
2018

UNIVERSITà DI TORINO

lIII

apice libri



Rivista fondata da Giorgio Gullini.

Direttore:  Carlo Lippolis

Comitato scientifico:	 Giorgio Buccellati

	S tefano de Martino

	A ntonio Invernizzi

	 Christine Kepinski

	S tefania Mazzoni

	A ndreas Schachner

	S t John Simpson

	R oberta Venco Ricciardi

Redazione scientifica:	 Carlo Lippolis

			R   oberta Menegazzi

Proprietà letteraria riservata

Iscritta al Tribunale di Torino n. 1886 del 20/6/67.

Si prega di indirizzare la corrispondenza diretta alla Redazione e i manoscritti a: Carlo Lippolis, redazione 
di Mesopotamia, Dipartimento di Studi Storici - Università degli studi di torino, Via Sant’Ottavio 20, 
10124 Torino.

ISSN: 0076-6615

«Mesopotamia» is an International Peer Reviewed journal.



sommario

mesopotamia liii  2018

Federico Zaina, Delving into archaeological archives, a single-researcher Approach. the case
study of ancient kish (central iraq) ................................................................................................. 	 p.	 1

Maurizio Viano, Some business documents from emar ...................................................................... 	 »	 15

Stefano de Martino, The Fall of the Hittite Kingdom  ......................................................................... 	 »	 23

Abbas Al-Hussainy, Inscriptions of Nebuchadnezzar Ii from the Iraqi Excavations at Marad ......... 	 »	 49

Wathiq Al-Salihi, The Architecture and Decorative Elements of temple of allat at hatra ............... 	 »	 59

Daniele Morandi Bonacossi - Hasan Ahmad Qasim  - Costanza Coppini - Katia Gavagnin - Elisa

Girotto - Marco Iamoni - Cristina Tonghini, The Italian-Kurdish Excavations at Gir-e Gomel
in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. Preliminary Report on the 2017 and 2018 field seasons .......... 	 »	 67



Abstract
The article presents the preliminary results of the 

Italian-Kurdish excavation project carried out by the 
University of Udine and the Directorate of Antiqui-
ties of Duhok at the site of Gir-e Gomel (Kurdistan 
Region of Iraq). From at least the mid-3rd millennium 
BC onwards, Gomel was the central site of the entire 
Navkur Plain, a very fertile and well-watered region 
on the route linking Arbail and the Greater Zab Val-
ley with the Upper Tigris region to the north of Ni-
neveh. The Eastern Tigris plains between the modern 
city of Duhok and the Greater Zab have never been 
the object of a target-oriented archaeological exca-
vation aimed at establishing a stratigraphic reference 
sequence for this still under-explored archaeological 
landscape and investigating diachronically the devel-
opment of the region’s material culture. With this 
purpose – and the aim of exploring the character and 
function of this important site on a local and regional 
scale, investigating the role it played in the region’s 
cultural and socio-economic processes – Gir-e Gomel 
has become the subject of extensive archaeological 
excavations as from 2017 and 2018. The main results 
of the first excavation seasons are discussed in the 
following article.

Keywords
Gir-e Gomel; Iraqi Kurdistan; Chalcolithic; Bronze 

and Iron Age; Classical and Islamic periods.

1. Introduction and project goals

The Transtigridian plains located between the mod-
ern city of Duhok and the Greater Zab have never 
been the object of a target-oriented archaeological 
excavation designed to establish a stratigraphic refer-
ence sequence for this still under-explored archaeo-
logical landscape and investigate diachronically the 
development of the region’s material culture (Fig. 
1). The region comprised between the Tigris Valley, 
the Zagros foothills dominating the modern city of 
Duhok, and the Navkur Plain, crossed by the Gomel 
and Al-Khazir rivers, was investigated from 2012 to 
2018 by the University of Udine. The exploration of 
this region covering almost 3,000 sq. km was carried 
out in the framework of a multidisciplinary landscape 
archaeology project with the goal of investigating the 
formation and transformation of the cultural and natu-

ral landscape of one of the hitherto most uncharted 
regions of Upper Mesopotamia.2 The project is based 
on a twofold strategy: on one hand, the analysis of 
settlement and land use through extensive and inten-
sive survey and the geoarchaeological study of the 
region’s environment and climate and their evolution 
as a result of anthropogenic impact and climatic fluc-
tuations and, on the other, the excavation of a refer-
ence archaeological site with a long and continuous 
settlement sequence. The evidence gathered during 
the survey indicates that the prominent site of Gir-e 
Gomel would be an appropriate choice for archaeo-
logical investigation.

The excavation of Gir-e Gomel, located in the 
heart of the Navkur Plain, 4 km west as the crow 
flies of the modern town of Kelekchi, in the northern 
region of Iraqi Kurdistan, is an Italian-Kurdish co-
operation undertaking entitled “The Kurdish-Italian 
Gir-e Gomel Archaeological Project” (KIGAP). The 
project, which is co-directed by Daniele Morandi 
Bonacossi of Udine University and Hasan Ahmad 
Qasim of the Duhok Directorate of Antiquities, fills 
the gap that exists in our knowledge of the region’s 
archaeological landscape and material culture. The 
site, which today’s Kurdish inhabitants of the vil-
lage call Tell Jomel and in 20th century cartography 
is recorded as Tell Gomel or Tell Jomel,3 was first 
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1 * University of Udine, + Directorate of Antiquities of Duhok, 
• Ca’ Foscari University of Venice. Sections 1-4 and 9 were co-
authored by Daniele Morandi Bonacossi and Hasan A. Qasim, 
section 5 by Katia Gavagnin (with an analysis of the Early Is-
lamic pottery from Gir-e Gomel by Cristina Tonghini), section 
6 by Costanza Coppini, section 7 by Marco Iamoni, and section 
8 by Elisa Girotto.

2 Morandi Bonacossi 2012-2013, Idem 2016, Idem 2018a-b; 
Morandi Bonacossi, Iamoni 2015; Gavagnin, Iamoni, Palermo 
2016; Iamoni 2016; Palermo 2016; Coppini 2018.

3 See for example the “Operationskarte” published in 1917 
by the kartographischen Abteilung der Königlichen Preußis-
chen Landesaufnahme (Mosul Sheet: Tell Gomel), the map of 
Mesopotamia published in 1919 by the Great Britain War Of-
fice (Survey Party M.E.F. Baghdad, TC Anglo-Indian series of 
Mesopotamia, Dohuk Sheet 137 O/SW: Tell Jomel), the map 
published in June 1942 by the U.S. Army Map Service (Sheet 
J-38 T: Tell Jomel), and the GDP Survey Map published in 2009 
by the Kurdish Regional Government where the site is recorded 
as Tal Jumar (Shekhan Sheet 38n.). In his Muʻjam al-buldān 
(Dictionary of Countries), 1977, vol. II, 189, written between 
1224 and 1228, the Arab geographer Yakut al-Hamawi (1179-
1229) refers to the site as Jawmal.



Fig. 1 - Location of Gir-e Gomel and the Udine University survey area in the northern Region of Iraqi Kurdistan.

Fig. 2 - Preliminary distribution of archaeological sites discovered in the 2012-2018 survey seasons.



the italian-kurdish excavations at gir-e gomel in the kurdistan region of iraq 69

archaeologically investigated in 2012 during the ex-
tensive survey conducted in the region by the Uni-
versity of Udine. A small trial trench was dug along 
the site’s south-western edge in 2012 and 2013 in 
order to get a first insight into the mound’s stratig-
raphy.4 This first trench was then enlarged as from 
2017 to become Operation 1 (see below). In 2016, an 
intensive survey programme was carried out at Gir-e 
Gomel with the aim of investigating more in depth 
its overall occupation history.5 Extensive excavation 
started in 2017 in Operation 1 and was extended to 
Operations 2 and 3 in 2018.

The main goals of the Gir-e Gomel excavation con-
sist of establishing a stratigraphic reference sequence 
at the site and well-stratified and relatively and abso-
lutely dated seriations of ceramics and other archaeo-
logical artefacts. The accomplishment of these objec-
tives will make available the first reference series of 
material culture in the region and enable comparisons 
to be made with neighbouring areas, thus shedding 
light on cross-cultural relationships and exchange pat-
terns in Upper Mesopotamia. At the same time, the 
excavation in Gomel will explore the character and 
function of this important site through the millen-
nia on a local and regional scale, investigating the 
role it played in the production dynamics and socio-
economic processes in the region.

2. The environmental setting of Gir-e Gomel

The site of Gomel, which entered the scientific 
literature thanks to the work of the first scholars 
who studied the region from the early 18th centu-
ry onwards,6 lies in the middle of the Navkur Plain 
(“mud plain” in Badînî/Kurmanji), a 30 km wide 
roughly triangular plain in the eastern part of our 
survey area delimited to the north and east by the first 
Zagros foothills, to the south by the low hill range 
of the Jebel Zirkh Bardarash, and to the west by the 
Jebel Maqloub (Figs. 1-2).

Mean annual rainfall in the Navkur Plain rises from 
south to north from 400 to 600 mm per year (500-550 
mm in the Gir-e Gomel area), dropping in dry years 
to 300 mm in the southern part (Gir-e Gomel about 
350 mm) and 500 mm in the north.7 Today the entire 
plain is located well to the north of the “zone of un-
certainty”, i.e. the belt of marginal cultivation char-
acterised by an increasing frequency of crop failure,8 
and is part of the stable dry-farming zone of Upper 
Mesopotamia (Wilkinson’s Zone 1b).9 Here, at be-
tween 350 and 600 mm and not less than 300 mm in 
two out of every three years, rainfall is reliable and 
cereals can be predictably and extensively cultivated 
using a rain-fed system even in years with lower rain-
fall figures. Gir-e Gomel and the Navkur Plain enjoy 
not only adequate rainfall but also from an extreme 
abundance of surface and ground water. The plain is 
crossed by the River Al-Khazir, a major tributary of 

the Greater Zab, and the minor Nardush and Gomel 
rivers that join the Al-Khazir at the southern end of 
Navkur. Numerous wadis and ephemeral streams feed 
the main watercourses. The plain is thus potentially 
much richer in soil moisture than any other region 
to the north of the Greater Zab’s confluence with 
the Tigris and offers ideal conditions for highly pro-
ductive agriculture.10 Ground water is also extremely 
abundant and many springs, supplied by the aquifers 
located in the Zagros foothills, contribute to mak-
ing Navkur an intensively cultivated area, sustained 
also by irrigation from wells. Today, cereals (mainly 
wheat, but to a lesser extent also rice and barley) and 
vegetables are grown there.

In the Navkur Plain, the presence of abundant wa-
ter is combined with fertile soils. The region is char-
acterised by deep and productive agricultural soils, 
mainly “Brown Soils (Deep Phase)” developed on 
alluvial sediments, which occur at average depths 
varying between 2 and 4 m and are non-saline.11 In 
the presence of the high rainfall characterising the 
Gomel area and the entire Navkur Plain, these soils 
can produce high yields. These overall very favour-
able conditions for extensive and intensive agriculture 
account for the fact that the greatest density of the 
1081 archaeological sites hitherto identified in the 
region by the Udine University’s survey project, of 
which 608 can be classified as habitation sites,12 is 
situated in this plain (Fig. 2).

3. The site: topography and occupation history

The ancient settlement of Gir-e Gomel is located 
on the eastern bank of the River Gomel approximate-
ly in the centre of the Navkur Plain. The town was 
located at a strategic crossing point13 on the route con-

4 Excavation work was conducted by Marco Iamoni, assisted 
in 2013 by Francesca Simi.

5 This project was conducted by Francesca Simi in her PhD 
research programme (Simi in press).

6 Bachmann 1927, Taf. I; Jacobsen, Lloyd 1935, 32; Stein 
1942, 163-164; Fiey 1965, 230.

7 Buringh 1960; Wirth 1962, Abb. 9-10; Guest 1966, figs. 
5-6; TAVO maps AIV.4-5.

8 Wilkinson, Hritz 2013, 14-18, fig. 2.1.
9 Wilkinson 2004, 42-43.
10 Morandi Bonacossi 2018a, 84-87, figs. 5-6.
11 Ibidem, fig. 3; Buringh 1960, 78 and folding chart.
12 The 473 sites which did not yield archaeological mate-

rial include many different non-settlement features, such as 
aqueducts, primary and secondary canal sections, weirs, stone 
water-mills and other productive installations, rock-reliefs, rock-
graves, cairn fields and isolated cairns, karst springs etc.

13 Yaqut Al-Hamawi 1977, 189, referring generally to ear-
lier historians, mentions the existence in the area of a Qantarat 
Jawmal, thus indicating that at Gomel there was a bridge cross-
ing the river that at the time he wrote was no longer present 
(Honigmann 1954, 97; Fiey 1965, 230).
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Fig. 3 - Topographic map of Gir-e Gomel.
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necting the Erbil/Arbela Plain with the Greater Zab 
Valley, the Navkur and Duhok plains and the Tigris 
Valley. Over the millennia, the river has modelled the 
shape of the site, which consists of a small mound 
measuring 155 x 86 m with a surface area of 1.4 ha 
that, with its height of 38 m, today towers over the 
riverbed14 and a large surrounding lower town to the 
north, east and south (Figs. 3-4). The high mound 
slopes gently to the south, more steeply to the east and 
north, while its western side was eroded by the River 
Gomel, the course of which undermined the mound’s 
margin determining the formation of an imposing, 
nearly vertical section. The latter gives an impressive 
insight into the upper town’s stratigraphic sequence 
(Figs. 4 and 50). Mud-brick walls on massive stone 
foundations and baked brick paving belonging to dif-
ferent settlement phases can be clearly recognised in 
the section.

Today the lower town overlooks the surrounding 
landscape from an average height of 10-15 m and 
covers a surface area of approximately 30 ha. A U2 
aerial photograph, taken on January 29th 1960 (Fig. 
5), shows the presence of anthrosols around the east-
ern Gomel lower town.15 The anthrosols extend into 

the surrounding plain further eastward than the edge 
of the lower town, indicating that the site was larger 
than suggested by its present-day morphology. The 
intensive survey carried out by Francesca Simi in 
2016 has provided the necessary field confirmation of 
this interpretation of the U2 image.16 Especially in its 
central and western parts, Gomel’s lower town is now 
occupied by the scattered houses and gardens of the 
modern village. The construction of these buildings, 
which have been erected in the last two decades,17 re-
quired the levelling of the ground in the lower town, 
thus damaging the latest archaeological deposits. The 
steep eastern slopes of the lower town and a deep 
erosion gully located in the area of Operation 2 (see 

14 The top of the mound is 33 m above the adjacent plain.
15 On anthrosols and the interpretation of their signature on 

remotely sensed imagery, see Menze, Ur 2012.
16 Simi in press.
17 The above-mentioned U2 aerial photograph of Gomel 

shows only a cluster of abandoned collapsed dwellings in the 
northern lower town immediately to the north of the high mound, 
the remains of a small pre-1960s village.

Fig. 4 - UAV oblique view of Gir-e Gomel from the south (September 2018).
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below) might suggest the existence of a fortification 
system protecting the ancient settlement, and a city 
gate. These features are particularly visible in the U2 
image. The original topography of the northern lower 
town can no longer be reconstructed since this part of 
the site has undergone levelling and terracing opera-
tions to create flat surfaces on which the houses of the 
modern village could be constructed. The southern 
edges of the lower town slope quite gently down to 
the surrounding plain.

As for the original form and size of the ancient 
site, fluvial erosion has removed part of the high 
mound and the western lower town. The contour 
lines in the topographic map of Gir-e Gomel, the U2 
aerial photograph and the oblique image of the site 
emphasise the persistence at the foot of its western 
section of a semi-circular portion of the ancient site 
with a surface area of 4 ha where the archaeological 
deposit has been partly removed by the river (Figs. 
3-5). What remains of this eroded part of the site are 
the lowest archaeological deposits, partially removed 
by water erosion and now covered by thick gravel 

deposits laid down by the river. This interpretation 
of the topographic and archaeological evidence is 
supported by the discovery made in 2013 of three 
poorly preserved baked-brick walls of a building 
located in what is today the Gomel riverbed in the 
southern part of the eroded site slice, about 140 m 
to the north/north-west of Operation 1 (Fig. 3, red 
dot). The building, part of which is still buried under 
the river gravel, was associated with Middle Bronze 
Age pottery.

The available evidence shows that the ancient site 
of Gomel must have reached an overall surface area 
of about 35 ha, which was entirely occupied during 
the mid-late 3rd millennium and the Middle Bronze 
Age (see below), thus undoubtedly serving as the 
central place of the Navkur Plain during these peri-
ods. At other periods during its occupation history, 
the site may have been significantly smaller. Gomel’s 
size thus equalled the 34 ha of the mid-late 3rd millen-
nium site of Xrab-i Kilaşin discovered about 20 km 
to the west of the Greater Zab and 22 km to the east 
of our site by the Upper Greater Zab Archaeological 

Fig. 5 - U2 mission 1554 (29 January 1960) aerial photograph. Courtesy of Jason Ur, Harvard University.
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18 Koliński 2018, 17-18 andhttps://www.academia.edu/57 
09687/UGZAR_The_site_catalogue_2013_part_2_Sectors_

D1-F5, site 074. According to Rafał Koliński, the size of 
Xrab-i Kilaşin shrank to approximately 14 ha during the follow-
ing Middle Bronze Age, thus marking a change in the function 
of the settlement that became a rural centre of local importance 
(Rafał Koliński, personal communication, March 05, 2019).

19 Pfälzner et alii 2017, 14. A smaller area of the site was 
also settled during the following Late Bronze and Iron Age.

20 The discovery of an Ubaid period white stone stamp seal 
found on the site’s surface in 1933-1934 and now in the Oriental 
Institute Museum of Chicago (A12466; Frankfort 1935, 29-31, 
fig. 31) suggests that Gomel was already occupied during the 
Northern Ubaid/Early Chalcolithic period. The recovery of a so 
far very limited amount of unstratified ceramic material possibly 
dating to this and the Halaf periods in Operations 1 and 3 may 
suggest the existence under the later occupation levels of a Late 
Neolithic and Early Chalcolithic prehistoric site.

21 The Late Islamic period, i.e. the Ottoman period, is attested 
too at Gomel. However, the density of the diagnostic pottery 
and its distribution on the site’s surface suggest the existence 
of a very small hamlet in the northern part of the site, which 
was possibly settled only during the very late Ottoman period or 
even after the fall of the Ottoman Empire. A sub-recent cemetery 
was brought to light in Operation 1 (see below). However, the 
still limited understanding of the Ottoman period pottery may 
influence our conclusions.

Gir-e Gomel 
periodization

Operation Relative chronology Absolute chronology

1 1-3 Recent/modern 1922-today
2 1 Late Islamic c. 1500-1922 AD
3 So far not attested

in the excavation
Middle Islamic c. 1000-1500 AD

4 1 Early Islamic 636- c. 1000 AD
5 So far not attested

in the excavation
Sasanian 224-636 AD

6 1-2 Parthian c. 100 BC-224 AD
7 1 Hellenistic 331-c. 100 BC
8 1 Post-Assyrian, Neo-Babylonian, Achaemenid 612-331 BC
9 1-2 Neo-Assyrian, Iron Age c. 900-612 BC

10 1 Middle Assyrian, Late Bronze Age II c. 1300-1100 BC
11 1 Mitanni, Late Bronze Age I c. 1550-1300 BC
12 1-3 Middle Bronze Age c. 2000-1550 BC
13 1, 3 Mid-late Early Bronze Age, EJZ 2-5 c. 2750-2000 BC
14 So far not attested

in the excavation
Earlier Early Bronze Age,
Early Ninevite 5, EJZ 0-1

c. 3100-2750 BC

15 3 Late Chalcolithic 3-5 c. 3850-3100 BC
16 3 Late Chalcolithic 1-2 c. 4500-3850 BC

Tab. 1 - Archaeological periods recorded in Gir-e Gomel during the excavation.

Reconnaissance.18 Gir-e Gomel and Xrab-i Kilaşin 
were thus the most extensive sites in the region to the 
west of the Greater Zab and east of the Tigris before 
Bassetki, a 50 ha mid-late 3rd millennium and Middle 
Bronze Age site in the Selevani Plain north-west of 
the city of Duhok.19

The result of the extensive and intensive surveys 
carried out in Gir-e Gomel show that the site was 
continuously occupied without significant interrup-
tions from the beginning of the Late Chalcolithic20 to 
the Middle and Late Islamic period.21 As mentioned 
above, the site’s at least seven millennia long his-
tory is also witnessed by the remarkable height of 
the upper town, which rises almost 40 m from the 
level of the River Gomel. The first two excavation 
seasons at the site have made it possible to establish 
a stratigraphic sequence covering the Late Chalco-
lithic 1-5, the time span from the later Early Bronze 
Age (mid-late 3rd millennium) to the Iron Age, and 
the Hellenistic, Parthian, Early and Late Islamic pe-
riods. Hitherto not recorded in the excavation – even 
though attested at Gomel by the extensive and inten-
sive surveys – are the earlier Ninevite 5, Sasanian 
and Middle Islamic periods (Tab. 1).

With its not able size that makes it the largest site 
in the Navkur Plain, its essentially continuous oc-
cupation for at least almost seven millennia, and its 

strategic position on the left bank of the river nearly 
at the centre of the fertile and well-watered plain and 
on the main south-east-north-west route connecting 
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the Erbil Plain with the Tigris Valley, Gir-e Gomel 
was the most important site in the area and com-
manded the entire Navkur Plain, in particular in the 
periods of its maximum extension during the mid-late 
3rd millennium BC and the Middle Bronze Age. The 
UGZAR Project located the site of Xrab-i Kilaşin 
about 22 km to the east of Gir-e Gomel, in the en-
virons of the modern town and the archaeological 
site of Rovia.22 With its 34 ha surface area the site 
equals the extension of Gomel. However, its periph-
eral location on the eastern margin of the Navkur 
Plain and non-continuous occupation – starting only 
in the mid-late 3rd millennium, when the site reached 
its maximum extension, and continuing in the Middle 
Bronze Age (though with a significant reduction of its 
original size), the Middle Assyrian period and then in 
the Islamic era – suggest that Xrab-i Kilaşin was not 
the central site of the fertile Navkur Plain.

