKS-53, newly re-esta-
blished on the other side of the river.

Our ceramic knowledge for the time dominated by 
the Neo-Babylonian and Achaemenid dynasties is un-
satisfactory.  There is a range of fabric colours, with 
sandy inclusions increasingly predominating.  Rolled 
rim jar forms continue, some with multiple exterior 
grooves. Also associated is a hole mouth jar with 
grooves on the rim. Heavy-rimmed bowls continue, 
often with multiple grooves on the top of the rim. 

Possible types dating from this mid-first millen-
nium phase have been recognized on 90 sites.  The 

distribution of small sites resembles that of the pre-
ceding period but the traces of occupation on larger 
town sites are irregular, possibly because these late 
deposits are more eroded. 

Late First Millennium BC (Hellenistic, c. 300-
146 BC). For this period, in contrast with the pre-
ceding phase, there are a number of common and 
well-defined types. There are a range of fabric co-
lours usually with fine sand or calcite inclusions 
and fine wares with few inclusions.  Common 
forms include small incurved bowls, often with a 
reddish or grey streak paint or slip, and a jar with 
folded rim often with the appearance of a grooved 
collar and occasionally red paint.  Finer ware shal-
low plates with ledge rims and ring bases often 
have a red slip.

The distinctive Hellenistic ceramic assemblage 
was found at 87 sites.  Many new settlements were 
established at this time, and the banks of the Jaghja-
gh were continuously settled.  Although there are 
now within the survey area some large sites with 
several component mounds, for example BKS-20, 
there are no sites that might be described as towns.  
An unusual  square fort of Hellenistic date, 200 
meters on each side, on the Jaghjagh west of Brak 
(Khirbet Rashid, BKS-27) has been repeatedly exa-
mined, confirming that the associated material is 
Hellenistic (Oates & Oates 1990, 238).

Parthian-Roman (146 BC - AD 360).  Parthian 
ceramics are typically made of a distinctive light- 
coloured, hard, finely sand-tempered fabric. Straight 
jar necks with a groove on the exterior of the rim 
often have deeply grooved strap handles. There is a 
small fine ware version of this form. The Hellenis-
tic jar with folded rim develops into a low-grooved 
collar form with flattened lip.  A common and easily 
recognised indicator of Roman/Parthian occupation 
is an array of diamond-shaped impressions, usually 
on jar shoulders.  This distinctive decoration is fir-
mly dated at Hatra and Ain Sinu in the first half of 
the third century AD, but may also be earlier or later 
(Oates and Oates 1959). Particularly distinctive is 
the finely ribbed cooking ware. The equally distinc-
tive light-blue Parthian glaze, though known in this 
area, is rare in surface assemblages.

Historically, Tell Brak was near the easternmost 
frontier of the Roman empire (Oates and Oates 
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1990), and at least 96 sites had ceramics from the 
period of Parthian and Roman control (Figure 5). 
The overall pattern of settlement is broadly similar 
to that of the preceding Hellenistic period, with si-
tes distributed throughout the survey area, though 
many of the Roman sites appear to have been new 
foundations.  There are several large sites, some 
with multiple mounds (for example BKS-130).  
Recognizable Roman ceramics – pithoi, mortaria, 
amphorae, and Arretine ware plates – have been 
found only on the Saibakh barracks (BKS-95, Fi-
gure 5, lower right) and nearby satellites along the 
Jaghjagh.  Sites at this time have again moved close 
to Brak, with at least one small settlement to the 
northwest of the main tell and a rectangular fort or 
castellum of probable Roman origin just to the nor-
theast (BKS-1C, see Oates & Oates 1993, fig. 39). 
Most of the surface pottery here and in the surroun-
ding fields is Byzantine or Islamic. The castellum is 
probably Thebeta, identified on the Peutinger map 
on the road from Nisibis to Singara, modern Beled 
Sinjar (Oates & Oates 1990, 235-6).

Sassanian to late Islamic. While we can easily 
recognize the distinctive and widespread glazed wa-
res of these periods, they are unfortunately rare on 
sites in the Brak area. The plain wares are varied 
and such common elements as handles will proba-
bly provide a means for dating even the most mo-
dest sites. This material is still under study, and it is 

our intention to produce a more detailed classifica-
tion in the future.

concLusion

Our survey and analyses are still incomplete; the 
density of sites within the Brak sustaining area is 
high, and we hope to carry out two more seasons 
of field survey.  Geoarchaeological work, necessary 
to place the identified settlement patterns within a 
landscape context, will continue.   Ongoing stra-
tigraphic analysis of the excavated material from 
Brak itself will also expand our understanding of 
the ceramic sequence in the Khabur area and the-
reby increase our understanding of settlement and 
land use “in the shadow of Brak”.  

We wish also to mention the current threat to 
many sites from modern agriculture and construc-
tion.  We ourselves have witnessed major depreda-
tions, which our representative, Eyad Ghanim, was 
able to stop, for example clay removal at BKS-115 
and massive bulldozing at BKS-90.  It is the steady 
encroachment of modest houses and ploughing, 
however, that most threatens sites.  We hope that we 
can contribute to future efforts to preserve sites and 
especially to inform local people of the legacy of 
their landscape before additional damage is done.
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Fig 1: Sites from 2002 and 2003 seasons



16 Les AnnAles Archéologiques ArAbes syriennes

Fig 2: 6th Millennium BC
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Fig 3: Mid 4th Millennium BC
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Fig 4: Early-Mid 1st Millennium BC
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Fig 5: Early 1st Millennium AD
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