4. Written sources on Gomel and its region

The history of the Navkur Plain is scarcely illu-
minated by ancient written evidence. The Old Baby-
lonian texts from the Mari and Shemshara archives 
of the time of Samsi-Addu mention in the region to 
the east and west of the Upper Iraqi Tigris a poorly 
known Amorite tribe, the Ya’ilanum, ruled by a king 
called Mar-Addu whose neutrality Samsi-Addu tried 
unsuccessfully to negotiate.23 This tribe lived in the 
lands of Nurrugum and Qabra and was defeated and 
eradicated through deportations by Ishme-Dagan im-
mediately before the joint conquest of Qabra and Ur-
bil (Erbil) by Dadusha, king of Eshnunna, and Sam-
si-Addu in 1781 BC.24 According to the cuneiform 
sources, sites such as Talmush (probably Ger-e-pan), 
Ninet/Nineveh, Shibanum=Shibanibe/Tell Billa, and 
Kilizum/Qasr Shemamok belonged to the local king-
dom of Nurrugum.25 During the reign of Samsi-Addu, 
the Navkur Plain and the entire region explored by 
the University of Udine were certainly part of Nur-
rugum. The capital city of the Land of Nurrugum, 
which according to Eidem and Ziegler spanned both 
banks of the Tigris to the north of Ekallatum, had 
the same name and must have been located to the 
east of the Tigris, as an unpublished Mari letter sug-
gests.26 The city of Nurrugum resisted the siege by 
Samsi Addu’s army for almost a year (while Nineveh 
fell after a few weeks) and was thus certainly well 
fortified.27 After the conquest of the capital city in 
1780, the Land of Nurrugum was incorporated into 
the kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia and many of 
its inhabitants were enlisted in Samsi-Addu’s army. 
After this period, the Ya’ilanum tribe that lived in 
the region disappears from the cuneiform sources.28 
Slightly later, during the 17th-early 16th century BC, 
the otherwise unknown Pizigarra, of probable Hurrian 
descent – either the ruler of Nineveh, or coming from 

this city – is mentioned in a fragmentary context of 
the preamble to the “The Song of Release”, a literary 
composition written in Hurrian with Hittite transla-
tion discovered during the excavations in Hattusha 
that mentions the destruction of Ebla.29 This textual 
evidence suggests that the region studied by the Uni-
versity of Udine had passed under the control of an 
emerging Hurrian polity.

A similar scenario, characterised by conquest by 
Samsi-Addu’s army followed by the emergence of a 
local Hurrian political entity, can now also be out-
lined for Bassetki during the Old Babylonian/Middle 
Bronze Age period. This site, located slightly to the 
west of our study region (see above), is now provid-
ing important fresh evidence for the Late Bronze Age 
in particular, due to the discovery during the 2017 
excavation campaign of 92 Middle Assyrian texts 
stored in a jar on the floor of a building destroyed by 
fire.30 Thanks to the discovery of this Middle Assyr-
ian archive, the site can be identified as the Assyrian 
city of Mardama, which was the administrative seat 
of a currently unknown mid-13th century BC Middle 
Assyrian governorate. The city is already mentioned 
under the name of Mardaman in an Akkadian period 
inscription of Naram-Sin, who celebrates its destruc-
tion, and again by sources from the Third Dynasty 
of Ur. The city was then conquered by Samsi-Addu 
in 178631 and later became an independent kingdom 
under a Hurrian ruler called Tish-ulme,32 before being 
destroyed by the Turukkaeans. The Middle Assyrian 
archive from Bassetki will hopefully also shed new 
light on the historical geography of the region to the 
east of Mardama during the Late Bronze Age.

As for the 1st millennium cuneiform sources, not 
very much is known for the Navkur Plain. Accord-
ing to Radner, from the 8th century onwards the plain 
perhaps belonged to three different Neo-Assyrian 

22 See footnote 18.
23 Ziegler 2011, 149.
24 Charpin, Ziegler 2003, 90-101; Eidem, Laessøe 2001, 23; 

Ziegler 2004, 24 and 2011, 149-150; Vidal 2013.
25 Charpin, Ziegler 2003, 77; Ziegler 2004, 2011 and Nele 

Ziegler, personal communication (February 26, 2014).
26 Charpin, Ziegler 2003, 97-99; Eidem 1985, 101 and no. 

84; Ziegler 2004, 21.
27 As for the possible identification of Nurrugum with Gir-e 

Gomel, see the discussion in the conclusions to this article (Sec-
tion 9).

28 Vidal 2013.
29 De Martino 2012; Neu 1996; Wilhelm 2001.
30 Pfälzner et alii 2017 and https://uni-tuebingen.de/en/

newsfullview-landingpage/article/cuneiform-tablets-from-bassetki-
reveal-location-of-ancient-royal-city-of-mardaman.html (2018). To 
the Middle Assyrian tablets, a few other Neo-Assyrian tablet 
fragments can be added.

31 Charpin, Ziegler 2003, 145.
32 Ibidem, 183.
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provinces: from west to east Barkhalzu, Shimu and 
Shibkhinish.33 As admitted by Radner herself, how-
ever, this reconstruction is very tentative and is not 
based on firm documentary evidence. The only site 
in the Navkur Plain for which identification with an 
ancient toponym has been proposed to date is Gir-e 
Gomel. Reade34 and Fales and Del Fabbro35 have ten-
tatively identified it as the ancient Assyrian town of 
URUGam-ma-ga-ra, mentioned in the Inscription B of 
Sennacherib at Jerwan.36 The archaeological evidence 
does not contradict such a proposal, since at Gomel 
Neo-Assyrian levels have been identified in Opera-
tions 1 and 2 (see below). If Gir-e Gomel can be 
identified with Gammagara, whose name involves a 
metathesis possibly as an erroneous outcome so that 
Gammagara should stand for *Gamgamara,37 a to-
ponomastic formation with internal duplication, then 
the equivalence with the Greek toponym of Gaugame-
la already proposed by Reade38 would not give rise 
to particular difficulties.39

9th century Syriac sources mention the site of 
Gomel as Gogemal, a clear distortion of the name 
of Gaugamela.40 The Chronography of Bar Hebraeus 
(1226-1286) refers to the “town of Gomel” as one of 
the biggest centres of the diocese of Marga, spanning 
the region between the Upper Greater Zab Valley, the 
foothill region of ‘Aqra and the Atrush Valley and 
the Navkur Plain to the River Gomel.41 Gomel was 
the seat of two Monophysite bishops of Marga in 
the 7th and 9th centuries.42 This documentary evidence 
indicates that in the Byzantine/Early Islamic period 
the site of Gomel held a central socio-economic and 
religious position in the Marga diocese and was an 
important crossing point of the River Gomel on the 
Erbil-Tigris route.43

Medieval Arabic sources, with the exception of 
Yaqut al-Hamawi44 mentioned above, do not refer to 
the site of Gomel,45 and neither do the 16th century 
Ottoman defters pertaining to the regions of Mosul 
and Duhok.46 The silence of the Arabic and Ottoman 
period sources with regard to the site suggests that 
during the Late Islamic period Gomel did not play an 
important role as an economic and religious centre or 

as a strategic river crossing point, as it did during the 
Byzantine/Early Islamic and Middle Islamic periods, 
but rather was one among many rural villages and 
hamlets of the productive Navkur Plain.

5. Operation 1

Introduction
Operation 1 is located along the south-western 

edge of Gir-e Gomel’s southern lower town, in the 
area where the site was eroded by the River Gomel 
(Figs. 3-4). Excavations here were carried out in 
2012, 2013, 2017 and 2018. In the first two years, a 
step trench was opened with the aim of investigating 
the archaeological sequence in this part of the site. 
The area was selected after a careful examination of 
the eroded section of Gomel’s south-western lower 
town. In this part of the mound, the river erosion and 
illicit digging had exposed baked-brick structures in 
a section through an extensive occupation sequence 
from the sub-recent period to the 3rd millennium BC. 
In 2017, excavations were resumed and extended 
through the opening of a new square (5 by 5 m) to 
the east of the 2012-2013 step trench. The overall 

33 Radner 2006, Karte 1.
34 Reade 1978, 169. See also Reade, Anderson 2013, 75-76.
35 Fales, Del Fabbro 2014, 80-81.
36 Grayson, Novotny 2014, no. 226: line 4.
37 Fales, Del Fabbro 2014, 80, footnote 61.
38 Reade 1978, 169.
39 Fales, Del Fabbro 2014, 80, footnote 61 for details.
40 Gogemal is mentioned in the “Book of Governors” written 

by Thomas of Marga, bishop of the diocese of Marga in about 
the mid-9th century (Honigmann 1954, 97; Fiey 1965, 230).

41 Fiey 1965, 225-303 and map p. 224.
42 Budge 1932. See also Fiey 1965, 230-231.
43 See footnote 13.
44 See footnote 3.
45 Miroslav Melčák, personal communication (February 11, 

2019).
46 Onur Usta, personal communication (February 12, 2019).

Fig. 6 - Examples of sub-recent graves (Phases 1-2): stone 
cist (from the east), baked-brick cist (from the east) and 
simple pit burial (from the west).

Fig. 7 - Early Islamic occupation (Phase 3), with walls 224, 
232, 233, and floor 234 (a) and two of the pits (b, c).
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area excavated in Operation 1 amounts to about 85 
sq. m. Twenty-six different occupation phases have 
been identified so far in this part of the site, which 
was used as a burial ground in the sub-recent period, 
the Neo-Assyrian period, and in the Middle and Early 
Bronze Age, while it was an inhabited area during 
the Late Bronze Age, and the Post-Assyrian, Parthian 
and Hellenistic periods.

Sub-recent occupation (Phases 1-2)
The first two phases of occupation are dated to 

very recent times (probably the 20th century AD) 
and are represented by 21 graves of a cemetery lo-
cated immediately below the topsoil. Three types of 
burialhave been recorded (Fig. 6): one baked-brick 
cist grave and seven stone cist graves (or with stone 
covers), while the remaining burials are simple pit 
graves. 60% percent of the bones analysed belong 
to adults/juveniles, while 40% pertain to young indi-
viduals (from newborns to adolescents). The burials 
were mainly oriented west-east, but in some cases 
east-west orientation is found. All the skeletons faced 
south and lay directly on the grave bottom, mostly 
lying on one side or on the back, with slightly bent 
or outstretched legs. No grave goods were recovered 
from the burials.

Early Islamic occupation (Phase 3)
The third occupation phase, dating to the Early Is-

lamic period (7th-10th century AD), is represented by 
an external trodden floor abutting three walls (224, 
232 and 233) and some waste pits (256, 268 and 318). 
The walls (Fig. 7a) were built with large cobblestones 
of different sizes (20-40 cm) taken from the nearby 
river, laid in courses and bound with brown or grey 
mud; they are probably the foundations of mud-brick 
walls that were not preserved. The above-mentioned 

graves heavily damaged this level. The ceramic ma-
terial found in several large rubbish pits (diameter: 
2-2.5 m; depth 1-1.5 m; Fig. 7b-c) is particularly 
interesting. The pottery assemblages from the bell-
shaped disposal pits, which might originally have 
been used as storage pits, are homogeneous and of 
great interest for understanding the material culture 
of the poorly known earliest phase of the Islamic 
period in the Gir-e Gomel region.

The excavated evidence is far too fragmentary to 
ascertain the nature of the area’s occupation. How-
ever, the uncovered features suggest that in the Early 
Islamic period this part of the site was used for do-
mestic and storage activities.

The pottery from the Early Islamic dumps (C. 
Tonghini)

It is well known that the material culture of north-
ern Iraq in the long Islamic period is still poorly un-
derstood and that a well-established reference chrono-
typology for the ceramic finds is not available yet. 
However, it must also be said that the situation is 
gradually changing thanks to the most recent field-
work seasons.47 The excavation of a site such as 
Gomel, characterised by continuous occupation dur-

47 See for example Nováček et alii 2016, 122-159. At the 11th 
ICAANE held in Munich, April 2018, ceramic assemblages from 
on-going projects in Iraqi Kurdistan were discussed: M. Ahmad 
“Islamic Archaeology in Iraqi Kurdistan: Sulaymaniyah region 
as a case-study”; K. Kaercher “Chronology and Social Identity 
in the Middle and Late Islamic Periods in Northeastern Iraq via 
the Study of Unglazed Earthenwares”; C. Tonghini, V. Vezzoli 
“The Islamic period settlement in Kurdistan/Iraq: results from 
the Land of Nineveh Archaeological Project”.

N. SU PHASE WARE DESCRIPTION
1 318.35 3 w6 Pale-yellow ware, with medium occurrence fine inclusions

2 318.37 3 w5 Pink ware, reddish-yellow ceramic body, with abundant fine 
inclusions; pale-yellow surface

3 318.68 3 w14 Cooking ware, reddish-grey hard fire ware, with abundant 
inclusions, presence of quartz

4 318.33 3 w7 Eggshell ware, pale-yellow, well levigated body
5 318.30 3 w7 Eggshell ware, pale-yellow, well levigated body
6 318.31 3 w7 Eggshell ware, pale-yellow, well levigated body
7 318.32 3 w7 Eggshell ware, pale-yellow, well levigated body
8 318.27 3 w7 Eggshell ware, pale-yellow, well levigated body

9 318.28 3 w4 Gritty ware, light-grey/pale yellow ceramic body
with abundant fine inclusions

Early Islamic Pottery from stratigraphic unit 318.
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Fig. 8 - Early Islamic Pottery from stratigraphic unit 318.
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N. SU PHASE WARE DESCRIPTION

1 318.41 3 w7 Eggshell ware, pale-yellow, well levigated body

2 318.42 3 w5 Pink ware, reddish yellow ceramic body, with medium occurrence 
fine inclusions

3 318.43 3 w6 Pale-yellow ware, with medium occurrence fine inclusions

4 227.37 3 w14 Cooking ware, reddish-grey hard fire ware, with abundant 
inclusions, presence of quartz

5 227.24-25 3 w3 Abbasid moulded ware: pale-yellow ceramic body, well levigated, 
rare inclusions, presence of quartz

6 227.35 3 w3 Abbasid moulded ware: pale-yellow ceramic body, well levigated, 
rare inclusions, presence of quartz

7 227.21 3 Pale yellow, levigated body with glaze, deteriorated

Fig. 9 - Early Islamic pottery from stratigraphic units 318 and 227.

Early Islamic pottery from stratigraphic units 318 and 227.
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ing the long Islamic period, may provide important 
evidence in this respect.

In fact, it is especially the pottery finds from the 
2017 and 2018 excavations of Gir-e Gomel that made 
it possible to complete the typological work carried 
out in the framework of the survey project in rela-
tion to the Early Islamic period (7th-10th centuries).48 
This typology had been originally established on a 
few well-known, well-dated ceramic types circulat-
ing in the region as well as in the neighbouring areas 
(Syria, Turkey, Iran) and on the pottery from sites 
characterised by a single-period occupation through 
a seriation process.49

The ceramic finds from a number of dumps at Gir-e 
Gomel significantly enlarged the assemblage of pot-
tery types that can be ascribed to the Early Islamic 
period; at the same time, they contribute to a first 
evaluation of the settlement’s character in this period. 
The dumps are located in an area that, according to 
the results of an intensive survey, seems to constitute 
the southern outskirts of the settlement in the Early 
Islamic period; the finds may thus illustrate the rep-
ertoire of a domestic and peripheral context.

The selection of pottery presented here comes 
from two different dumps, stratigraphic units 227 
and 318.

Glazed pottery is rare, and comprises a few sam-
ples of the so-called Yellow Glazed Family, a dis-
tinctive type characterised by a well-levigated fab-
ric and a bright yellow glaze, often associated with 
black-painted decoration.50 The largest group in the 
assemblage consists of unglazed beige ware, with a 
number of different varieties. Highly diagnostic types 
are represented by so-called Egg-shell Ware,51 with 
a very fine, well-levigated fabric, generally associ-
ated with water-juglets (Figs. 8, 4-8 and 9, 1), and 
by moulded-ware, associated with small closed and 
open forms (Figs. 9, 5-6 and 10).

The quantity of sand and mineral inclusions can 
vary considerably within this group. Closed forms 
of small and medium dimensions generally pres-
ent a smooth surface and various types of decora-
tion (incised, moulded, applied, and stamped: Figs. 
8, 1-2, 9 and 9, 2-3). Larger forms, such as basins 
and jars, are characterised by a much grittier fabric. 
A highly diagnostic decoration of the 7th-9th centuries 
is the so-called Honeycomb Ware (finger impressed 
decoration),52 usually associated with jars.

The cooking ware seems to differ from the well-
known Brittle Ware well attested in the whole region;53 
it is characterised by a reddish/brownish gritty fabric, 
with abundant mineral inclusions; a globular pot with 
a thickened rim seems to be the most typical form 
(Figs. 8, 3 and 9, 4).

The repertoire fits within the morphological and 
decorative horizon of other contemporary and well-
known contexts of the Abbasid period in the Mesopo-
tamian region.54 The absence of the well-known Blue-

Glazed Abbasid Ware can be noted. This absence may 
bear chronological implications and suggests that the 
dumps discussed here should be datedtoward the later 
part of the Early Islamic horizon.

The pottery types that are found in the dumps seem 
to illustrate a peripheral domestic context within an 
urban environment that must have been well con-
nected to a regional commercial network. The variety 
of the pottery types and their quality demonstrates 
easy access to the fine table wares market, and is 
comparable with that of other urban entities, such as 
al-Raqqa; the percentages of the various types and 
especially the paucity of the glazed-ware indicate that 
this area was somewhat marginal in comparison with 
the areas of the town presumably frequented by the 
elites. The continuation of the archaeological explora-
tion of the buried deposits will undoubtedly provide 
important evidence in relation to the occupation of 
the site during the long Islamic period and contrib-
ute significantly to our understanding of the material 
culture of this period in the whole area.

Parthian Period (Phases 4-6)
The occupation of Phase 4 is poorly document-

ed through the presence of a fragmentary structure 
(Building 2), which extended beyond the northern 
excavation limit. Only one room of this building was 
brought to light in Operation 1 (Fig. 11a).

Underneath one of the mud-brick walls of Building 
2, a burial (Grave 31, Phase 5, Fig. 11b) was found: 
the inhumation grave consisted of an ellipsoidal pit 
at the bottom of which the skeleton of an adult was 
lying prone.

Although the few walls of Building 2 found in 
Operation 1 do not indicate its precise function, due 
to their thickness and construction quality it can be 
deduced that in the Parthian period the area had a 
domestic use. The finding of a burial on an external 
surface belonging to Phase 5 further emphasizes that 
this region of the site located at its south-western edge 
was not densely and permanently inhabited.

48 Following Whitcomb 1992, 112-118, the long Islamic peri-
od can be divided into three main horizons: Early Islamic Period 
(7th-10th centuries), Middle Islamic Period (11th-15th centuries), 
Late Islamic Period (16th-20th centuries).

49 Tonghini, Vezzoli 2018.
50 Watson 1999, 81-87.
51 Northedge et alii 1988, 86-87; Kennet 2004, 31.
52 Northedge, Falkner 1987, Pl. XXX, and note 62; Miglus, 

Stępniowski 1999, taf. 76: i-j.
53 Vokaer 2011.
54 Especially Miglus 1999; François, Shaddoud 2013; Rous-

set 1996.
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Hellenistic Period (Phases 7-9)
In the entire Operation 1 settlement sequence, the 

Hellenistic period is the only one that has yielded 
considerable – although so far only partly cohesive – 
architectural remains. Several walls constructed with 
different building techniques have been uncovered: 
mud-bricks walls, a mud-brick and pisé wall, mud-
brick walls with stone foundations, mud-brick walls 
with stone and baked-brick foundations. A single 
fragmentary dwelling, Building 1 – consisting of the 
stone foundations of two parallel walls (46 and 47), 
a poorly preserved mud floor (50) and a mud-brick 
bench (49) abutting one of the walls – was brought 
to light in the eastern part of the excavation in Phase 
9 (Fig. 12a). A third perpendicular mud-brick wall on 

Fig. 10 - A group of Abbasid moulded ware vessels (Ware 3) from stratigraphic unit 227.

stone foundations (283), measuring 4 m long and 0.9 
m wide and possibly belonging to the same build-
ing, was found in the western part of the excavation 
(Fig. 12b).

Another structure, called Building 2 (Fig. 13), was 
partially cleared in Phase 7. It was formed of an east-
west oriented mud-brick wall (263), partly extending 
beyond the northern excavation limit, that measured 
about 5 m in length, with a width ranging from 0.45 
to 0.65 m. The eastern part of the wall was built with 
mud-bricks and pisé, while its western part consisted 
of smaller and better preserved mud-bricks. This wall 
was abutted to the south by a perpendicular mud-
brick wall (271), measuring 1.50 x 0.85 m. Another 
fragmentary structure (272), measuring 2 x 0.50 m, 
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was found to the east of wall 271. This mud-brick 
structure, which continues beyond the eastern excava-
tion limit, was not physically linked to walls 263 and 
271 and probably served as a work bench or small 
platform. Building 2 was in use during at least two 
sub-phases (Phases 7a - 7b), since two floors (270 and 
underlying 275) abutted all the architectural features 
described above.

On the two floors, some interesting objects have 
been uncovered: spindle-whorls, loom-weights, a bone 
pin and a bronze knife: the character of the fragmen-
tary architecture exposed and the nature of the objects 
found on its floors suggest that the use of this building 
was related to craft and domestic activities.

Fig. 11 - Building 2, walls 242 and 243 and floor 244 (a) and Grave 31 (b).

Fig. 12 - Building 1: walls 46 and 47, floor 50 and bench 49 from the north (a) and wall 283 from the east (b).

Although the function of Buildings 1 and 2 is still 
unclear, the rather considerable size of the walls, es-
pecially of those of Building 2, suggests that the lat-
ter was a dwelling of a certain size, where craft and 
domestic activities were carried out. Both buildings 
were in use for more than a sub-phase, as various 
floors were in function with the same walls. Compa-
rable Hellenistic structures with mud-brick and pisé 
walls have been discovered at Tell Beydar.55

55 Dezzi Bardeschi, Stènuit 2011, 238-240; De Conceição 
Lopez et alii 2011, 275-277.

a b

a b
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Post-Assyrian? Period (Phases 10-12)
Three phases have been dated to the Post-Assyrian 

period on the basis of the pottery discovered. Three 
trodden floors (289, 305 and 333) probably pertaining 
to open areas were brought to light. The only structure 
found in Phase 10 was a sloping ramp made of hard 
compact clayey soil, higher to the south, on which 
wall 283 had been built. Under this ramp, a stamp seal 
was discovered (305.701).56 The deposits on the trod-
den floors contained abundant pottery; in particular, 
numerous small bowls with incurved and internally 
thickened rims (Fig. 17, 1-2). Several similar pieces 
were found in Level 3 at Khirbet Khatuniyeh,57 dated 
to the Post-Assyrian period. Moreover, the presence 
of a fragment of carinated beaker with everted rim 
(Fig. 17, 3) resembling specimens found at Kharabeh 
Shattani in levels dated to the Achaemenid period58 
and at Khirbet Khatuniyeh, level 3,59 further confirms 
the dating of these levels to the Post-Assyrian pe-
riod.

Neo-Assyrian Period (Phases 13-15)
In the Neo-Assyrian period, the region of Gir-e 

Gomel investigated in Operation 1 was an open area, 

the occupation of which is represented by trodden 
floors with few installations separated by thick lay-
ers that accumulated on them. In Phase 14 six in-situ 
cremation burials were discovered in the western part 
of the excavated area, whilst in the eastern part of 
the area’s trodden floor 321 two stone installations 
were exposed (307-308; Fig. 14). The western part 
of the open area was cut by a cluster of east-west 
oriented cremation graves (G 17, G 18, G 20, G 37, 
G 38, G 39 and G 40). This cremation necropolis ex-
tended towards the west and was partially eroded by 
the river. The main characteristic of the Operation 1 
burial ground is that it consisted exclusively of in-situ 
incineration graves, i.e. not cinerary urns containing 
the ashes of the dead (who had been cremated else-
where) buried in a pit, but rather cremation burials 
dug into the soil in which the funeral pyre with the 

56 For details, see Section 8, Fig. 58.
57 Curtis, Green 1997, figs. 55, 347 and 59, 403.
58 Baird et alii 1995, fig. 36, 10.
59 Curtis, Green 1997, fig. 55, 353.

Fig. 13 - Building 2: walls 263, 271, 272, 264-265 and floor 275.
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body of the deceased on it was burnt. After the full 
combustion of the pyre and body, the remains fell into 
the pit (as shown by the heavily scorched bottom and 
sides), the grave goods were deposited in the burial 
and the whole structure was covered with earth.

Four cremation burials (G 17, 18, 20 and 38) have 
a roughly rectangular shape with rounded corners and 
two small lobate openings on the short sides (Figs. 14 
and 15a-b). In few cases these were linked at the bot-
tom of the grave by a still recognisable shallow chan-
nel for the ignition of the funeral pyre constructed 
above the pit (G 18, 20);60 this would have permitted 
air to circulate and thus made full cremation of the 
body possible.

The burials range from 2 to 2.30 m in length, 0.90 
to 1.30 m in width and are approximately 0.50 m 
deep. The pit surfaces were reddish and hardened due 
to their exposure to the heat of the pyres’ combustion. 
The grave fills contained greenish vitrified parts of 
the pit sides mixed with ashes and small fragments of 
burnt bones. Graves 39 and 40 were also rectangular 
in shape with rounded corners but lacked the two 
lobate openings on the short sides and the shallow 
aeration channels (Figs. 14 and 15c). The sides of 
Graves 39-40 were less rubified and burnt, probably 
because the combustion temperature was lower than 
in the graves with lobes and ventilation channels. 
The hypothesis that these graves had a lower burning 
temperature is also supported by the condition of the 

bone remains, which in these cremations were bigger 
and less burnt than those found in the lobate graves 
with aeration channels.

Grave 37 was smaller (1.30 x 0.60 m) and cut 
Grave 38 (2.20 x 1.20 m) on its northern side, thus 
indicating that the graveyard had at least two phases 
of use (Phase 13 with G 37 and Phase 14, which 
is the cemetery’s main phase of use). The section 
of Grave 37 (Fig. 15d) shows that the fill consisted 
of several layers: the upper part was composed of 
soft ash, which probably represents the remnants of 
the pyre. Below it, layers of ash were interspersed 
with layers of compact reddish coloured clay, while 
towards the bottom of the grave a large quantity of 
hard greenish burnt material resulting from the firing 
of the grave-cut sides was found. The burial goods 
do not consist of prestige objects and the majority of 
graves contained just a few items. In Grave 17 a typi-
cal fine-fabric Neo-Assyrian beaker was found (Figs. 
16c and 17, 4). This vessel resembles the elongate 
Palace Ware beakers61 found at several Neo-Assyrian 

60 Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, fig. 3.7. In fig. 3.7 a, the burial 
has erroneously been marked as T. 17 instead of T. 20.

61 BT_03 type, following Anastasio 2010, 48-49 and pl. 28, 
6-1.

Fig. 14 - Plan of the Neo-Assyrian occupation phases with cremation graves.
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sites, such as Nimrud,62 Qal’at Sharqat63 and Ziyaret 
Tepe.64

Grave 18 contained two vessels (Figs. 16a-b and 
17, 5-6) and a small metal fragment, possibly part 
of a bronze fibula (Fig. 16g). The very poor state 
of preservation makes it impossible to understand to 
which type of fibula it belonged.65

One of the two Grave 18 vessels is of the same 
type as the beaker found in Grave 17, but is whitish 
in colour and finer (Figs. 16a and 17, 5). The second 
vessel recovered is a small squat beaker with a wide 
mouth and is similar to the “dimple beakers” found 
for instance in Nimrud66 and Khirbet Khatuniyah,67 
but has a shorter neck (Figs. 16b and 17, 6). It has 
a very fine fabric (possibly Palace Ware) and shows 
the characteristic dimple impressions in the lower 
part of the body.

In Grave 39, no grave goods were found. A small 
squat jar with a fine greenish fabric and a corrugated 
shoulder was found in Grave 20 (Figs. 16d and 17, 
7). A similar vessel was found at Nimrud - Fort Shal-
manasar.68 This small jar has been damaged by expo-
sure to heat, which suggests that the vessel had been 
placed in the grave before the burning of the funeral 
pyre or immediately after the combustion process, 
when the ash and residual material were still hot. This 
was not the case for the vessels found in the other 
graves, which do not bear traces of secondary firing, 
thus indicating that they were added to the grave after 
the end of the combustion process.

Grave 37, which due to its small dimensions possi-
bly belongs to a child, contained almost 50 beads and 
a fragment of an arm-shaped bronze fibula (310.773, 
Figs. 16h and 17, 8). The fibula belongs to Pedde’s 
Gruppe D1.5.69 Very similar specimens were found for 
instance in Nineveh,70 Nimrud,71 and Assur72 and are 

mainly dated to the 7th century. The beads were par-
tially deformed by heat. They have different shapes 
but the most common are biconical and disc-shaped 
white quartz beads. Other beads are made of differ-
ent kinds of stone (for example carnelian, and grey 
and pinkish quartz).

As mentioned above, the northern part of Grave 
38 was cut by G 37. In the southern portion, two 
vessels were uncovered: a small bottle and a beaker 
(Figs. 16e-f and 17, 9-10) in fine ware. Parallels to 
the small bottle have been found at Qal’at Sharqat73 
and Tell Ahmar on the Syrian Euphrates,74 while simi-
lar beakers come from Khirbet Khatuniyah,75 Khirbet 
Qasrij76 and Qal’at Sharqat.77

The vessels found in the above-described graves 
belong to the typical late Neo-Assyrian ceramic as-
semblage of the 8th-7th centuries BC.

62 Oates 1959, pl. XXXVII, 64.
63 Haller 1954, taf. 3n1.
64 Matney, Rainville 2005, fig. 16, 34.
65 On Iron Age fibulae, see Pedde 2000, 356-364.
66 Oates 1959, pl. XXXVII, 62.
67 Curtis, Reade 1995, fig. 51, 267.
68 Oates 1959, pl. xxxvii, 73.
69 Pedde 2000, 268-282, taf. 62-65.
70 Stronach 1959, 200, fig. 9-10, Type iii-7.
71 Ibidem, 205, pl. li, 3, Type iii-7.
72 Hausleiter 1996, 67.80.353.
73 Haller 1954, taf. 4m.
74 Jamieson 1999, fig. 4, 6.
75 Curtis, Green 1997, fig. 39, 168; Curtis, Reade 1995, 

fig. 39, 168.
76 Curtis 1989, fig. 40, 269.
77 Haller 1954, taf. 3t.

Fig. 15 - Neo-Assyrian cremation graves with lobes (a and b: G 18 and 20) and without lobes (c: G 39) and section of Grave 
37 (d). All graves seenfrom the east.
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Lastly Grave 40, which was cut on its south-eastern 
side by an Islamic period pit, while its north-western 
corner had been eroded by the river, contained two 
cylinder seals (329.702-703; Fig. 16 i-j).78

The finding of in-situ cremation burials in a Late 
Assyrian context such as that of Gir-e Gomel, a site 
that was located in the very core of the Assyrian Em-
pire in the immediate vicinity of its two last capital 
cities, Khorsabad and Nineveh, is rather unusual. As 
is well known, the Neo-Assyrian funerary ritual was 
characterised by inhumation.79 During the Iron Age 
II, cremation was widespread in western Syria80 and 
Anatolia,81 but in the ‘Land of Ashur’ cremations di-
rectly above the grave cut that closely resemble those 
found at Gomel are known only from two sites: Tell 
Sheikh Hamad on the Lower Khabur, where fifteen 
in-situ cremation burials were identified in the Neo-
Assyrian residences in levels dating to the late ninth 
to mid-6th century BC,82 and Ziyaret Tepe on the Turk-
ish Tigris, where five cremation graves dating to the 
late 8th to 7th century BC of the same type were found 
in the main courtyard of the probable palace of the 
local Neo-Assyrian governor.83

Grave shape and structure and the evidence of 
funerary ritual from the Sheikh Hamad and Ziyaret 
burials are identical to those documented at Gomel.

The only significant difference is that the grave 
goods found in the Gomel cremation burials appear 
to be more humble and do not include luxury items 
such as the metal and ivory objects documented in 
the Ziyaret Tepe graves84 and also present in some 
of the Sheikh Hamad cremations (those in Courtyard 
Z and outdoor area IZ85). A further peculiarity of the 

Gomel burials is that they seem to be placed in an 
open area that, as far as we can ascertain at this stage 
of the excavation, was not properly settled in the Neo-
Assyrian period. However, it cannot be excluded that 
the continuation of the excavation to the north, south 
and east will show the presence of structures dating 
to the Neo-Assyrian period. Moreover, it is possible 
that the settlement extended further to the west of the 
graves, where the site has been strongly eroded by 
the river. In this case, the cremation cemetery might 
possibly not have been located at the margins of the 
settlement.

At Ziyaret Tepe, the funerary ritual of in-situ cre-
mation has been interpreted as evidence of the pres-

78 For these seals, see Section 8.
79 Strommenger 1971, 592; Mofidi-Nasrabadi 1999; Mo-

randi Bonacossi 2018b, 71. On the other hand, non in-situ cre-
mation burials, i.e. incinerated remains in urns interred in pits, 
are known for the Middle Assyrian period (for a discussion, see 
Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, 71).

80 See, e.g., the cemeteries at Yunus-Tepe (Woolley 1939-
1940, 11-37), Deve-Hüyük I (Moorey 1980), Tell Shiukh 
Fawqani (Al-Bahloul, Barro, D’alfonso 2005, 997-1048; Le 
Goff 2005, 21-27; Tenu, Bachelot 2005, 11-14) and Hama 
(Riis 1948). For cremation in the Iron Age Levant, see also 
Bienkowski 1982.

81 For an overview, see Wicke 2013,245.
82 Kreppner 2008.
83 Matney et alii 2002; Wicke 2013. On this topic, see also 

Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, 69-72.
84 Matney et alii 2002, 55-56.
85 Kreppner 2008, 266.

Fig. 16 - Burial goods from Neo-Assyrian cremation graves.
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N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARISONS

1 306.327 12 Sand, 
Calcite h ss/ss sm/sm 7.5 yr 6/8 ry 7.5 yr 6/8 ry w Curtis-Green 1997, fig. 59, 403.

2 306.330 12 Sand, 
Chaff h ss/ss sm/sm 2.5 yr 4/8 r 2.5 yr 4/8 r w Curtis-Green 1997, fig. 55, 346.

3 306.326 12 Sand h ss/ss sm/b 5 yr 6/8 ry 5 yr 6/8 ry w Baird et alii 1995, fig. 36, 10.
Curtis-Green 1997, fig. 55, 353.

4 73.701 14 Calcite, 
Basalt h s/ss nt/b 7.5 yr 7/6 ry 7.5 yr 7/6 ry w Oates 1959, pl. XXXVII, 64.

Haller 1954, Taf. 3n1.

5 83.701 14 Sand, 
Chaff h ss/ss sm/sm 5y 8/2 py 5y 8/2 py w Rib Oates 1959, pl. XXXVII, 64.

6 83.702 14 Sand, 
Calcite h ss/ss sm/sm 5y 8/2 py 5y 8/2 py w Oates 1959, pl. XXXVII, 62.

Curtis-Reade 1995, fig. 51, 267.

7 79.701 14 Calcite h ss/ss sm/sm 2.5 y 8/2 py 2.5 y 8/2 py w Corr. Oates 1959, pl. XXXVII, 73.

9 325.701 14 Calcite h ss/ss nt/sm 10 yr 8/3 vpb 
- 10 r 6/6

10 yr 8/3 
- 8/4 w Ribs Curtis-Green 1997, fig. 39, 168.

Curtis 1989, fig. 40, 269.

10 325.702 14 Calcite h ss/s sm/sm 5 y 8/2 py 5 y 8/2 py w Haller 1954, Taf. 4m.
Jamieson 1999, fig. 4, 6.

Pottery from Post-Assyrian level (Phase 12) and finds from Neo-Assyrian cremation graves (Phases 13-14).

ence in the governor’s palace of members of the local 
eastern Anatolian elite appointed as local governors 
by the Assyrians. They lived following an Assyrian 
way of life, in a Neo-Assyrian-type palace and using 
an Assyrian material culture, but retained their tradi-
tional burial custom of in-situ cremation.86 However, 
Gir-e Gomel is a site located in the Assyrian imperial 
core region. Although other hypotheses cannot be ex-
cluded (see below), the most plausible interpretation 
of Gomel’s unusual funerary evidence is that the use 
of a burial practice completely alien to Assyrian tradi-
tions can be tentatively explained as a consequence of 
the presence in the region of the two last capitals of 
the Assyrian Empire of deportees from Assyrian mili-
tary campaigns. The mass immigration of deportees 
from conquered lands is well documented by Assyr-
ian sources.87 Our hypothesis is that the in-situ Gomel 
cremations belong to deportees coming from regions 
in which during the Iron Age cremation was practised, 
such as the Levant and eastern Anatolia.

The only two graves for which sex determination 
has been possible so far (Graves 17 and 18 excavated 
in 2012) belong to two women. The majority of the 
cremation burials found at Sheikh Hamad pertain to 
women and children too.88 Should the future analy-
sis of the cremated skeletal remains from the graves 
excavated in 2017 and 2018 confirm their attribution 
to women and/or children,89 this could suggest that 
cremation on funeral pyres in pit graves was used at 
Gomel for the burial of foreign women, who maybe 
had married Assyrians and wanted to be buried ac-
cording to their traditional custom.90 Stable strontium 

86 Wicke 2013, 245-246.
87 Oded 1979.
88 Kreppner 2008, 266; table 1.
89 G 37 is a child’s grave, given its size and the personal 

ornaments found in it (see above).
90 Morandi Bonacossi 2018b, 72. For a comparable situa-

tion, see for example Seeher’s interpretation of the four crema-
tion burials found together with seventy-two inhumations at 
the Anatolian early Middle Bronze Age site of Demircihöyük 
(Seeher 1993,225).

isotopes analysis (87Sr/86Sr) to investigate patterns 
of residential mobility has been attempted experimen-
tally on teeth from the graves, but was unfortunately 
found to be impossible due to the extremely poor 
preservation of the tooth enamel caused by exposure 
of the teeth to heat during cremation. Further attempts 
will be made in the future on other tooth samples.

Middle-Assyrian and Mitanni Period (Phases 16-
17)

The Late Bronze Age in Operation 1 is weakly 
attested. Some Mitanni and Middle Assyrian pottery 
sherds were discovered in the accumulation layers 
between trodden floors 316 of the Neo-Assyrian Pe-
riod (Phase 15) and 340 of the Middle Bronze Age 
(Phase 18). The occupation of the site in the Mi-
tanni and Middle Assyrian periods had already been 
documented by the extensive and intensive surveys 
of Gomel. The weak occupation evidence from the 
Phase 16 and 17 deposits, which were devoid of any 
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Fig. 17 - Pottery from Post-Assyrian level (Phase 12) and finds from Neo-Assyrian cremation graves (Phases 13-14).
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structures, suggests that the Operation 1 area, located 
at the southern periphery of the site, was not prop-
erly settled during the Middle Assyrian and Mitanni 
periods.

Middle Bronze Age (Phases 18-22)
The best attested period in Operation 1 is the Mid-

dle Bronze Age. As in the preceding sub-recent and 
Neo-Assyrian phases, the area continued to be used as 
a graveyard throughout the four phases of the Middle 
Bronze Age II investigated in this trench. Several 
burials have been excavated, together with some in-
stallations that were possibly connected to funerary/
ritual activities (Fig. 18). Two different burial types 
were recorded: simple pit burials covered with baked 
bricks (Graves 41 and 43) and baked-brick vaulted 
chamber tombs with shaft pit entrances (Graves 21, 
44, 53, 54 and 55). A series of four trodden-earth 
floors (340, 352, 347 and 348) with graves cut into 
them characterise Phases 18-22. Grave 41, belong-
ing to Phase 18, was covered by sparse broken baked 
bricks and river cobbles (Fig. 18). The grave was lo-
cated in the southern section of the operation, so that 
only a part of it could be exposed by moving back the 
section. The inhumation in a simple pit contained the 
skeletal remains of an adult (only the skull that was 
smashed by a brick and a stone could be removed, 
whilst in the section a thigh-bone was visible). Be-
tween the bricks, a broken jar with ovoid body, ring 
base, everted rim and decorated with a rib at the base 
of the neck and some grooves on the shoulder, dating 
to the Middle Bronze Age II, was uncovered (Fig. 
19, 1). A similar vessel, but without the grooves, was 
found in a grave at Chagar Bazar, phase II/1.91

Grave 43, Phase 20, in the north-eastern part of the 
excavation (Fig. 18), was oval in shape and covered 
by two baked bricks, south of which two Grey Ware 
vessels, a bowl and a small jar, were unearthed. In 
the simple pit burial, we found the skeletal remains of 
two children (3-4 and 7 years old) and a disarticulated 
adult. The southern side of the pit cut was not clearly 
visible because it had been disturbed by the Hellenis-
tic pit 285, which also cut the west side of the access 
shaft (360) to the baked-brick vaulted chamber tomb 
(Grave 44). Associated with the same trodden floor 
cut by Grave 43 and Grave 44’s entrance shaft were 
some installations (344, 349 and 354); these were 
connected with activities involving the use of fire, as 
indicated by the presence of ash. These installations 
close to Graves 43 and 44, on the trodden floor into 
which they had been cut, might have been used dur-
ing funerary ritual activities performed in connection 
with the burials (Fig. 18).

The access shaft to Grave 44 had a semi-circular 
shape; it measured 1.20 x 1 m in plan and was about 
2.80 m deep (Fig. 20a, e). In the shaft fills, ceramic 
vessels were found in five main levels: the three up-
per ones were separated by about 20 cm of compact 

greyish soil. The uppermost level contained two Grey 
Ware bowls and a small painted jar (Fig. 19, 2, 4-5), 
the second one a small painted bottle and a com-
plete Grey Ware bowl (Fig. 19, 3, 8) and the third a 
medium-sized jar and sherds of a Grey Ware bowl. 
Together with the pottery, a few animal bones were 
found that could be the remains of meat offerings to 
the deceased or of a funerary banquet. Under these 
first three levels containing ceramic vessels, other two 
levels of pottery, one about 30 cm above the other 
were found: one consisted of a complete Grey Ware 
bowl (Figs. 19, 6 and 20d) and the other of a Grey 
Ware bowl (Fig. 19, 9). Parallels for this pottery as-
semblage exist in several sites: Grey Ware bowls are 
well attested in Middle Bronze Age II contexts in Tell 
Brak level 9,92 Tell Leilan Level 3,93 Chagar Bazar 
phases II and III,94 Tell Barri, Phase K95 in the Upper 
Khabur basin, and in Hamad Aga as Saghir in the Ti-
gris Valley.96 The miniature bottles with painted bands 
are typical of earlier funerary contexts; they date to 
the Middle Bronze Age I and are attested in Tell Ar-
bid in graves G4/36/62,97 G8/37/62,98 G1/37/62,99 in 
Chagar Bazar, Tomb 33,100 and in Tell Mozan.101 The 
ceramic parallels for the Grey Ware bowls allow us 
to date our assemblage from the Grave 44 shaft to 
the Middle Bronze Age IIB, while the small painted 
bottles seem to be earlier and date to the Middle 
Bronze Age I. As the miniature painted bottles rep-
resent a ceramic production that is typical of funer-
ary contexts, we argue that they could be heirlooms 
perhaps used to contain perfumed oil to anoint the 
body of the deceased during the funerary ritual.

The shaft gave access to Grave 44 located in the 
south-eastern part of the excavated area. Only its 
northern part was situated in the excavated area, 
while the southern part of the chamber grave extends 
beyond the southern excavation limit (Figs. 18 and 
20a-c). The structure is 4.15 m long and 2.26 m wide. 
The entrance façade of the hypogeum was built with 
about 30 courses of baked bricks and had a corbelled 
arch102 that reached a height of 2.75 m: about 0.70 
m higher than the top of chamber vault itself. The 

91 McMahon et alii 2009, pl. 7, tomb 11, CB 2001.
92 Oates et alii 1997, fig. 189,194.
93 Frane 1996, fig. 45.
94 McMahon 2009, pl. 28.24-25, pl. 29.12.
95 D’Agostino, Coppini 2014, fig. 9.7.
96 Spanos 1990, fig. 16.2.
97 Koliński 2012, fig. 6.
98 Ibidem, fig. 9.
99 Koliński 2011, fig. 6.
100 McMahon et alii 2009, pl. 9a, CB 2977.
101 Schmidt 2013, taf. 259. K2470.
102 Single brick courses were laid so that each protruded in 

relation to that underneath, until the vault was closed (Besenval 
1984, 41-42).
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Fig. 18 - General plan of the Middle Bronze Age burials of Phases 18-22.
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inner part of the vault was about 2 m high, so that 
the top of entrance façade to the chamber was origi-
nally visible and functioned as a grave marker, indi-
cating the burial’s location. A baked-brick enclosure 
wall surrounded the vaulted chamber, guaranteeing 
the stability of the whole structure (Fig. 20c). The 
vault was built on a thick, hard reddish clayey layer 
that also formed the floor of the chamber, and into 
which the graves of the 3rd millennium BC graveyard 
were cut (see below). On this very compact layer, the 
vaulted chamber was erected. The barrel vault itself, 
built with fine construction technique based on radi-
ally arranged bricks103 was set up on seven horizontal 
baked-brick courses.

Where the vault started to bend, six big oval stones 
from the River Gomel bed (33-34 cm in length), three 
for each long side, were inserted into the two long 
walls, protruding for a length of 10-15 cm (Fig. 20b). 
Underneath the collapsed bricks that had been part of 
the northern face of the southern wall, which had been 
washed out by water that entered the chamber after 
its closure as a consequence of river flooding, three 
more stones that originally must have been placed 
in the southern wall of the chamber were found. In 
the western chamber wall, close to the south-western 

corner of the structure, a doorway has been detected. 
At approximately the centre of the long eastern and 
western walls, the chamber grave was provided with 
two triangular openings, built about 0.25 m above the 
protruding stones and about 1 m above the chamber’s 
floor. While the eastern opening was a closed niche 
that possibly served to hold an oil lamp used to illu-
minate the chamber, the western one was open.

The entry doorway giving access to the chamber 
was 0.70 m wide lower down and 0.20 m at the top; 
it was about 1.30 m high. It was blocked with baked 
bricks (30-35 x 30 x 8 cm and 30-35 x 13-17 x 8 
cm); only few of them were still in situ, while the 
others had fallen inside the vaulted chamber in front 
of the door. Diversely, the south-western doorway 

103 This technique consisted of a progression of rows of bricks, 
radially arranged, parallel to the axis of the vault. The first row of 
bricks was inclined towards the arch span (the distance between 
the piers) by the interposition of small stones or potsherds in 
the extrados (the external surface of the vault). Starting with 
both springers at the same time, the process was repeated until 
the arch was closed at the top by bricks in a vertical position. 
(Besenval 1984, 48-49; Van Beek 1987, 84).

N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARISONS

1 350.701 18 Calcite d ss/ss sm/sm 2.5 y 8/1 w 5 y 8/2 py w Rib, Grooves
Mcmahon et alii 
2009, pl. 7, tomb 11, 
CB 2001.

2 359.708 22 Calcite h ss/s sm/sm 10 yr 8/2 vpb 10 yr 8/4 vpb w
Painted bands
on the 
shoulder

Schmidt 2013, taf. 
259, K2470.
Koliński 2012, fig. 6.

3 359.707 22 Basalt h ss/ss sm/sm 10 yr 8/3 vpb 10 yr 8/3 vpb w
Painted 
bands on the 
shoulder

Koliński 2012, fig. 6.
Mcmahon et alii 2009, 
pl. 9a, CB 2977.

4 359.718 22 Calcite d ss/ss b/b 2.5 y 5/1 g 2.5 y 7/2 lg w Mcmahon 2009, pl. 
28.24-25

5 359.719 22 Calcite h ss/ss b/b 10 yr 4/1 dg 10 yr 4/1 dg w Oates et alii 1997, fig. 
189, 194.

6 359.721 22 Calcite h ss/ss b/b 10 yr 5/1 g gley 1 4/n dg w
Mcmahon et alii 2009, 
pl. 28, 7.

7 359.709 22 Calcite h ss/ss b/b 10 yr 7/1 lg 10 yr 7/1 lg w
Mcmahon et alii 2009, 
pl. 28, 7.

8 359.712 22 Calcite h ss/ss b/b 10 yr 4/1 dg 2.5 y 4/1 dg w Grooves
Mcmahonet al.2009, 
pl. 28, 7.

9 359.720 22 d ss/ss b/b 10 yr 6/3 pb 10 yr 6/2 lbg w
Mcmahon et alii 2009, 
pl. 28, 7.

Vessels from Grave 41 and pit shaft 360 of Grave 44.
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Fig. 19 - Vessels from Grave 41 and pit shaft 360 of Grave 44.
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measuring 1.12 x 0.55 m had not been blocked with 
bricks and was filled by a compact clayey accumula-
tion resulting from a river flooding. At the moment 
of its discovery, the vaulted chamber was filled up 
to the protruding stones in the long walls with lami-
nated river sediments consisting of dark grey silt lay-
ers (363), indicating that rather massive flooding had 
affected the entire structure; the alluvial deposit was 
about 0.40 m thick and only 1.30 m of the chamber’s 
height was empty. Under these layers, a compact grey 
and orange clayey deposit was found (365); from this 
fill a group of 16 almost complete closed-shaped ves-
sels of different dimensions were recovered (Figs. 21 
a-b; 22-24). Nearly all the jars had been placed along 
the western side of the grave; only two were found 
near the eastern chamber wall.

Seven medium jars in Grey Ware with oval/globu-
lar bodies, everted rims and flat (or slightly convex) 
bases formed part of the vaulted chamber’s pottery 
assemblage (Fig. 23, 1-6). One of these is smaller 
and squatter (Fig. 23, 1) and presents a rib at the base 
of the neck, which is attested also in other three jars 
(Fig. 23, 4-6). Several parallels have been recorded 
for these Grey Ware jars in Tell Brak,104 levels 8, 5 
and 4. A few finds of Grey Ware jars have been made 
at Tell Leilan,105 Period 1, but no illustrations have 
been published.

Fig. 20 - Middle Bronze Age vaulted chamber Grave 44 (a-c), pottery found in the shaft’s fill (d) and a view of the shaft dur-
ing the excavation (e).

104 Oates et alii 1997, fig. 206, 548-551.
105 Frane 1996, 93-96.

Fig. 21 - Fill 365 with the jars in situ (a); Jars found in Grave 44 after conservation (b).
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Fig. 22 - Plan of the Phase 22 vaulted chamber (Grave 44) with grave goods (indicated with the acronym SF/Small 
Find).
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A further three medium-sized jars are in Common 
Ware (Figs. 23, 7-8 and 24, 1). They have ovular 
bodies, long necks, everted rims and ring/flat bases 
and bear on the shoulder a decoration of comb-in-
cised parallel lines. Similar but larger vessels have 
been recovered from Ashur,106 Chagar Bazar,107 Tell 
Rijim108 and Tell Barri.109 A medium-sized Khabur 
Ware jar with everted rim, ovoid body and ring base 
is decorated with painted stripes: three at the base 
of the neck and three on the shoulder (Fig. 24, 5). 
A similar specimen, but with less numerous painted 
stripes was recovered in Tell Leilan,110 latest phase 
of Period 1. The remaining vessels are three Khabur 
Ware small jars with globular body, short neck and 
ring base with painted stripe decoration (three par-
allel lines on the shoulder, one painted red and two 
dark coloured, Fig. 24, 2-4). Parallels are known from 
Chagar Bazar, Phase II111 and Tell Leilan, Eastern 
Lower Town Palace.112 Two miniature Khabur Ware 
shouldered beakers with one painted band on the 
short neck were also found; one has a flat string-cut 
base (Fig. 24, 6) and the other a ring base (Fig. 24, 7). 
Similar specimens have been recovered from Chagar 
Bazar, Phase III,113 and Tell Arbid, Level III,114 dated 
to the MBA I.

To sum up, most of the ceramics found in the pit 
shaft and the Grave 44 chamber, namely the Grey 
Ware bowls and jars, date to the Middle Bronze Age 
IIB. The jars with grooves on the shoulder and the 
Khabur Ware jars are of Middle Bronze Age IIA and 
IIB date (18th-17th century BC). The painted shoul-
dered beakers and the miniature painted bottles are 
earlier and find parallels in the Middle Bronze Age I 

(from Tell Arbid) and Middle Bronze Age IIA (from 
Chagar Bazar). These small painted vessels probably 
belonged to a specialised production of bottles and 
shouldered beakers for funerary use and represent a 
distinct class of pottery that was manufactured exclu-
sively to be placed in tombs. They possibly contained 
perfumed oils or unguents used in the funerary ritual. 
As these miniature vessels are older than the bulk of 
the ceramic artefacts found in the Grave 44 vaulted 
chamber and the pit shaft, they can be considered as 
heirlooms from the preceding period.

The lack of human remains in the excavated baked-
brick vaulted chamber of Grave 44, the distribution 
of the vessels mainly along the western chamber side, 
the presence of a second doorway in the south-west-
ern side of the chamber and a window in its western 
wall, are all elements that suggest that this vaulted 
space was only the antechamber of a multi-roomed 
hypogeum. Since no skeletal remains were found in 
the chamber, it seems very likely that the dead were 
buried in a second adjoining and probably vaulted 
room, which – as the window in the western ante-

106 Haller 1952, taf. 1, al; Hockmann 2010, taf. 99. 
107 McMahon et alii 2009, pl. 53.5, 55.7.
108 Koliński 2000, pl. 26B.
109 Baccelli, Manuelli 2008, fig. 3.1.
110 Frane 1996, fig. 97, 1.
111 McMahon et alii 2009, pl. 46.
112 Pulhan 2000, fig. 3.736.
113 McMahon et alii 2009, pl. 45, 11.
114 Koliński 2013, fig. 4.

N. SU PHASE FIRING FABRIC
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARISONS

1 365.711 22 h Calcite ss/ss nt/b 2.5 y 5/1 g 2.5 y 5/1 g w Rib

2 365.704 22 h Calcite ss/ss nt/b 10 yr 5/1 g 10 yr 4/1 dg w Oates et alii 1997, 
fig. 206, 549.

3 365.718 22 h Basalt ss/ss sm/sm 10 yr 8/3 vpb 10 yr 8/3 vpb w Oates et alii 1997, 
fig. 206, 549.

4 365.710 22 h Calcite ss/ss b/b 5 y 7/1 lg 5 y 7/1 lg w Rib

5 365.707 22 h Calcite ss/ss nt/sm 10 yr 7/1 lg 10 yr 7/1 lg w Rib

6 365.720 22 h Calcite ss/ss nt/b 2.5 y 5/1 g gley 1 4/n dg w Rib

7 365.721 22 h Calcite ss/ss b/b 2.5 y 8/6 y 7.5 yr 7/3 p w Rib, 
Groove

McMahon et alii 
2009, pl. 53.5, 55.7.
Koliński 2000, pl. 
26B.

8 365.716 22 h Calcite ss/ss nt/b 7.5 yr 8/6 ry 7.5 yr 8/6 ry w Rib, 
Grooves

McMahon et alii 
2009, pl. 53.5, 55.7.
Koliński 2000, pl. 
26B.

Middle Bronze Age II vessels from the Grave 44 vaulted chamber.
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Fig. 23 - Middle Bronze Age II vessels from the Grave 44 vaulted chamber.
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chamber’s wall suggests – must have been parallel to 
the excavated vaulted antechamber and linked to it 
via the doorway in the antechamber’s south-western 
corner. If the continuation of the excavation confirms 
this interpretation, Grave 44 could turn out to be a 
rather monumental multi-chambered vaulted hypo-
geum with an antechamber that was used to deposit 
pottery vessels, which probably contained food of-
ferings for the deceased.

Thus, Grave 44 appears to be a massive burial 
covered by a finely constructed barrel vault with radi-
ally arranged bricks; the vaulted roof was based on 
walls made of baked bricks enclosed by surround-
ing walls. This technique was not very common in 
Upper Mesopotamia during the Middle Bronze Age. 
Generally, the grave roof was built with a corbelled 
vault – such as in the case of the chamber graves at 
Ashur – or with the tilted-row technique – such as in 
the Tell Barri and Tell Mohammed Diyab hypogea. 
Grave 44 is also unusual for its size and number 
of rooms. Indeed, the antechamber is about twice 
as large as the other vaulted tombs of this period 
and the tomb is probably a multi-roomed hypogeum. 
This grave type is quite rare in Middle Bronze Age 

Upper Mesopotamia and resembles only Grave 13 
in Ashur.115 In this case, however, the entrance shaft 
is located between the two aligned grave chambers, 
whilst in the case of Grave 44 the two chambers were 
linked by a doorway and the entrance shaft gave ac-
cess to the grave antechamber. Even the baked-brick 
enclosure wall is quite unusual, for in some sites hy-
pogea have an entrance façade and a back wall,116 but 
not an enclosing wall along their long sides. In all 
these examples the entrance façade was characterized 
by a corbelled arch, as in the case of the Gomel grave. 
In the wider context of Middle Bronze Age funerary 
architecture, Grave 44 stands out for its remarkable 
size, building technique and layout.

A further four smaller vaulted hypogea were uncov-
ered in the western part of Operation 1 along the edge 
of the site, where the River Gomel had eroded part 
of them (G 21, 53, 54 and 55). The graves were thus 

115 Hockmann 2010, 99-100.
116 Such as Hypogea 570 and 609 from Tell Barri (Valentini 

2003, 279).

N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARISONS

1 365.712 22 Calcite d ss/ss nt/b 2.5 y 5/1 g 2.5 y 5/1 g w Rib

Mcmahon et alii 
2009, pl. 53.5, 55.7.
Koliński 2000, pl. 
26B.

2 365.709 22 Calcite h ss/ss nt/sm 10 yr 8/2 vpb 10 yr 8/2 vpb w Painted bands on 
the shoulder

Mcmahon et alii 
2009, pl. 46, 3.

3 365.713 22 Calcite h ss/ss nt/sm 10 yr 8/1 w 2.5 y 8/1 w w Painted bands on 
neck and shoulder

Mcmahon et alii 
2009, pl. 46.
Pulhan 2000, fig. 
3.765.

4 365.714 22 - h ss/ss nt/sm 2.5 y 8/1 w 2.5 y 8/1 w w Painted bands on 
neck and shoulder

Mcmahon et alii 
2009, pl. 46, 1.
Pulhan 2000, fig. 
3.736.

5 365.722 22 Calcite h ss/ss nt/sm 10 yr 7/1 lg 10 yr 7/1 lg w Frane 1996, fig. 
97, 1.

6 365.719 22 Calcite h ss/ss sm/sm

5 y 7/4 py 5 y 7/4 py

w Painted band on 
the neck

Koliński 2013, 
fig. 4.

7 365.708 22 - h ss/ss sm/sm 5 y 8/2 py 5 y 8/2 py w Painted band on 
the neck

Mcmahon et alii 
2009, pl. 45, 11.
Koliński 2013, 
fig. 4.

Middle Bronze Age II vessels from Grave 44.
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Fig. 24 - Middle Bronze Age II vessels from Grave 44.
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heavily damaged and no traces of the access shafts 
or the hypogea’s front parts have survived (Figs. 18 
and 25). Since the erosion made these graves visible 
in the western section of the site, they have unfortu-
nately been subjected to looting.

In Grave 21, the upper part of the vault was not 
preserved. Only the remains of the east-west oriented 
baked-brick walls survived (Fig. 25). To the south 
of this structure and adjacent to it, the poorly pre-
served remains of another similar grave were detected 
(Grave 54). They consist of another probable vault 
parallel to Grave 21 and have not been excavated so 
far (Fig. 25, centre).

Grave 21 reused an older underlying structure 
(Grave 55) composed of two main parallel baked-
brick walls (112 and 148) oriented east-west, with two 
smaller perpendicular walls (175 and 150). Grave 21 
was built by adding a southern east-west wall (147), 
whereas the northern wall was built upon an older 
one: the southern face of the northern wall shows 
a clear interruption between a lower and an upper 
section of the wall (Fig. 25, right). Furthermore, the 
vault of Grave 53 (151) is bonded to the lower part 
of the northern wall of Grave 55, but not with the 
upper part (belonging to Grave 21, Fig. 25, left). This 
evidence suggests the existence in the western part 
of Operation 1 of two different phases with vaulted 
hypogea, with Graves 21 and probably 54 belonging 
to the second, later phase and Graves 53 and 55 to 
the earlier one.

The very poor preservation state of the structures 
unearthed did not allow us to understand the tombs’ 
architecture with certainty, but it is clear that they 
belonged to four different hypogea that were smaller 
than Grave 44. Grave 53, the largest one, was located 
to the north and oriented north-south (as was Grave 

44). Only its eastern wall (151) and the beginning of 
the vault were preserved (Fig. 25, left). Graves 21 and 
54 are smaller, parallel to each other and perpendicu-
lar to the previous one. They belong to a later phase. 
Grave 55 is contemporary to Grave 53 and was dam-
aged by the construction of Grave 21 above it, which 
re-used its wall 112.

All the graves had been looted. Only in Graves 21 
and 55 were a few grave goods found. In Grave 21, 
some pottery vessels were recovered from different 
fills: the upper fill contained three shouldered beakers 
(Fig. 26, 7-9).117 These have a fine fabric and had been 
very well smoothed. Two of them have a long verti-
cal neck and a slender body (Fig. 26, 7, 9). The third 
specimen has a short neck and a globular body (Fig. 
26, 8). Common to all beakers is the grooved band 
on the shoulder. The shouldered beaker with grooved 
band on the shoulder closely resembles vessels in the 
Middle Bronze Age IIA ceramic tradition, as attested 
by parallels found in Chagar Bazar, G II Phase III,118 
Tell al-Rimah, C 7,119 and Tell Leilan, level III.120

In the second fill, the following vessels and ob-
jects were found: two complete miniature Khabur 
Ware shouldered beakers (Fig. 26, 1-2) and a small 
bottle, lacking the rim, decorated with painted bands 
(Fig. 26, 3); three shallow bowls (Fig. 26, 4-6), one 

Fig. 25 - Graves 21, 53, 54 and 55 seen from the west.

117 The pottery from this grave has already been partially 
published by Costanza Coppini (Coppini 2016, 72-73; figs. 12-
13).

118 McMahon et alii 2009, pl. 37.10.
119 Postgate et alii 1997, pl. 79, 879.
120 Frane 1996, fig. 53, 2.
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in Common Ware and two in Grey Ware; a painted 
Khabur Ware jar (Fig. 26, 10); a terracotta figurine 
(90.704; Fig. 27, 2), probably representing a bovine 
decorated with dark painted stripes. In the lowest fill a 
fragmentary bone needle (91.701; Fig. 27, 1), resem-
bling a needle found in Tomb 4 at Chagar Bazar,121 
together with a carnelian bead and another in vitreous 
material, were discovered. All of these artefacts were 
located along the northern side of the tomb, next to a 
line of mud-bricks that perhaps formed a bench along 
the wall: that their original position was on top of this 
bench is thus a possibility.

Parallels for the painted shouldered beakers can be 
found at Tell Arbid Area P122 and for the Grey Ware 
bowls at Tell al-Rimah.123 While the painted Khabur 
Ware beakers date to the Middle Bronze Age I, the 
Grey Ware bowls belong to the Middle Bronze Age 
II. The Khabur Ware painted jar with stripes and tri-
angles is similar in its decoration to a jar found at 
Dinkha Tepe, Stratum 9.124 Painted animal figurines 
are quite common in Middle Bronze Age II contexts 
and have been found in several sites, for instance at 
Chagar Bazar, Phases II and II/1.125

To sum up, Grave 21 dates to the Middle Bronze 
Age II, since parallels for its grave goods have been 
found in Middle Bronze Age IIA and IIB contexts. 
The painted shouldered beakers are earlier, of Middle 
Bronze Age I date. As for the Grave 44 pit shaft min-
iature vessels, this kind of small painted beaker and 
bottle has only been found in funerary contexts and 
probably represent heirlooms that were deposited in 
burials as containers for perfumed oils or ointments 
used during the funerary ritual.

A well-preserved copper/bronze toggle pin 
(123.701; Fig. 27, 3) came from a deposit located in 
proximity to the northern side of Grave 55 and was 
probably part of the personal ornaments pertaining to 
this tomb. The toggle pin can be classified as belong-
ing to Formgruppe 13 of Klein’s classification126 and 
finds parallels for instance at Chagar Bazar, Grave 
131127 dated to the Middle Bronze Age I, thus con-
firming the earlier date of this grave.

Vaulted baked-brick hypogeic graves with a pit-
shaft entrance represent a widespread tomb type, found 
in numerous Middle Bronze Age Upper Mesopota-
mian sites, such as Tell Barri,128 Tell Arbid,129 Tell Mo-
hammed Diyab,130 Tell Chagar Bazar131 and Ashur.132 
In all these sites, however, the vaulted chambers were 
discovered underneath houses (Ashur, Chagar Bazar, 
Barri, Mohammed Diyab) or in courtyards close to 
houses (Tell Arbid). For the time being, the available 
evidence (concentration of a high number of hypogeic 
vaulted burial chambers in a rather small excavated 
area of 85 sq. m and the absence of other architec-
tural remains) indicates that the Gir-e Gomel graves 
were concentrated in an open area used as a cemetery. 
This would represent a quite significant anomaly in 
the wider framework of Upper Mesopotamian Middle 

Bronze Age residential funerary architecture. It will 
thus be extremely interesting to extend the Operation 
1 excavation area in order to understand whether at 
Gomel a graveyard existed that was not associated 
with residential buildings. The intensive survey133 and 
the excavations carried out in other areas of the site134 
have revealed that Gomel was intensively occupied 
during the Middle Bronze Age II and reached an area 
of about 35 ha. It is thus possible that the southern 
edges of the settlement were used in this period as 
a cemetery.

To conclude, the discovery of several small vault-
ed-chamber hypogea (G 21, 53-55) and a large and 
multi-chambered one (G 44) interspersed with simple 
pit inhumations in a limited area indicates the exis-
tence of social distinction in the fabric of Gomel’s ur-
ban society and points to the presence of a local elite. 
The complexity and monumentality of hypogeum G 
44, its high quality construction technique, and the 
abundance and quality of the pottery inventory recov-
ered from its antechamber suggest the emergence in 
Middle Bronze Age II Gomel of richer households (as 
had already happened in the Early Bronze Age; see 
below) that were able to increase their own wealth 
and social position in this urban centre through the 
control of the Navkur Plain’s rich agricultural re-
sources and the trade routes crossing the region. 
These elite social groups also expressed their status 
through the construction of hypogeic tombs for the 
cult of their ancestors as part of a framework that 
served to strengthen the collective memory of the 
community.135

Early Bronze Age (Phases 23-24)
Under the floor of Grave 44 (370), eight burials 

dated to the Early Bronze Age were uncovered (Fig. 
28). During the 2013 campaign, a ninth grave of 
the mid-3rd millennium BC (G 24) was found in the 
lowest step of the trench in the westernmost part of 

121 McMahon et alii 2009, pl. 1, CB 988.
122 Koliński 2013, fig. 4.
123 Postgate et alii 1997, pls. 47, 48.
124 Hamlin 1974, fig. XII, e; Stein 1984, pl. III, 22.
125 McMahon 2009, pl. 70, 6, 14.
126 Klein 1992, 276-277; taf. 119-121.
127 Mallowan 1937, pl. 16, b; Klein 1992, taf. 120, 1.
128 Valentini 2003.
129 Koliński 2012, 542; 2013, 454.
130 Bachelot, Castel 1992, 97-99.
131 Mallowan 1937, 121-122, 127, fig. 8; McMahon et alii 

2009, 112-113.
132 Hockmann 2010, 43, 89.
133 Simi in press.
134 See below Coppini, Section 6, and Iamoni, Section 7.
135 Laneri 2014 and 2016. On the risks of the search for the 

archaeological indicators of the ancestors’ cult, see Whitley 
2002.
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N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARI

SONS

1 90.701 22 Calcite h ss/ss sm/sm 2.5 y 8/2 py 2.5 y 8/2 py w

Painted bands 
on the neck 
and dots on 
the rim

Koliński 2013, fig. 4.

2 90.702 22 Calcite h ss/ss sm/sm 2.5 y 8/2 py 2.5 y 8/2 py w Painted bands 
on the neck

Koliński 2013, fig. 4.

3 90.703 22 Calcite, 
Chaff h ss/ss sm/sm 2.5 y 8/3 py 2.5 y 8/3 py w

Painted bands 
on neck and 
shoulder

Koliński 2012, fig. 6.
McMahon et alii 
2009, pl. 9a, CB 
2977.

4 90.707 22 - h ss/ss nt/nt 10 yr 5/1 g 10 yr 5/1 g w Grooves under 
the rim

Oates et alii 1997, 
fig. 189, 194.

5 90.706 22 Calcite, 
Chaff h ss/ss nt/nt 7.5 yr 8/3 p 7.5 yr 8/3 p w Postgate et alii 1997, 

pls. 47, 301.

6 90.708 22 Basalt h s/s sm/sm 10 yr 3/1 dg 10 yr 3/1 dg w Grooves under 
the rim

McMahon et alii 
2009, pl. 30, 1.

7 89.701 22 Calcite h s/s sm/b 5 yr 7/6 ry 10 yr 8/4 
vpb w Grooves on 

shoulder

Frane 1996, fig. 
53, 1.
McMahon et alii 
2009, pl. 37.10

8 89.702 22 - h ss/s sm/b 7.5 r 8/3 lp 7.5 r 8/3 lp w Grooves on 
shoulder

McMahon et alii 
2009, pl. 37.10
Postgate et alii 1997, 
pl. 79, 879.
Frane 1996, fig. 
53, 1.

9 89.703 22 - h s/s b/b 5 y 8/2 py 5 y 8/2 py w Grooves on 
shoulder

Frane 1996, fig. 
53, 2.

10 90.709 22 Basalt, 
Calcite H SS/SS SM/SM 2.5 Y 8/2 

PY
2.5 Y 8/2 

PY W

Painted band 
on neck and 
shoulder and 
triangles (full 
and hatched) 
on shoulder

Hamlin 1974, fig. 
XII, e.
Stain 1984, pl. III, 
22.

Vessels from Grave 21.
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Fig. 26 - Vessels from Grave 21.
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Fig. 27 - Objects from Grave 21 and Grave 55.
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Operation 1, suggesting already at that time the pos-
sibility that the area was also used as a graveyard in 
the Early Bronze Age. During the 2018 campaign, 
we were able to confirm this hypothesis and ascer-
tain that the graveyard was in use for various spans 
of time during the 3rd millennium, and had been used 
intensively. All burials including G 24 at the western 
edge of the Operation were cut into an approximately 
0.50 m thick layer of very compact reddish clayey 
soil (376). The characteristics of this layer coupled 
with the poor illumination conditions in which the 
graves were excavated in the area occupied by the 
Middle Bronze Age Grave 44, made identification of 
the grave cuts very difficult.

The latest graveyard phase (Phase 23) is repre-
sented by a very disturbed grave found in the south-
western corner of G 44 (Grave 50, Figs. 28; 29b) and 
a very poorly preserved grave in its south-eastern cor-
ner (Grave 56, Fig. 28). In G 50 only a few fragmen-
tary bones of an adult of indeterminate age and sex 
accompanied by two complete bowls, a beaker and 
some sherds were found (Fig. 29b). The small bowl 
with thin-beaded rim (Fig. 31, 6) is similar to the 
ARCANE Tigris type 69;136 the bowl with in-turned 
rim (Fig. 31, 7) resembles those defined as ARCANE 
Jazira type 9137 and the beaker with out-turned rim 
(Fig. 31, 5) is very similar to a specimen found in Tell 
Taya.138 All these vessels and the potsherds retrieved 
from the grave date to the Akkadian period.

Grave 53 was probably disturbed by the collapse of 
the bricks of the southern wall of Grave 44. Just a few 
bones were found, without grave goods; they prob-
ably belonged to an adult and were not articulated.

The grave goods and personal ornaments discov-
ered in the six remaining burials made it possible to 
date them to the central part of the 3rd millennium 
BC. They belong to two different sub-phases: the 
later one – Phase 24a (Fig. 32) – comprised Graves 
45-48 and a large nearly circular structure – pos-
sibly a fireplace – located between them (368, 373, 
374). The earliest sub-phase – 24b – is represented 
by Graves 49 and 51 (Fig. 34): the first of these was 
brought to light under the above-mentioned circular 
installation and the second was found immediately 
underneath Grave 48. Some of the burials did not 
contain grave goods (G 46, 48-49), which makes it 
difficult to date them precisely.

The approximately circular structure (Fig. 32) was 
composed of four baked bricks (368), one larger and 
square (36 x 36 cm) and three rectangular (32 x 14 
cm). The bricks were laid in an L-shape. North of the 
bricks, a horseshoe-shaped black ashy layer delimit-
ing a nearly circular depression was uncovered (373). 
In its centre, it contained ash and scattered rounded 
cobbles (374). These characteristics suggest that the 
circular structure was a fireplace, possibly associated 
with ritual/funerary activities performed in connec-
tion with the graveyard.

Immediately underneath the entrance to Grave 44, 
a child burial was found (Grave 45). The skeleton, 
lying on its left side with bent legs and oriented east-
west (Fig. 29a), was in a poor state of preservation 
and its head was missing. An upper limb – perhaps 
the right – was covered by Grave 44 northern wall; 
this suggests that the original position of the body was 
with the arms bent at the elbow and the hands resting 
on the abdomen. The personal ornaments found were 
more than a hundred beads (Fig. 30a); the burial ex-
tended beyond Grave 44’s entrance and could not be 
entirely excavated; no grave goods were found in the 
cleared part of the tomb. Close to the arm, 30 small 
rounded white beads belonging to a bracelet were 
found, while on the pelvis there were the remains 
of a belt decorated with shell rings. The beads were 
made of different kinds of shells originating from the 
Gulf: Dentalia, Engina mendicaria, Nassarius and 
Conus. The last was used to produce the rings that 
were parts of the belt. Scattered around the pelvis 
and the chest were about 20 grey stone disc beads 
and also two complete unpierced Conus specimens. 
Particularly interesting are three animal-shaped pen-
dants/amulets (Fig. 31, 1-3). Two are made of a white 
stone and portray a porcupine and a cow/bear (?), 
whilst the third is made of a dark stone and repre-
sents a turtle. The presence of beads in child burials 
is well attested in several sites of Early Bronze Age 
Upper Mesopotamia, such as Tell Arbid,139 Tell Abu 
Hijaira140 and Tell Jigan.141 Parallels to the Denta-
lia beads are known from Tell Fisna,142 Tell Gubba143 
and Tell Jigan,144 while the Conus rings are attested 
also at Tell Gubba145 and Tell Jigan.146 Animal shaped 
pendant/amulets have also been recovered from other 
Upper Mesopotamian sites but with different shapes: 
for instance, at Tell Rad Shaqrah, a frog and other 
two animals have been recorded;147 at Tell Raqa’i, a 
dog, a snake, and three fishes were found;148 from 
Tell Jigan an animal that looks like a duck was re-
covered.149 However, no porcupine/hedgehog, turtle 
or bear/cow have been found hitherto.

136 Arrivabeni 2018, 89; pl. 3.13, 12.
137 Rova 2011, 76; pl. 14, 10-12.
138 ARCANE Tigris type 76; Arrivabeni 2018, 85; pl. 3.14, 

15.
139 Bieliński 2004, 338; Idem 2010, 543.
140 Lutz, Tietze 1992, 258.
141 Hiroyuki 2003, 59.
142 Numoto 1988, fig. 43, 32.
143 Hiroyuki 1989, fig. 18, 57c-d; pl. 42.
144 Hiroyuki, Masanori 1989, fig. 25, 53.
145 Hiroyuki 1989, fig. 21, 66-79; pl. 41.
146 Hiroyuki, Masanori 1989, fig. 23, 9.
147 Bieliński 1994, 160.
148 Dunham 1992, 242; fig. 1, 4, 5.
149 Hiroyuki 2003, 59.
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Fig. 28 - General plan of the 3rd millennium graves. The plan brings together the graves of Phases 23 and 24a-b.
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Fig. 29 - Grave 45 (a); Grave 50 (b); Grave 51 (c) and Grave 47 (d).

Fig. 30 - Personal ornaments from Grave 45 (a), grave goods from Grave 51 (b) and personal ornaments and grave goods 
from Grave 47 (c).
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In G 45 an hourglass-shaped pendant/seal deco-
rated with a geometric pattern of concentric semi-
circular lines was also found (Figs. 30a; 31, 4). A 
parallel for the hourglass shaped pendant has been 
recorded from Tell Jigan.150

All parallels for the personal ornaments contained 
in this burial are found in graves dated to the Ninevite 
5 period. Unfortunately, the lack of ceramics in the 
excavated part of the grave makes the more precise 
dating of G 45 difficult.

Grave 46 was largely covered by the eastern wall 
of Grave 44, which lay above. Only very poorly pre-
served bones were found.

Grave 47 was particularly well preserved and is 
significant due to the unusually rich personal orna-
ments and grave goods found in it. The east-west 
oriented skeleton (Figs. 29d and 32) belonged to a 
21-22 years old male buried lying on his right side in 
a crouched position with strongly bent lower limbs. 
The upper limbs were flexed at the elbow, the left 
hand was placed on the abdomen and the right on 
the chest, the skull facing north. On the forehead of 
the deceased a copper/bronze crescent-shaped diadem 
(383.715) made of a thin metal sheet was located 
(Figs. 29d; 30c and 33, 10).

The diadem is very simple and resembles a speci-
men found in Tomb 2 in Tell Fisna, in the Eski Mo-
sul Dam region, and dated to the second part of the 
3rd millennium BC.151 A copper/bronze pin (383.710) 
with a rolled head was found under the head (Figs. 30 
c and 33, 6), perhaps used to secure the diadem or the 
fabric or perishable material (leather?) to which the 
diadem was fastened.152 The roll-headed pin belongs 
to Klein’s type I.14B1a;153 similar specimens have 
also been found at Tell Beydar,154 Tell Khazna,155 Tell 
Mohammed ‘Arab156 and Ashur157 in contexts dated 
from the very end of the Ninevite 5 to the Akkadian 
period.

Close to the head, immediately to the north of it, 
a rather exceptional copper/bronze object, possibly 
a razor (383.708), had been deposited (Figs. 30c and 
33, 9). The object consists of a flat oval-shaped cop-
per/bronze lamina with a spiral-ended attachment on 
one side and a round-profiled handle ending with an 

expanded base. A similar (although unfortunately not 
complete) object has been recovered from Grave Ob 
1 in Tell Mozan.158 The pottery grave goods from 
this burial date to the latest phase of the Ninevite 5 
period.159

In the region of the chest of the deceased there was 
a copper/bronze straw (383.711; Figs. 30c and 33, 
8), while in the pelvis area a copper/bronze bracelet 
(383.709; Figs. 30c and 33, 7) and some beads were 
found. Other beads were uncovered close to the arms 
and the neck (Fig. 30c). Some of the beads were made 
of silver. Lastly, north of the chest, five small cups 
with beaded rims and flat string-cut bases were found 
(Figs. 30c and 33, 1-5). These cups are very similar 
to those found in graves at Tell Jigan and Tell Fisna160 
that date to the EJZ 3-early EJZ 4 periods.

The abundant inventory of Grave 47, which stands 
out among the Early Bronze Age burials hitherto ex-
cavated in Operation 1 for the variety and quality 
of the ornaments and goods accompanying the de-
ceased, was composed of significant prestige objects 
that stress his high status. The most important was 
the handled copper/bronze blade with a spiral decora-
tion, tentatively interpreted as a razor that was placed 
near the dead man’s skull and might perhaps have 
been used for shaving his head during the funerary 
ritual. The existence of an approximately contempo-
rary parallel from a Tell Mozan grave suggests that 

150 Hiroyuki, Masanori 1989, fig. 26, 5.
151 Numoto 1988, 41; fig. 41, 6; pl. 20, 201.
152 Residues of a decomposed dark brown organic material 

were found in the head and pelvis regions. These remains will 
be analysed in the future.

153 Klein 1992, 124; taf. 124-125.
154 Tonussi 2008, pl. 7.
155 Munchaev et alii 2004, tav. 7, 11-12.
156 Roaf 1983, fig. 4.13.
157 Hockmann 2010, taf. 78, m.
158 Elena Rova kindly pointed out this comparison to us.
159 Kelly-Buccellati 1990, Pl. 28b. More details about the 

pottery from this grave are published in Milano et alii 1991, 
fig. 8.

160 Arrivabeni 2018, 82; Pl. 3.12, 2-4.

N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARISONS

5 389.706 23 - h s/s sm/sm 5 y 7/2 lg 5 y 7/3 py w Arrivabeni 2018, 85, pl. 3.14, 15.

6 389.703 23 Calcite h ss/ss sm/sm 10 yr 8/2 vpb 2.5 y 8/3 py w Arrivabeni 2018, 89, pl. 3.13, 12.

7 389.704 23 Mica h ss/ss b/b 7.5 yr 8/2 pw 7.5 yr 8/3 p - 
7.5 yr 7/6 ry w Rova 2011, 76, pl. 14, 10-12.

Personal ornaments from Grave 45 and grave goods from Grave 50.
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Fig. 31 - Personal ornaments from Grave 45 and grave goods from Grave 50.
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N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARISONS

1 383.701 24a - h ss/ss sm/sm 2.5 y 8/2 py 2.5 y 8/2 py w Arrivabeni 2018, pl. 3.12, 2-4.
2 383.702 24a Calcite h ss/ss sm/sm 2.5 y 8/3 py 2.5 y 8/3 py w Arrivabeni 2018, pl. 3.12, 2-4.
3 383.705 24a Mica h ss/ss sm/sm 2.5 y 8/3 py 2.5 y 8/3 py w Arrivabeni 2018, pl. 3.12, 2-4.
4 383.707 24a Calcite h ss/ss sm/sm 10 yr 8/3 vpb 10 yr 8/3 vpb w Arrivabeni 2018, pl. 3.12, 2-4.
5 383.706 24a Mica h ss/ss sm/sm 5 y 8/2 py 5 y 8/2 py w Arrivabeni 2018, pl. 3.12, 2-4.

Grave goods and personal ornaments from Grave 47.

Fig. 32 - Mid-3rd millennium graves, Phase 24a.

the deposition of similar objects in mid-3rd millen-
nium high status burials in Upper Mesopotamia was 
not entirely uncommon. The buried juvenile’s high 
rank was also indicated by the metal diadem (per-
haps secured by a pin) and the copper/bronze straw 
laid on his chest. The latter was associated with the 
consumption of fermented beverages, like beer, in the 
wider socio-economic context of elite commensality 
and feasting, i.e. of food and beverage consumption 
during elite meals, which were an important basis of 
state power in emerging centralised urban societies of 
mid-3rd millennium Upper Mesopotamia.161 Of great 161 Pollock 2012; Romano 2015.

significance in this context are also the silver beads 
found in the grave, which suggest the local control 
by the Gomel elite of the silver supply routes.

Grave 48 did not contain grave goods. The indi-
vidual was buried in a crouched position, with his 
lower limbs bent at the knee and resting against the 
east wall of the burial pit; the upper limbs were flexed 
at the elbow and the hands placed on the abdomen. 
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Fig. 33 - Grave goods and personal ornaments from Grave 47.
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The skull was not in its original position, but had 
rolled backwards, a position that implies the pres-
ence of an empty space behind the head: it is pos-
sible that the head of the deceased was supported by 
a cushion of organic material that rotted over time. 
The skeleton, which was oriented north-west/south-
east and faced south, belonged to an approximately 
22-24 years old male.

The last two graves found belong to sub-phase 
24b (Graves 49 and 51; Fig. 34). Grave 49 was very 
poorly preserved and consisted of scattered human 
bones found in a pit that was later covered by the 
Phase 24a fireplace 368. The scarce skeletal material 
belonged to an adult, possibly male, with an estimated 
age at death of approximately 45-55 years.

Lastly, Grave 51 (Figs. 29c and 34) was found 
directly under the skeleton in Grave 48. The upper 
part of the burial had been covered by the north-
western corner of the Middle Bronze Age Grave 44; 
thus the upper part of the chest and the head of the 
deceased could not be excavated. The skeleton lay 
in contracted position with bent legs, oriented north-
west/south-east. Close to the pelvis four small jars 
(Figs. 30b and 36, 3-6), with squat bodies, bent rims 

and rounded bases were found. Two more small jars 
of the same type, one with four suspenders, were 
present under the legs, close to the knees (Fig. 36, 
1-2). Specimens similar to these small jars are known 
from Tell Barri,162 Tell Leilan,163 Tell Hamad Agha as-
Sagir164 and Tell Billa.165 They belong to ARCANE 
Jazira type 43166 and ARCANE Tigridian type 57,167 
dated to the end of the Ninevite 5 period-central part 
of the 3rd millennium BC (EJZ 3a).

The last grave (Grave 24, Fig. 28) belonging to 
the Early Bronze Age was unearthed in 2013 in the 
westernmost part of the trench; it is still unknown 
to which phase of the 3rd millennium BC cemetery 
it belonged. The burial contained the skeleton of an 
adult woman (about 20-30 years old) in a poor state 

Fig. 34 - Graves 49 and 51, Phase 24b.

162 Valentini 2006.
163 Calderone, Weiss 2003, fig. 7, 6.
164 Spanos, Blaha 1992, Abb. 19, 14.
165 Speiser 1933, pl. LIII, 4.
166 Rova 2011, 70; pl. 6, 5-8.
167 Arrivabeni 2018, 82; pl. 3.10, 13-14.
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of preservation and a significant assemblage of grave 
goods and personal ornaments that suggest she was 
of high social rank (Figs. 35-36). These included two 
pottery vessels, a jar and a cup, two bracelets made 
of white beads and worked shells on the left and 
right wrists (161.706 and 709), and a copper/bronze 
band (161.702), which, together with a series of white 
beads (161.703), formed a diadem, as its position 
around the skull suggests. Moreover, a copper/bronze 
toggle pin with lanceolate head (161.705), a large 
white cylindrical pendant, three carnelian beads (pos-
sibly also part of the bracelets) and finally a series 
of Conus shell rings, which were probably part of 
a belt placed around the abdomen (161.708), were 
also found.

The shell rings are of the same type described 
above for Grave 45; the diadem is very similar to 
one from Tell Fisna168 and the cylindrical pendant has 
a parallel in Tell Jigan.169 The toggle pin belongs to 
Klein’s type I.6A2170 and closely resembles one from 
Tell Chuera.171 This type seems to be more charac-
teristic of the Levant and occurs from the end of the 
third to the beginning of the 2nd millennium BC. This 
late date for the pin is in contrast with the pottery 
found in the grave: the jar with an incised herring-
bone and lattice decoration on the shoulder can be 
dated to the very end of the Ninevite 5 period and 
may be considered to pertain to the so-called Late 
Excised Ninevite 5 tradition.172 The jar shape is quite 
uncommon and could belong to a local production, 
since no identical vessels have been found in stratified 
contexts to date.173 However, the incised decoration 
is similar to a pattern found on a small jar from Tell 
Leilan, Period IIIc.174 The small cup recovered with 
it has parallels at Tell Leilan, Period 2a.175

The distribution of the nine Early Bronze Age 
graves found in Operation 1, eight of which were 

concentrated under the Middle Bronze Age Grave 
44 in the south-eastern part of the operation and one 
(G 24) was located in the western part, indicates that 
3rd millennium burials were very probably distributed 
across the entire area investigated. The continuation 
of the excavation in the central part of the operation 
below the Middle Bronze Age levels will most likely 
lead to the discovery of more graves of this period. 
The density and close-spacing of the sub-phase 24b-a 
and 23 burials clustered under the 2nd millennium 
Grave 44, and their partial superimposition, is par-
ticularly remarkable. This evidence suggests that the 
graveyard was rather intensively used. The Opera-
tion 1 Early Bronze Age burial ground was intensely 
used for a rather long period, spanning from the late 
Ninevite 5 to the Akkadian epoch (2700/2600-2150 
BC), with a chronological concentration of the tombs 
currently excavated in around the mid-3rd millennium 
BC (EJZ 3). It was located at the south-western edge 
of a settlement which, according to the results of the 
survey, in the mid-late 3rd millennium had reached 
the size of a town (35 ha). The urban character of 
Gomel in this period is indicated not only by the area 
it covered, but also by the evidence of an urban elite 
and social stratification provided by the discovery 
of rather rich inventories in Graves 47 and 24. The 
occupants of both tombs had been buried with pres-
tige personal ornaments (diadems, jewellery made of 
shells imported from the Gulf region, silver beads) 
and other high-status objects (such as the possible 
copper/bronze razor with spiral decoration) pointing 
at the existence in the site of high rank individuals, 
who controlled the local sections of the supraregional 
trade routes crossing Upper Mesopotamia in the mid-
3rd millennium BC.

6. Operation 2

Introduction
Operation 2 was opened along the eastern margin 

of the central lower town (Fig. 3) with the general aim 
of delineating the site’s settlement sequence. During 
the intensive surface survey carried out by Francesca 

168 Numoto 1988, fig. 43, 31; pl. 23, 229.
169 Hiroyuki 2003, pig. 24, 28.
170 Klein 1992, 268; Taf. 81.
171 Ibidem; Taf. 81, 10.
172 Rova 2003, 5.
173 Thanks to the kindness of the owner, in September 2013 

we had the opportunity to visit the Qadir Qachakh Museum in 
Duhok. In the museum, an unfortunately unprovenanced ves-
sel that closely resembles the jar found in G 24 is stored. This 
strengthens our hypothesis of the local production of the G 24 
vessel.

174 Schwartz 1988, fig. 39, 1.
175 Calderone, Weiss 2003, fig. 9, 4.

Fig. 35 - Grave goods and personal ornaments from Grave 
24.
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N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARISONS

1 394.701 24b - h ss/ss sm/b 2.5 y 8/3 py 2.5 y 8/3 py w

Calderone, Weiss 2003, 
fig. 7, 6.
Spanos, Blaha1992, Abb. 
19, 14.
Speiser 1933, pl. LIII, 4.

2 394.702 24b Calcite h ss/ss sm/b 10 yr 8/4 vpb 10 yr 8/4 vpb w

3 394.703 24b Mica, 
Calcite h ss/ss sm/b 5 y 7/2 lg 5 y 8/1 w w

Calderone, Weiss 2003, 
fig. 7, 6.
Spanos, Blaha1992, Abb. 
19, 14.
Speiser1933, pl. LIII, 4.

4 394.704 24b Mica d ss/ss sm/b 5 y 7/1 lg 5 y 7/2 lg w

Calderone, Weiss 2003, 
fig. 7, 6.
Spanos, Blaha1992, Abb. 
19, 14.
Speiser1933, pl. LIII, 4.

5 394.705 24b - d ss/s sm/b 5 yr 7/6 ry 10 yr 8/4 vpb 
- 5yr 7/6 ry w

Calderone, Weiss 2003, 
fig. 7, 6.
Spanos, Blaha1992, Abb. 
19, 14.
Speiser1933, pl. LIII, 4.

6 394.706 24b Mica h ss/ss sm/sm 5 y 8/2 py 5 y 8/1 w w

Calderone, Weiss 2003, 
fig. 7, 6.
Spanos, Blaha1992, Abb. 
19, 14.
Speiser1933, pl. LIII, 4.

7 161.701 24 Sand, 
Calcite h ss/ss sm/sm 7.5 yr 7/4 p 7.5 yr 7/4 p w

Incised 
geometric 
decoration

Vessels from Grave 51 and grave goods and personal ornaments from Grave 24.
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Fig. 36 - Vessels from Grave 51 and grave goods and personal ornaments from Grave 24.
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Simi as part of her PhD research project,176 a large 
amount of diagnostic Middle Bronze Age pottery was 
found in this region of the site,177 as well as surface 
material dating to the 3rd millennium BC, the Late 
Bronze Age, and the Neo-Assyrian, Hellenistic, Par-
thian and Islamic periods. In particular, the evidence 
related to the Middle Bronze Age – seen in the con-
text of the possible identification of Gir-e Gomel with 
the Middle Bronze Age city of Nurrugum178 – gave 
us the opportunity to investigate the extension and 
character of the Middle Bronze Age occupation in this 
region of the site. The opening of Operation 2 was 
also based on observations made regarding the mor-
phology of Gomel’s lower town. Satellite and aerial 
images show in the area of Operation 2 a deep gully 
along the steep eastern slope of the lower town that 
might mark the location of a gate in a city wall.179 
The ideal spot for digging the new trench was offered 
by a square pit measuring about 40 x 40 m that had 
been excavated by the villagers who intended to use 
it as a pond for breeding fish, which was dug into 
the site’s archaeological deposits in 2013.180 This re-
cent dig had produced a large quantity of 3rd and 2nd 
millennium pottery, thus making it an attractive and 
easily accessible spot to investigate the Bronze Age 
settlement levels. Two excavation areas were opened 
(Fig. 3), one on the southern and one on the western 
side of the aforementioned square pit, respectively 
Area South and Area West. In Area West, the exca-
vation reached only the Parthian levels.

The stratigraphy investigated at present in Oper-
ation 2 spans from the Middle Bronze Age to the 
Parthian epoch, although it does not feature all the 
chronological phases comprised in this period. Phases 
1 and 2 represent the modern use of the area. Phase 
1 consists of the modern ground surface and relative 
accumulation, which was cut for the excavation of 
the fish pond, and the modern cut for a water chan-
nel. Phase 2 is a series of three accumulations, with 
no evidence of structures or ancient material, cut for 
the excavation of the water basin.

Specifically, in Area West only remains dated to 
the Parthian period were uncovered, subdivided into 6 
archaeological phases (Tab. 1). In Area South twelve 
archaeological phases dating to the Parthian period, 
the Neo-Assyrian period (Iron Age II) and the Middle 
Bronze Age were recorded.

Parthian Period (Phases 3-6)

Stratigraphy and architecture
The Parthian levels in Area South (Fig. 3) were 

characterised by trodden floors, with which walls 
and installations were associated. The occupation of 
Phases 5 and 6 was organised around installations: 
especially in Phase 5, the very badly preserved trod-
den floor was associated with two stone installations, 
probably work benches and a tannur, and cut by two 

pits filled with ashy soil. Most likely the pits were 
associated with the use of the tannur and the work 
benches, and the zone was utilized as an open area 
for domestic activities.

Parthian phases in Area West (Fig. 3), which are 
stratigraphically correlated with the Area South lev-
els, were excavated in a smaller area. In Phase 3 an 
external trodden floor extended over the whole area; 
it was cut at its northern end by a water channel, 
built of baked bricks placed both horizontally and 
vertically.

In Phase 4, the architectonic layout is more com-
plex, although the state of preservation is poor. A 
trodden floor was associated with two different struc-
tures. In the southern part of the excavation a square 
structure made of three rows of medium-sized un-
dressed stones was found. To the north of it, a larger 
rectangular north-south oriented structure, built of 
medium-sized stones and baked-brick fragments was 
located. This structure was covered by mud-brick 
debris. Given its shape and size we interpret it as 
a platform; it could have held a large building that 
has disappeared, the nature of which cannot be de-
termined.

In Phase 5 the area was marked by a lack of con-
nected architectural remains. The only visible struc-
tures, associated with a trodden floor, were two frag-
mentary walls.

In the earliest investigated occupation phase, Phase 
6 (Fig. 37), the area’s architectural layout centred on 
two partially uncovered buildings. In the northern and 
central sectors, parts of Building 2 and Building 3 
were exposed. Both buildings were situated close to 
the western slope of the fish pond built by the villag-
ers, so that the western parts of both buildings con-
tinued beyond the western excavation limit. Building 
2 extended southwards from the central sector of the 
area and was defined by walls 659 and 660. Floor 665 

176 For a more exhaustive analysis of these results, see Simi 
2019.

177 A total of 177 MBA sherds were collected.
178 On this issue, see the introduction and conclusions to this 

article and Morandi Bonacossi, Iamoni 2015, 24.
179 These features were clearly visible in the U2 aerial pictures 

(Fig. 5). Some U2 film rolls were declassified and in December 
1997 transferred to the National Archives and Records Admin-
istration (NARA, Maryland), where they are available to the 
public (Ur, Hammer 2018, B1554_flight_path).

180 When this tank was filled with water, it rapidly drained 
into the ground, making it useless for fish breeding. The ex-
cavation in Operation 2 allowed us to understand that the fish 
pond water ran into a well (449) located in the south-western 
corner of Operation 2 (Fig. 37). The precise date of the well 
could not be established due to the fact that its upper part had 
been cut by the excavation of the fish pond, but the presence of 
plastic material in the upper well fill suggests that it was dug 
in modern times.
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Fig. 37 - Phase 6, Area W, Operation 2.
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N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT
SUR

INT/
EXT

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARISONS

1 419.20 4 Sand, 
calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 5y 8/2 py 5y 8/2 py w Hauser 1994, Taf.111.h; 263A1

2 419.26 4 Sand,
calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 5y 8/2 py 5y 8/2 py w

3 419.25 4 Sand,
calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 5y 8/2 py 5y 8/2 py w Kühne 2005, Abb. 205

4 419.24 4 Sand,
calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 5y 8/2 py 5y 8/2 py w Debevoise 1934, fig. 128-13

Kühne 2005, 205, A 215

5 419.23 4 Sand,
calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 5y 8/2 py 5y 8/2 py w Kühne 2005, Abb. 202

Parthian pottery and terracotta plaque, Phase 4, Area S.

Fig. 38 - Parthian pottery and terracotta plaque, Phase 4, Area S.
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of Building 2’s Room A abutted both walls. Immedi-
ately to the north, between Buildings 2 and 3, a water 
channel (662) drained the water eastward. This drain 
was built with squared and rounded medium-sized 
stones, which formed its vertical sides and bottom. To 
the north of this, the south-eastern corner of Building 
3 was located, delimited by walls 664 and 686. At 
present, it is difficult to understand the function of 
these buildings, although some similarity is attested 
with Gebäude I and IV at Ashur,181 Haus IV at Tell 
Sheikh Hamad,182 and the Area A second phase build-
ing at Tell Sheikh Qubba.183 All these constructions 
have been interpreted as residential buildings.

Pottery and small finds
The ceramic repertoire from the Parthian phases 

consists mainly of closed forms and only few open 
ones (Fig. 38). In the whole sequence, the forms 
are very homogeneous, with the presence of plates 
(Fig. 38, 1) and jars with double rim (Fig. 38, 3-5), 
characterized by a mineral-tempered fabric. Paral-
lels are known from Ashur,184 Tell Sheikh Hamad,185 
and Seleucia on the Tigris186 among others. From the 
Parthian levels the most remarkable and the only dat-
able small find is a moulded terracotta plaque, with 
the relief of a female figure (Fig. 38, 6).

The occupation dated to the Parthian period pres-
ents two different patterns of space use in Operation 
2. In Area South, there are open-air surfaces equipped 
with very simple installations. In Area West, on the 
other hand, structures with solid walls with stone 
foundations indicate the occurrence of a built-up 
area, probably occupied by dwellings, as suggested 
by the above-mentioned comparisons with important 
Mesopotamian Parthian period sites, such as Sheikh 
Hamad and Ashur. However, this interpretation has 
to remain hypothetical, since the excavated area is 

not large enough to reliably ascertain the nature and 
function of the remains brought to light.

Neo-Assyrian period/Iron Age II (Phases 9-7)

Stratigraphy and architecture
In Phase 7, the spatial organisation of the area was 

focussed on several installations. In the central part 
of Area South’s southern section, an installation (444, 
Fig. 39a) was found. It consisted of a pit filled with 
three deposits: from the top downwards, a clayey soil 
(441), an ashy fill in the second accumulation (442), 
underlain by a very ashy fill with a lot of charcoal at 
the bottom of the installation (443). The characteris-
tics of the two lowest fills, rich in ash and charcoal, 
together with the shape of the installation suggest its 
interpretation as a kiln, most probably belonging to 
the so-called “bowl-type”,187 which consists of a pit 
dug into the ground with a superstructure made of 
clay.188 At a distance of ca. 0.8 m to the west of the 
furnace, and most probably connected to it, a com-
plete ceramic basin (428, Fig. 39b) and an installa-
tion (430) were found. Basin 428 was embedded in 

181 Hauser 1994, Taf. 15; Andrae, Lenzen 1961, Taf. 12.
182 Novák 2005, 66.
183 Ball 1989, 9, fig. 1.5.
184 Hauser 1994, Taf. 111h, Taf. 263A11a.
185 Kühne 2005, Abb. 205, Abb. 215.
186 Debevoise 1934, figs. 128-130.
187 Tylecote 1980, 210, fig. 7.10. According to Moorey 1985, 

94, this type of kiln was used in the iron-smelting process, i.e. 
to extract iron from the ore. A similar furnace interpreted as a 
smithing facility was found in Tell Shiukh Fawqani (Luciani 
2005, 728).

188 Tylecote 1980, 210.

Fig. 39 - Furnace 444 (a) and installations 428 and 430 (b).

a b
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trodden floor 432 and part of it continued beyond the 
excavation’s southern section. The basin was oval 
in shape, and it measured 0.37 m wide and 0.70 m 
deep. Its internal walls were coated with a bitumen 
layer ca. 5 mm thick, indicating that the basin was 
most probably used to contain water. Its vicinity to 
furnace 444 might be because water was used in the 
metalworking process. Adjacent to the basin was in-
stallation 430, consisting of a baked brick laid on the 
floor. To the west of the installation and the basin, 
a thick accumulation of ash (445) on trodden floor 
432 and a circular pit (456) filled with ashy soil with 
frequent animal bones, charcoal fragments, and mud-
brick fragments with reed impressions were uncov-
ered. The occurrence of two pieces of iron slag in the 
accumulation in the south-western part of the area, 
together with the presence of the ash deposit189 and 
the pit with ashy fill, support the identification of the 
installation as an iron smelting kiln, and leads to the 
conclusion that the area was most probably used for 
metalworking. This hypothesis is also supported by 
the presence in the accumulations of ground basalt 

artefacts, i.e. grinding stones that could have been 
used as natural anvils, and stone pestles, probably 
used to crush ore nodules. The presence of iron slag, 
basalt grinding stones and pestles, together with the 
occurrence of the furnace, the basin used to hold wa-
ter and the large deposits of ashes, clearly indicate 
the use of the area for iron smelting.

In Phase 8, there is no further evidence of met-
alworking, though the function of the area was still 
connected to craft activities. The southern sector was 
entirely devoid of structures and installations, which 
were concentrated in the north-western part of the 
area and associated with a trodden floor. The instal-
lations were mainly made of baked bricks, some-
times with medium- or small-sized stones and re-used 
door sockets, but no evidence of real architecture was 
found in the area. The finds associated with these 

189 It was probably connected to the cleaning of the fur-
nace.

Fig. 40 - Phase 9, Operation 2.
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installations were basalt grinding stones and pestles, 
hinting at the use of the area for craft activities.

Phase 9 (Fig. 40) is the earliest phase, dating to the 
Neo-Assyrian period/Iron Age II. In this phase, the 
area was again organized around several installations, 
as in Phases 8 and 7. Most of the installations were 
located in the north-western sector of trodden floor 
437: installation 491, probably a work bench made of 
small-sized stones bound with mortar and potsherds, 
was first used in this phase. To the south of bench 
491, another similar installation (601) was located. 
In the northern part of the excavated area, another 
roughly square installation made of stones and baked 
bricks was brought to light (602). To the south of it, 
a small installation made of baked bricks (435) and 
a jar (436.701) embedded in the floor were located 
(Fig. 42, 1).190 Fragments of the neck and rim of a 
larger jar, probably used for storage, were discovered 
to the south of the embedded jar. Pit 447, located in 
the western part of the area, was filled with ashy soil, 
and it would have functioned together with the instal-
lations, probably as a disposal pit for refuse from the 
craft activities carried out in the area.

Pottery and small finds
The dating of Phases 7-9 has been problematic due 

to the nature of the pottery found. Ceramic assem-
blages from the Neo-Assyrian phases of Operation 2 
consist mainly of closed forms and a few open-form 
specimens (Figs. 41 and 42). In all three phases, the 
ceramic material was associated with the craft activi-
ties conducted in the area, where there is no evidence 
of zones with a domestic function. This may explain 
why the majority of the recorded vessels have closed 
forms; they were probably used for storing materials 
related to craft activities. Another remarkable char-
acteristic of the pottery from these phases is the ab-
sence of typical Neo-Assyrian ceramic markers, such 
as hammer-head bowls, carinated bowls, jars with 
distinct neck and everted rim. The forms that have 
allowed the dating of these phases to the Neo-Assyr-
ian period (Fig. 41, 2-3, 5) resemble specimens from 
Neo-Assyrian sites, even though they are not the most 
typical examples of Neo-Assyrian pottery production. 
It seems likely that the artisanal character of this part 
of the settlement has influenced this matter. In fact, 
it is to be expected that in a specialised craft context 
the vessels in use would differ from an assemblage 
that might be found in a domestic context; therefore, 
it is not surprising that typical Neo-Assyrian forms 
are absent. However, the jars and bowls illustrated 
here (Fig. 41, 2-3, 5) do show similarities with pot-
tery from Neo-Assyrian sites and support our dating 
to this period. Convex wall bowls (Fig. 41, 3), which 
are scarcely attested in the Gir-e Gomel Neo-Assyrian 
phases, and jars with everted rim (Fig. 41, 1 and 5), 
both from Phase 8, allow the assemblage to be dated 
to the Iron Age II.191 Concerning Phase 9, the two 

jars (Fig. 42, 1-2) found in association with floor 437 
contribute to the interpretation of the area as a space 
for craft activities. One jar (Fig. 42, 1) was embedded 
in the floor and is almost complete: the body is ovoid 
with a small concave neck ending in a squared rim; 
on the shoulder, there are three grooves and a ridge 
at the base of the neck.192

Small finds from the Neo-Assyrian phases are rep-
resented by stone tools that are connected to the use 
of the area for metalworking. In the Neo-Assyrian/
Iron Age phase deposits the tools included grinding 
stones and pestles, together with jar stoppers made 
from potsherds. The most remarkable find was a 
glazed frit anthropomorphic figurine (Fig. 41, 6) from 
the accumulation above the Neo-Assyrian Phase 8 
trodden floor. The figurine represents the lower part 
of a female body, with the pelvis and the legs.193

The archaeological evidence gathered from the 
Neo-Assyrian phases shows that this part of the lower 
town was devoted to craft work. It is not surprising 
that a craft area was situated on the edge of the lower 
town.194 In Bassetki, in the Duhok region, a pottery 
production area is known195 and evidence of craft ac-
tivities has been found at the site of Gird-i Bazar.196 
Metalworking and metal-smelting are known from 
the site of Tell Shiukh Fawqani, in the Upper Syrian 
Euphrates. An area devoted to metalworking activi-
ties was excavated in Operation G, located at the foot 
of the mound,197 i.e. at the edge of the settlement, as 
is our Phase 7 metalworking area. In Area G at Tell 
Shiukh Fawqani, however, there was evidence of ar-
chitecture, which is lacking in Phase 7 of Operation 
2, but the occurrence of kilns,198 and similar ground 

190 See § Pottery and small finds.
191 Hausleiter 2010, Taf. 36a, 72. ST13R1; Anastasio 2010, 

pl. 6.2; Curtis, Reade 1995, fig. 55, 352; Kreppner 2006, Taf. 
13.8, Taf. 28.4, Taf. 42.8.

192 There are no convincing parallels for this jar, the closest 
resemblance being with a jar from Assur (Hausleiter 2010, Taf. 
118.TG3.1) for the general shape and the combed decoration, 
but not for the rim shape.

193 At Tell al-Rimah (Oates 1966, pl. XXXIVa), the heads 
of two fragmentary glazed frit female figurines were found 
together in the last use phase of the Great Temple (Phase 1) 
dating to the late Middle Assyrian period (second half of the 
12th century BC).

194 Ongoing excavations at Zincirli suggest too that open areas 
in the lower town took up a substantial proportion of the city 
(Herrmann, Schloen 2016, 270).

195 Pfälzner, Qasim 2017, 30.
196 The site is located in the southern part of Iraqi Kurd-

istan at the eastern margin of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. The 
archaeological evidence shows the occurrence of pottery pro-
duction and craft activities (MacGinnis-Kreppner 2016, 53-54, 
57; Stone 2016, 66, 67), attested by the presence of lithic tools 
as in Operation 2.

197 Luciani 2016, 825.
198 Luciani 2005, 728.



d. morandi bonacossi - h. ahmad qasim - c. coppini - k. gavagnin - e. girotto - m. iamoni - c. tonghini120

N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPA

RISONS

1 437.13 9 Calcite, 
chaff h ss / ss sm / sm 5yr 7/6 ry 5yr 7/6 ry w

2 437.3 9 Calcite, 
chaff h ss / ss sm / sm 7.5 yr 8/3 p 7.5 yr 8/3 p w

3 433.20 8 Calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 5 yr 6/6 ry 5 yr 6/6 ry w

Hausleiter 2010, Taf. 
36a, 72.ST13R;
Anastasio 2010, pl. 6.2; 
Kreppner 2006, Taf. 13.8

4 433.701 8 Calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 7.5 yr 8/3 p 7.5 yr 8/3 p hm

5 433.95 8 Calcite, 
chaff d ss / ss sm / sm 5 yr 5/3 rb 2.5 yr 6/3 lrb w/hm Kreppner 2006, Taf.28.4, 

42.8

Neo-Assyrian pottery and small finds from Phase 8 and 9.

stone tools and iron slag as in Gir-e Gomel, empha-
sizes the similarity of the two contexts. Although few 
areas devoted to metal working have hitherto been 
found in the Near East, another iron workshop is 
known at Tel Yinʻam, in Israel (lower Galilee), where 
a quarter with evidence of metal-smelting activities 
was found.199 The occurrence of iron-working areas is 
not frequent in the Near East and there are still many 
unanswered questions about the technology required 
and supply of ore. The iron-working area in Gomel 
was probably connected to a sizeable Neo-Assyrian 
centre, where specialized activities were carried out 
in different parts of the settlement.200

Middle Bronze Age (Phases 10-12)

Stratigraphy and architecture
The Middle Bronze Age settlement sequence was 

exposed in the entire Area South (Fig. 3); three phases 
were excavated. The most important architectural fea-
ture of the Middle Bronze Age sequence was Building 
1 (Fig. 43), a large structure that occupied the whole 
excavation area in Phase 11. The latest Middle Bronze 
Age phase, Phase 10, was not characterized by the 
presence of a coherent building and the area was sub-
sequently greatly disturbed by the foundation cuts of 
the installations of the later Phase 9. Phase 10 is sub-
divided into two sub-phases, in which few structures 
occurred in the area, all poorly preserved. The area 
was probably occupied by a building, as suggested 
by the finding of two baked-brick fireplaces, which 
are usually located in roofed areas, one located in the 
northern part of the excavation and the other in the 
southern half. Besides the presence of the fireplaces, 
two walls, which could perhaps mark the limits of a 
room, were located only in the northern half of the 
area; this interpretation cannot currently be proofed, 
since the northernmost part of the structure lies be-
yond the excavation limit.

In the following Phase 11, which is separated from 
Phase 10 by an accumulation consisting of mud-brick 
debris marking the abandonment of the building and 
the new arrangement and function of the area in Phase 
10, the area was occupied by Building 1 (Fig. 43). 
The building has three sub-phases associated with 
changes in its internal layout. Unfortunately, in all 
sub-phases the walls of the building had been demol-
ished to foundation level and rebuilt. The floors had 
been swept, so that only a limited amount of pottery 
and small finds was retrieved.

Sub-phase 11A represents the last period of the 
building’s use, in which the main wall (464, Fig. 44, 
sub-phase 11b) dividing the excavated part of the 
building into two parts was still functional. Wall 464 
was in fact the division between the two different 
sectors of the building, which were better preserved 
in the preceding sub-phase 11b, as described below. 
In the sector to the west of wall 464 only two areas 
survived, one interpreted as a courtyard (A), paved 
with baked bricks and a plastered floor. The second 
was a room with two work benches.201 In its floor a 
grave was cut: a jar burial containing the skeletons of 
three newborns.202 In the eastern sector of the build-
ing, no installations were found.

199 Liebowitz, Folk 1984, 271.
200 As mentioned above, this situation is also found at Tell 

Shiukh Fawqani, ancient Burmarina (Luciani 2005, 980). At Tell 
Afis (western Syria), the discovery of iron slag in an 8th century 
BC context indicates the occurrence of iron-smelting activities 
(Ingo et alii 1992).

201 The two rectangular-shaped work benches, oriented north-
west – southeast and northeast – southwest and consisting of 
three parallel rows of undressed stones, re-use the razed walls 
with stone foundations that were built in sub-phase 11b (walls 
651 and 652, see below).

202 Jar burials of infants under floors are common in Middle 
Bronze Age buildings of Upper and Lower Mesopotamia. For 
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Fig. 41 - Neo-Assyrian pottery and small finds from Phase 8 and 9.
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N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARISONS

1 436.701 9 Calcite, 
chaff h ss / ss sm / sm 10yr 8/3 vpb 10yr 8/3 vpb w

Ridge; 
grooves on 
the shoulder

2 437.12 9 Calcite, 
chaff h ss / ss sm / sm 10yr 8/3 vpb 10yr 8/3 vpb w Bitumen 

traces

Neo-Assyrian pottery from Phase 9.

Fig. 42 - Neo-Assyrian pottery from Phase 9.
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Sub-phase 11b (Fig. 44) was brought to light in 
the whole area: this made it possible to gain an in-
sight into a large part of Building 1. Five rooms and 
courtyards were discovered in the excavated area, 
labelled A to E. Despite the poor preservation of the 
walls, of which in most cases only the stone founda-
tion and the first fragmentary mud-brick course were 
preserved, it was possible to reconstruct the build-
ing’s layout. The excavated part of the building was 
probably entered from Courtyard A (Fig. 44), in the 
north-western part of the excavation area. The court 
was delimited by walls 628, 651, and 620, and was 
paved with a well-laid pebble floor, framed in the 
south-east by baked-brick paving, which constituted 
the south-easternmost part of Courtyard A and gave 
access to the adjacent Room E.203 Another monumen-
tal entrance to Room E, 2.88 m wide, was located 
to the south of Courtyard A, between walls 628 and 
461.204 Room E occupied a central position in this 
section of Building 1. It thus seems likely that it had 
an important function, which is suggested also by 
the size of the excavated part and the large, central 
fireplace installation (Fig. 45) on its mud floor (467). 
The fireplace was located close to the trench’s south-

ern section and consisted of nine baked bricks with 
signs of burning that were bordered on all sides of 
the structure by a row of mud-bricks bearing traces 

Fig. 43 - Building 1, Phase 11b, Operation 2.

instance, a similar situation was observed in Tell Chagar Bazar, 
where in Area G, Phase III, an infantburial was found in a level 
that was razed before the construction of the successive level 
(McMahon, Colantoni 2009, 71). In this site other infant buri-
als were also found, all inside buildings (McMahon 2009a, 47; 
Idem 2009b, 120; McMahon-Colantoni 2009, 72). Newborn 
burials were also found in Nippur, in Area TA and TB. Ac-
cording to Stone 1987, 125, they marked the end of the Old 
Babylonian occupation and the final abandonment of the city 
in the 18th century BC.

203 A similar feature has been found at Tell Chagar Bazar, in 
the Upper Khabur basin: in Building III, dated to the Middle 
Bronze Age II and located in Area A, a pebble surface was 
found, bordered by a baked-brick floor which marked the en-
trance to a room in the building (McMahon 2009a, 35 and fig. 
12). Another building comprising a pebble-paved courtyard has 
been excavated at Bakr Awa in the Middle Bronze Age levels: 
according to the excavators, the courtyard led into a reception 
room (Miglus et alii 2013, 54).

204 At the present state of excavation it is not possible to as-
certain whether this gave access from outside of the building.



d. morandi bonacossi - h. ahmad qasim - c. coppini - k. gavagnin - e. girotto - m. iamoni - c. tonghini124

Fig. 44 - Phase 11b, Operation 2.

205 Fireplaces located in large rooms in large-sized buildings 
similar to Building 1 are not common in Upper Mesopotamia. 
In Bakr Awa a fireplace was found in the reception room of 
the “MBA Building” (Miglus et alii 2013, 54-55, fig. 17): the 
installation is built differently to our fireplace 465, but the loca-
tion in a large room resembles the pattern observed at Gomel. 
In Chagar Bazar too the large rectangular room of Building III 
in Area A was furnished with a hearth, rectangular and set on a 
low base of mud-bricks (McMahon 2009a, 36).

of fire.205 The room, which was delimited to the east 
by wall 464, to the north-east by wall 666, and to the 
north-west by Courtyard A, was also equipped with 
mud-brick bench 637, located beside fireplace 465 
and abutting the western face of wall 464.

As mentioned above, the entrance from Courtyard 
A to Room E was still visible: doorway 669 consisted 
of four baked bricks set vertically and two horizontal 
mud-bricks: a door socket was embedded in one of 
them. To the north of Room E and adjacent to Court-
yard A was located a smaller closed space, Room B. 
The excavated part of this room measured 1.42 m x 
2.80 m; no installations were found on its floor (668). 
Only three walls of the room have been cleared thus 
far, whilst the fourth is located to the north of the 
excavation limit: walls 651 and 652 constituted the 
western limit of the room, while wall 666 delimited 
the room to the south and wall 667 to the east. Wall 

464, which was abutted by wall 667, appears to have 
divided the building into two sectors. Its excavated 
part measured 2.71 m in length and 1.24 m in thick-
ness and was built with a stone foundation and a 
mud-brick elevation, of which only one course was 
preserved. The sector of Building 1 located to the east 
of wall 464 consisted of two areas (Courtyard C and 
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Room D), divided by wall 632. This structure, which 
was very poorly preserved and survived only in foun-
dation, consisted of medium-sized stones and baked 
bricks. A doorway connected Room D and Courtyard 
C. The latter was interpreted as an internal courtyard 
of Building 1, given that its floor (636) consisted of 
an earth layer on a thin gravel preparation, which 
served to drain water and reduce dampness. Room 
D, to the south, was equipped in the north-east corner 
with tannur 634, which was abutted by the room’s 
floor 470. In its southern part, the room was equipped 
with two large jars set in the floor and used for ce-
real storage, as shown by grains found in the fill of 
one of the jars. The presence in Room D of a tannur 
and large storage jars indicates that this was a closed 
space, probably a kitchen, as suggested not only by 
the installations but also by the amount of Cooking 
Ware found in it.206

The earliest sub-phase 11c was excavated in the 
eastern part of the area, to the east of wall 464, in an 
area measuring 8.91 m x 5.01 (Fig. 46)207 that was 
occupied by Room D. Tannur 634, first constructed in 
this sub-phase, was abutted by a mud floor, which, to 
the south of the tannur, was reinforced by an under-
pinning localized in the easternmost part of the area. 
It consisted of baked bricks, rectangular or square, 
and was probably built to strengthen this part of the 
floor – which, due the presence of the tannur, was 
intensively trampled.

In Phase 12208 (Fig. 46) the space was delimited 
by two walls, located in the north-western part of the 
excavated area: wall 678, oriented west-northwest/
east-southeast, and wall 679, oriented north-east/
south-west, and abutted by mud floor 685. The walls, 
of which only the stone foundation was preserved, 

bounded a room equipped with two installations. In 
its western part, tannur 634 was located, which func-
tioned together with an installation consisting of a 
working platform of baked bricks associated with the 
tannur. The space south and west of the tannur was 
devoid of installations, though vessels were found 
on the floor:209 to the west of the tannur, two pot-
stands were found, the lower part of a fenestrated 
stand, probably an incense burner, and a pie-crust 
pot-stand 210 (Fig. 47, 4). To the south of the tannur, 
close to the south section, three large jars211 lay on 
the floor (Fig. 47, 1-3).

The archaeological evidence gathered thus far sug-
gests that Building 1 existed already in Phase 12, 
although with a different layout. However, this can-
not be conclusively demonstrated without extending 
the excavation.

Fig. 45 - Phase 11b, fireplace 465 and floor 467, seen from 
the W.

Fig. 46 - Phase 12 (the currently excavated part of the phase 
is delimited in white).

206 Due to the presence of the tannur and the sunken jars, this 
room shows similarities with the Late Old Babylonian “kitchen” 
of Tell al-Rimah (Postgate et alii 1997, 34-35).

207 We decided to investigate the eastern sector of Building 
1 by removing the sub-phase 11b floor in order to investigate 
1) the masonry of the wall, 2) the possible presence of an older 
wall pertaining to an earlier phase of the building on which the 
sub-phase 11b wall was built, 3) the layout and function of the 
area in this sector.

208 This is considered as a separate phase and not as a sub-
phase of Phase 11, even though it was excavated on a smaller 
part of the explored area. Wall 464 did not exist; this shows 
that the layout of the building was different from the following 
Phase 11.

209 See § Pottery and small finds.
210 See § Pottery and small finds.
211 See § Pottery and small finds.
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Pottery and small finds
The ceramic assemblages from the Middle Bronze 

Age levels of Operation 2 are relatively homogeneous 
through all phases, with residual sherds from ear-
lier periods buried under Building 1. A characteristic 
shared by all assemblages is the prevalence of closed 
with respect to open forms and a large amount of 
painted pottery.212

In situ pottery was found in Phase 12, floor 685 
(Fig. 47, 1-4), consisting of large jars, with chaff and 
calcite temper (Fig. 47, 1-3), which were found in the 
southern part of the excavated area, close to tannur 
634. On the same floor, two pot-stands lay to the west 
of the tannur: one pie-crust pot-stand213 (Fig. 47, 4) 
and one fenestrated stand, the upper part of which 
was missing.214 On the basis of parallels this phase 
can be dated to the late Middle Bronze Age II, as 
suggested by evidence from Tell al-Rimah, i.e. from 
late Middle Bronze II contexts,215 and Tell Rijim,216 
where the Middle Bronze Age levels are dated to the 
17th century BC.

The ceramic assemblage from Phase 11 (Figs. 47, 
5-9 and 48, 1-8) and Phase 10 (Fig. 48, 9-13), mainly 
from accumulations, includes a variety of Khabur 

N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARISONS

1 685.3 12 Calcite, 
chaff h ss / ss sm / sm 10 yr 8/2 vpb 10 yr 8/2 vpb hm Postgate et alii 1997, 608; 

Koliński 2000, pl. 19E

2 685.2 12 Calcite, 
chaff h ss / ss sm / sm 10 yr 8/2 vpb 10 yr 8/2 vpb hm Postgate et alii 1997, 608, 

618

3 685.1 12 Calcite, 
chaff h ss / ss sm / sm 10 yr 8/2 vpb 10 yr 8/2 vpb w Postgate et alii 1997, 

1034

4 685.701 12 Calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 7.5 yr 8/3 p 7.5 yr 8/3 p w/hm
Koliński 2000, pl. 20A, 
22, 23A; Schwartz et alii 
2017, 232, fig. 26.17

5 624.704 11A Calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 7.5 yr 8/3 p 7.5 yr 8/3 p w

Postgate et alii 1997, 
149, 151; Pulhan 2000, 
421-422; Schwartz et alii. 
2017, figs. 25.4, 6

6 624.705 11A Calcite h ss /ss sm / sm 7.5 yr 8/3 p 7.5 yr 8/3 p w McMahon et alii 2009, 
pl. 19.7

7 463.5-6 11B
Grit, 

calcite, 
chaff

h ss / ss sm / sm 10yr 7/3 vpb 10yr 8/2 vpb w
McMahon et alii 2009, 
pl. 27.2; Koliński 2000, 
pl. 16A

8 463.3 11B
Grit, 

calcite, 
chaff

h ss / ss b / b 7.5yr 4/1 dg 7.5yr 4/1 dg w 2 grooves McMahon et alii 2009, 
pl. 29.8

9 463.8 11B Calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 10yr 7/3 vpb 10yr 3/1 vdg w

Painted 
bands on the 
rim and on 
the body

Frane 1996, fig. 21.3

Middle Bronze Age Pottery from Phase 12 and 11b and a.

212 In this article, two categories of pottery are considered 
separately from the rest of the ceramic assemblage, Khabur 
Ware and Grey Ware. Since this is a preliminary report on the 
ceramics found during the excavation, a detailed study of the 
pottery assemblages is yet to be done; the categories we use, 
therefore, concerning both technological and morphological as-
pects, have still to be more precisely defined. The same is valid 
for the distinction of Grey and Khabur Ware: we use these labels 
here to refer to ceramic categories that are well established in 
the literature (for a more detailed analysis of the topic, see 
Coppini in press).

213 The discovery of a pie-crust pot-stand in a Middle Bronze 
Age context is noteworthy. This type of pot-stand has been found 
in the majority of the cases in Late Bronze Age contexts, al-
though at Tell Rijim and Kurd Qaburstan pie-crust pot-stands 
have been documented already in Middle Bronze Age levels. 
Our specimen can be compared to the pot-stands found in these 
two sites of Iraqi Kurdistan (Koliński 2000, pl. 20A, 22, 23A; 
Schwartz et alii 2017, 232, fig. 26.17).

214 Middle Bronze Age fenestrated stands have been found in 
various context, e.g. from the Ishtar temple in Ashur (Beuger 
2005, 325, Taf. 51.8), dated to the Old Assyrian period. At Tell al-
Rimah, fenestrated stands were found in the Middle Bronze Age 
levels of the Temple area and in the late Old Babylonian “kitch-
en” (Postgate et alii 1997, pl. 98.1183-1185, pl. 100.1217).

215 Postgate et alii 1997, 36.
216 Koliński 2000, 73.
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Fig. 47 - Middle Bronze Age Pottery from Phase 12 and 11b and a.
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N. SU PHASE FABRIC FIRING
INT/
EXT 
SUR

INT/
EXT 

TREAT

INT 
COLOUR

EXT 
COLOUR TECH DEC COMPARISONS

1 463.21 11B Sand, 
calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 5y 7/3 py 5y 7/3 py w Ridged band Frane 1996, fig. 72.1

2 463.22 11B Sand, 
calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 2.5y 7/2 lg 10yr 7/3 vpb w

Faivre 1992, pl. 24.19; 
Beuger 2005, Taf. 
26.20, Taf. 71.41b

3 463.20 11B Sand, 
calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 5y 7/3 py 5y 8/3 py w

McMahon et alii 
2009, pl. 37.10; Frane 
1996, fig. 71, fig. 79.3; 
Postgate et alii 1997, 
pl. 79.879; Koliński 
2000, pl. 35A

4 463.23 11B Sand, 
calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 10yr 6/3 pb 2.5y 7/3 py w

Painted 
bands on the 
neck and on 
the shoulder

McMahon et alii 2009, 
pl. 46.10; Pulhan 2000, 
fig. 3:1; Faivre 1992, 
fig. 7-25.5; Schmidt 
2013, Taf. 404, K4036

5 463.24 11B Sand, 
calcite h ss / ss sm / sm 10yr 7/4 vpb 10yr 8/4 vpb w

Painted 
bands on the 
shoulder

McMahon et alii 2009, 
pl. 37.9

6 463.34 11B Calcite, 
grit, chaff h ss / ss sm / sm 10yr 8/3 vpb 2.5y 8/3 py w Painted band 

on the neck

McMahon et alii 2009, 
pl. 48.6; Postgate et 
alii 1997, pl. 90.1042; 
Faivre 1992, fig. 11.7; 
Schmidt 2013, Taf. 418, 
K4158

7 466.701 11B
Grit, 

calcite, 
chaff

h ss / ss sm / sm 10yr 7/3 vpb 10yr 8/2 vpb w

8 460.1 10 Sand, 
calcite h ss / ss b / b 2.5y 8/3 py 2.5y 8/3 py w Beuger 2005, Taf. 

71.30b

9 457.4 10 Calcite, 
chaff h ss / ss sm / sm 10yr 7/4 vpb 10yr 8/4 vpb w

Painted 
bands on the 
neck and on 
the shoulder

Baccelli, Manuelli 
2008, fig. 4.10

10 457.16 10
Calcite, 
mica, 
chaff

h ss / ss b / b 2.5y 7/2 lg 2.5y 7/2 lg w

11 457.15 10
Calcite, 
mica, 
chaff

h ss / ss b / b 2.5y 7/2 lg 2.5y 7/2 lg w Groove 
under the rim

Oates et alii 1997, fig. 
189.182; McMahon et 
alii 2009, pl. 28.8

12 457.21 10 Calcite, 
chaff h ss / ss sm / sm 10yr 7/4 vpb 10yr 8/4 vpb w

Painted 
strokes on 
the rim

McMahon et alii 2009, 
pl. 23.9; Schmidt 2013, 
Taf. 391, K3903

13 457.20 10 Calcite, 
chaff h ss / ss sm / sm 10yr 7/4 vpb 10yr 8/4 vpb w

Painted 
bands on the 
rim and on 
the body

Middle Bronze Age pottery from Phase 11 and 10.
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Fig. 48 - Middle Bronze Age pottery from Phase 11 and 10.
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and Grey Ware sherds, besides unpainted specimens 
and Cooking Ware rims and body sherds. Among the 
open forms, the most diagnostic are shallow bowls 
(Fig. 47, 5), which also continue into Phase 10 and 
are typical of Middle Bronze Age contexts, as attested 
by parallels from Tell al-Rimah,217 Tell Leilan218 and 
Kurd Qaburstan,219 among others, as well as from 
Gir-e Gomel, Operation 1.220

Among the fine ware closed forms, shouldered bea-
kers are the most common forms. They occur with-
out neck (Fig. 48, 3), with neck and sharp shoul-
der (Fig. 48, 2), and with ridges on the shoulder 
(Fig. 48, 1). These two vessels are diagnostic for 
the Middle Bronze Age II, as attested by parallels 
from Chagar Bazar,221 Tell Leilan,222 Tell al-Rimah223 
and Tell Rijim,224 as well as from Gomel, Operation 
1.225 Grey Ware specimens are represented by shallow 
bowls, with grooves under the rim (Fig. 48, 11), or 
with convex wall (Fig. 48, 10): these specimens date 
to the Middle Bronze Age IIB, as shown by similar 
finds from Tell Chagar Bazar and Tell Brak.226 Khabur 
Ware is represented by open as well as closed forms. 
Open forms are carinated bowls decorated with paint-
ed bands (Figs. 47, 9 and 48, 13) or with strokes on 
the rim (Fig. 48, 12). Examples of closed forms are 
necked jars (Fig. 48, 6), decorated with bands on the 
neck; frequently attested also are shouldered beakers, 
with short neck and painted bands on the neck and 
on the shoulder (Fig. 48, 9).227

In general, the pottery from the Middle Bronze Age 
phases shows similarities with assemblages from sites 
located in the Jezirah, in both the Syrian and Iraqi 
parts, i.e. respectively in the Upper Khabur basin and 
the area west of the Tigris, and from sites in the Erbil 
plain and on the River Tigris, such as Ashur. These 
sites exhibit Middle Bronze Age occupation dating 
to the Middle Bronze Age II, in the period after the 
fall of the Kingdom of Upper Mesopotamia ruled by 
Samsi-Addu; some of them were inhabited into the 
Late Bronze Age, showing uninterrupted occupation. 
Evidence from Tell Leilan, which was destroyed in 
1728 BC,228 and from Tell al-Rimah229 suggest the 
first half of the 18th century BC as the earliest date 
for the pottery of these phases. On the other hand, 
comparisons from Tell Rijim (17th-early 16th century 
BC),230 Level 7 of Tell Brak (late Old Babylonian),231 
Level 6a of Tell al-Rimah (late Old Babylonian),232 
and from the Ashur Deep Sounding (layer IIIa),233 
lead to the conclusion that the very last phase of oc-
cupation of Operation 2 in the Middle Bronze Age 
– Phase 10 – may be dated to a time period in the 
17th to early 16th century BC.

The few small finds recovered show the practice 
of administrative activities in the area: the cylinder 
seal found on the Phase 10a floor (459.701), as well 
as one sealing from the latest accumulation dated to 
the Middle Bronze Age (606.701).234 The evidence of 
activities related to food preparation consists of tan-

nurs and basalt grinding stones and pestles.
To sum up, despite the poor preservation of the 

architecture of Building 1, it is clear that we are deal-
ing with a large building with at least two courtyards 
extending beyond the excavation limits. The dearth 
of finds on the rooms’ floors suggests that the build-
ing was cleaned before its abandonment.235 Building 
1 must have been a large and well-built construction, 
as shown by the size of the rooms and the quality of 
the building units. Given the Middle Bronze Age II 
date provided by the ceramic assemblages, the build-
ing can be closely compared with the aforementioned 
structures excavated in several Mesopotamian sites, 
such as Tell Leilan (Northern236 and Eastern Lower 
Town Palace237), Tell Chagar Bazar (Building A238), 
Tell al-Rimah (late Old Babylonian “kitchen”239), Bakr 
Awa (Old Babylonian House240 ) and Nippur (Area TB 
houses, level II241). Building 1 had a reception zone 
(large Room E entered via Courtyard A and the monu-
mental doorway to the south of it), separated from 

217 Postgate et alii 1997, 149 and 151.
218 Pulhan 2000, 421-422.
219 Schwartz et alii 2017, fig. 25.4 and 6.
220 Coppini 2018, 72.
221 McMahon et alii 2009, pl. 37.10.
222 Frane 1996, fig. 71, fig. 79.3.
223 Postgate et alii 1997, pl. 79.879.
224 Koliński 2000, pl. 35A.
225 Coppini 2018, fig. 12 m.
226 Oates et alii 1997, fig. 189-182.
227 Comparisons for the Khabur Ware are attested in all the 

above-mentioned sites, i.e. Tell Barri, Phase M (Baccelli, Man-
uelli 2008, fig. 4.10), Tell Brak, Level 7 (Oates et alii 1997, fig. 
189.182), Tell Chagar Bazar, Area A and G, Phase II (McMahon 
et alii 2009, pl. 46.10, pl. 37.9, pl. 48.6; pl. 23.9), Tell Leilan, 
Eastern and Northern Lower Town Palaces (Pulhan 2000, fig. 
3:1), Mohammed Diyab (Faivre 1992, fig. 7-25.5, fig. 11.7), 
Tell Mozan, Area C, Schicht 4 and 5 (Schmidt 2013, Taf. 404, 
K4036, Taf. 391, K3903, Taf. 418, K4158, Taf. 391, K3903), 
and Tell al-Rimah (Postgate et alii 1997, pl. 90.1042).

228 Eidem 2011, 3.
229 Postgate et alii 1997, 30, giving the time span 1775-1750 

BC.
230 Koliński 2000, 77.
231 Oates et alii 1997, 21.
232 Postgate et alii 1997, 36.
233 Beuger 2005, 55: layer (Schicht) IIIa is dated by Beuger 

to the late Old Assyrian/early Mitanni.
234 For these seals, see Section 8.
235 The same situation was found in contemporary and similar 

contexts in Tell Chagar Bazar, Area G (McMahon, Colantoni 
2009, 71), Tell Leilan (Pulhan 2000, 17), Bakr Awa (Miglus et 
alii 2013, 55), and Nippur, Area TB (Stone 1987, 125).

236 Pulhan 2000.
237 Weiss et alii 1990, 543.
238 McMahon 2009a, 29.
239 Postgate et alii 1997, 36.
240 Miglus et alii 2013, 53.
241 Stone 1987, 82.
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Fig. 49 - Operation 3, east section.
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the service wing by a long, thick wall (464).242 The 
lack of finds from rooms and presence of a destruc-
tion level point to the progressive abandonment of the 
building, probably ending with a squatting occupation 
of the abandoned structure (Phase 10). This recalls a 
characteristic pattern of abandonment and squatting 
occupation seen in Upper Mesopotamian settlements; 
this pattern is rather specific to the Iraqi and Syrian 
Jezirah at the end of the Middle Bronze Age, in the 
time frame between the fall of large Amorrite urban 
centres, such as Tell Leilan and Tell al-Rimah. This 
goes together with the provisional lack of local power 
excercised by local rulers and the following emer-
gence in the new panorama of the Middle Bronze-
Late Bronze Age transition of new political centres, 
often governed by rulers with Hurrian names.243

7. Operation 3

Introduction	
Operation 3 is a 2 m wide and 12.5 m long step 

trench that was opened at the base of the great west-
ern section of Gir-e Gomel, approximately in the cen-
tral sector, at the junction between the high mound 
and the northern lower town (Figs. 49 and 50). The 
target of this excavation was the investigation of the 
earliest levels of the settlement, in particular the Late 
Chalcolithic occupation of the site, which preliminary 
results obtained by the extensive and intensive sur-
veys carried out have suggested to be of considerable 
size.244 On the basis of this evidence, the location of 
the trench was chosen at the base of the main mound, 
where most of the Late Chalcolithic finds were col-
lected during the survey. This position was ideal for 
exploration of the 5th-4th millennium levels, since the 
considerable erosion caused by the River Gomel has 
removed the massive uppermost occupation layers. 
Initially the trench was subdivided into six different 
steps, which were eventually reduced to three, when 
excavation led to the identification of the most sig-
nificant archaeological phases.

Stratigraphy
The stratigraphy seen in trench has been provi-

sionally summarised in six phases, which represent 
the periods that were better preserved in the strati-
graphic sequence brought to light. River Gomel’s 
erosive activity was accompanied by the formation 
of sloping accumulations (in some cases covered by 
re-deposited river sediments, some of which must 
have been very recent, whereas others, characterised 
by mixed archaeological material brought by the river 
itself, may have formed in earlier times) that made 
the recognition of the archaeological layers – and the 
consequent understanding of the stratigraphy – ex-
tremely difficult. As a consequence of these particular 
circumstances, only after a more careful evaluation 

of the excavated archaeological material will it be 
possible to provide a reliable definition of the vari-
ous phases present.

A short description is given for each of the exca-
vated phases, from the most recent to the earliest. 
However, this account focusses on the evidence that is 
most relevant for the target of the operation, that is the 
pre-Bronze Age occupation Phases 4 and 5. Phase 6, 
although – as explained below – extremely important 
in order to understand the genesis of the settlement, 
is only briefly discussed, waiting for the analysis of 
some geomorphological samples that will help us to 
understand better the formation mechanisms of the 
ancient settlement of Gir-e Gomel.

Phases 1-3
Phase 1 is thus far represented by the modern lay-

ers that formed the upper surface of the operation. 
These have a twin genesis: either as material col-
lapsed from the side of the Gomel high mound or 
from the deposition of fine red/grey sandy layers and 
medium-sized pebbles by the river. Both types are 
interleaved due to the occurrence of multiple deposi-
tion episodes. At present, the most interesting aspect 
is the thick stratum of river pebbles at the base of 
the trench that forms what may well be the earliest 
relevant episode of river deposition, a massive sedi-
mentation on the part of River Gomel. Deposition 
of the pebbles began after the initial erosive activity 
that resulted in the main collapse of the western side 
of the site and the formation of the great 38 m high 
section that characterises the western side of the high 
mound (Figs. 50 and 51). The evidence collected from 
Phase 1 attests thus to River Gomel’s twin actions 
of erosion and deposition and provides a good set of 

242 An interesting interpretation of the possible function of 
similar buildings has been proposed by McMahon 2009a, 30-31. 
Referring in particular to Building III in Chagar Bazar, Area A, 
she suggests that such buildings can be defined as “community 
buildings” used for meetings between leaders of the settlement. 
However, the excavated part of Building 1 seems more com-
plex and monumental than Chagar Bazar’s Building III and 
can be better compared with the architecture of the Palace in 
Tell al-Rimah or that of the Eastern and Northern Lower Town 
Palaces in Tell Leilan. However, the state of the excavation, 
which is still in its initial stage, and the lack of special finds 
such as cuneiform texts or a significant amount of administra-
tive devices suggest caution in the interpretation of this Middle 
Bronze Age II building.

243 Such as in the cases of Tish-ulme in Bassetki and Pizigarra 
in Nineveh; see Section 4.

244 Morandi Bonacossi, Iamoni 2015; see also Simi in press. 
It seems likely that Gir-e Gomel was occupied also during the 
Northern Ubaid/Early Chalcolithic period as the discovery of 
an Ubaid seal now at the Museum of the Oriental Institute of 
Chicago suggests (Frankfort 1935, 29-31): a few sherds found 
during the Op. 1 excavation and currently under study might 
confirm this hypothesis.
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Fig. 50 - Operation 3 with the great western section of Gir-e Gomel (right: high mound, left: northern lower town).

Fig. 51 - Section of the operation illustrating the sloping deposits and fluvial accumulations of pebbles and sand (on the left).
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data for a more detailed future interpretation of the 
formation of the Gir-e Gomel archaeological mound 
as it now stands. At the same time, the thickness of 
the pebble deposits (as well as the size of the pebbles 
themselves) confirms the strength of the river and its 
capacity to occasionally overflow its banks and flood 
the surrounding plain. This aspect is of particular rel-
evance for the formation of the earliest settlement at 
Gir-e Gomel, since it may suggest the occurrence of 
environmental conditions during more recent times 
that are/were significantly different from those of the 
late 5th-4th millennium BC, when river activity was 
probably weaker/less destructive and thus more suit-
able for stable human settlement.

Phase 2 was the first in-situ archaeological evi-
dence encountered during the excavation, consisting 
of a well-preserved north-west/south-east oriented 
wall (500) made of solid mud-bricks, protruding di-
rectly from the section of the mound (Figs. 49 and 
52). Abutting the wall were a series of regular sloping 
mud surfaces that we interpreted as part of a glacis 
that protected the wall itself from rainfall, and at the 
same time formed a regular surface that spanned the 
significant difference in height between what must 
have been the “upper town” of Gir-e Gomel and the 
surrounding area (possibly the western, now eroded 
lower city). The presence of sloping surfaces/glacis 
abutting walls was not unique to this period, but also 
occurred in lower/earlier phases (see below) and was 
probably a phenomenon that began as soon as the 
level of the settlement started to rise. The quality of 
the mud-bricks and their careful disposition in alter-
nating red and brown colours suggest that this wall 
may have belonged to some kind of public construc-
tion, possibly as part of an enclosing peripheral urban 

wall, or was part of a large building located in the 
western sector of the upper town. We have no finds 
that indicate a reliable chronology for the wall and the 
associated glacis: based on the dating of the follow-
ing phase and of the material collected on the slopes 
of the glacis, a generic (early?) 2nd millennium date 
seems plausible.

Phase 3 was the first to provide some more recog-
nizable archaeological contexts, thanks to the pres-
ence of a likely kiln for the production of pottery 
that abutted wall 500 on its north-western side (Fig. 
52). The kiln was abandoned and filled up with ashy 
layers of earth mixed with stones and pebbles and a 
number of sherds lying horizontally.

We cannot put forward a precise chronology or 
typology for this kiln, since it was not possible to 
excavate its fill due to the risk of collapse of the en-
tire upper part of the excavation section. A few mixed 
sherds were, however, collected from the lower fill of 
the kiln: these date to the Late Chalcolithic and the 
late 3rd millennium BC. This latter date may be taken 
as a terminus ante quem for the kiln’s use, which 
would thus have been in about the initial/mid-Early 
Bronze Age. To this phase might also pertain Grave 
42, the burial of an adult located about 100 m further 
north than Operation 3 (Fig. 53), whose inhumation 
was target of a salvage excavation after river ero-
sion brought to light part of the skull. Preliminary 
analysis of the skeletal remains indicates a male in-
dividual 28-35 years old.245 Study of the grave goods 
and personal ornaments (a small jar, a bronze/copper 
toggle pin and a Conus shell ring possibly belonging 
to a belt)246 is currently ongoing, though a date around 
the mid-3rd millennium (end of the Ninevite 5 period-
central part of the 3rd millennium BC; late EJZ 2-EJZ 
3a) is indicated by comparison with similar jars found 
in Grave 51 of Operation 1.247 As we will see, this 
information, albeit preliminary and thus in need of a 
more thorough study, may provide some insights into 
the development of the ancient settlement of Gir-e 
Gomel (see below, Conclusions).

The Late Chalcolithic evidence: Phases 4 and 5
Phase 4 could be split into two sub-phases 4a and 

4b, the former composed of a hard, thick layer of mud 
and collapsed material (SU 556) probably laid down 

Fig. 52 - Stratigraphic units 503 and 500 on the left and 
glacis SU 512 on the right. Note in the upper right corner 
of the photo on the left the presence of two big stones that 
represent the last fill of the kiln, abutting wall 500.

245 The complete analysis of the skeleton is currently under 
way by A. Canci and G. Bellandi and will be described in a 
future publication.

246 This interpretation is based on a similar discovery made 
during excavation of the 3rd millennium Graves 24 and 45 in 
Operation 1 (see Section 5); in both graves, the personal orna-
ments included a number of these shell rings found lined up next 
to the pelvis, which suggested their use as decorative belts for 
the cloth of the buried individual.

247 See Section 5.
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to level the area for the overlying Phase 3. It is likely 
that this levelling also included a vaulted structure, 
which was visible only in the section (Fig. 49, SU 
555): there were no associated finds, and no archaeo-
logical fill was visible inside the structure that might 
have helped to understand its function. Its proximity 
to the overlying and underlying kilns, however, sug-
gests a similar use.

Sub-phase 4a covered 4b, that is the earliest phase 
characterised by archaeological contexts with in-situ 
remains. It featured a bell-shaped kiln (543) that abut-
ted a red mud-brick wall (530; Fig. 49); though poorly 
preserved due to subsequent erosion, a few fills and 
two internal floors were excavated (Fig. 54). These 
suggested the prolonged use of the kiln, which was 
eventually sealed by a layer of compact mud that cov-
ered the last deposits containing abundant potsherds. 
The kiln’s function was very likely the production of 
ceramic vessels, as attested by the presence of pot-
tery wasters, e.g. overfired green sherds, in the ashy 
layers that filled the firing chamber. The latter was 
underneath the firing surface, and still visible in the 
northern side of the section. Kiln 543 was thus prob-
ably a two-storey, updraught kiln: this kiln type is not 
unusual and parallels have been found in other Late 
Chalcolithic sites in the area such as Khirbet Hatara, 
and further east in the region of Sulaymaniah, at Girdi 
Qala.248 At this latter site it is notable that a number of 
these kilns (5 in Lev. 10 and 3 in Lev. 7, dated respec-

tively to the LC 2 and 3) share the same ventilation 
system and can therefore be interpreted as part of a 
single, coordinated pottery production system.

Although it has been possible to excavate – or to 
be more precise, to extract from the section – only 
a tiny part of the ashy fills of the kiln, these have 
yielded a considerable number of ceramic fragments 
that permit this installation to be dated to the Late 
Chalcolithic, possibly to the later phase of the period 
(LC 3-5). The study of the Operation 3 ceramic as-
semblages is still ongoing and a future account will 
provide a more exhaustive description of the pottery. 
At the same time, the results should soon be avail-
able of the radiocarbon determinations of charcoal 
samples that were collected from the firing chamber; 
these will help us to determine with more precision 
the chronology of kiln 543.

The underlying Phase 5 is thus far the best evi-
dence excavated in Operation 3 – apart, that is, from 
the underlying Phase 6, which however merits a 
more detailed presentation. Phase 5 features another 
kiln (534) above which kiln 543 was built (Fig. 49). 

248 Fiorina 1997, 25-26. Vallet et alii 2017, 70-71. In both 
these sites, however, the kilns are partially sunken into the floor, 
a possibility that we cannot rule out also for kiln 543.

Fig. 53 - Grave 42 during excavation.
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Thanks to its position in the mid-lower sector of the 
trench, a larger and better preserved portion of kiln 
534 was not covered by the adjacent Gir-e Gomel 
section. This permitted the excavation of a greater 
number of fills, which in turn facilitated our under-
standing of the nature of the archaeological contexts 
(Fig. 55), and eventually the collection of enough 
data to put forward a more reliable interpretation of 
the kiln.

Kiln 534 was a round or more likely oval shaped 
kiln, which – similarly to the later kiln 543 – was 
used for a considerable time, as the presence of a 
likely repair with mud bricks in the northern side of 
the kiln suggests (Fig. 55). The kiln’s function is dif-
ficult to ascertain, due to the absence of any material 
waste. From a technical point of view, the kiln looks 
different from 543, since it does not seem to have an 
upper firing surface separated from the combustion 
chamber. The presence of some mud-bricks carefully 
laid on the firing floor leaves, however, room for the 
possible existence of a second upper firing surface, 
although the possibility that these were only part of 
the fill that sealed the kiln after it ceased to function 
cannot be ignored. If the first option holds true, the 
firing of artefacts, which we suggest may have been 
pottery on the basis of a possible (but hypothetical) 
functional continuity that characterised this sector of 
the settlement, probably occurred at the same level 
as that of the fire itself. Similar examples of oval 
kilns occur in Northern Ubaid as well as early Late 
Chalcolithic contexts in Upper Mesopotamia. The 
first include Tepe Gawra, Level XV,249 Tell al Abr,250 
and Tell Ziadeh,251 whereas among the second are 
Tepe Gawra, Level VIIIA,252 and Khirbet Hatara.253 

More recently, a very similar kiln was excavated at 
Muqable, a site close to the River Tigris to the west 
of Duhok: it is a large single-chamber structure dated 
on the basis of the pottery assemblages to the Late 
Chalcolithic 2.254 The similarity as well as the con-
temporaneity with Muqable of kiln 534 and the other 
above-mentioned kilns suggests the existence of a 
shared ceramic production technology extending over 
a very wide portion of Upper Mesopotamia, stretch-
ing from the Syro-Iraqi Jezira to the Navkur Plain.

The potsherds collected from the excavation of the 
firing chamber have not yet been studied in detail, 
hence it is impossible to propose here a detailed ac-
count of their characteristic traits. Preliminary obser-
vation indicates that they date to the Late Chalcolithic 
(possibly LC 1-2). However, since these potsherds 
might have simply been reused to fill the kiln as part 
of subsequent levelling operations, they might not be 
contemporary with the kiln itself and therefore may 
not be a reliable indicator of its chronology. A few 
sherds collected from a trampled surface abutting the 
kiln on its western side offer more reliable evidence 
(Fig. 56): all the studied types date to the Late Chal-
colithic 1-2. Two charcoal samples have been taken 
for 14C determinations that will provide a more reli-

249 Tobler 1950, 39.
250 Yamazaki 2010, 318-320.
251 Akkermans, Schwartz 2003, 170-171.
252 Speiser 1935, 34.
253 Fiorina 1997, 25-26.
254 Pfälzner et alii 2017, 52-51.

Fig. 54 - Kiln 543 with the ash deposits and a layer of 
potsherds. Note on the left, evidenced by the white marker, 
the likely firing surface of the kiln. On the right, note the 
presence of an overfired green potsherd.

Fig. 55 - Kiln 534: note on the left side of the picture, marked 
by the white arrow, the repair of the kiln still recognisable 
due to the slight misalignment of the mud-brick used to fix 
the likely rupture of the lower kiln’s structure.
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able chronological reference. The kiln was possibly 
part of a more complex workshop, since it abutted 
a red mud-brick wall (530), whose function is still 
unclear (building? Or simple partition wall?) because 
of the limited area excavated. The entire complex 
(kiln and mud-brick wall) lay directly on the original 
virgin soil of Operation 3 (but see below for a more 
detailed account of the pre-settlement layers), hence it 
constitutes the earliest undoubted settlement evidence 
uncovered to date at Gir-e Gomel.

The pre-settlement evidence: Phase 6
Both kiln 534 and wall 530 were founded on the 

same level and surface: a thick grey deposit of silt and 
mud (Fig. 49: SU 536). It was immediately clear that 
the nature of this deposit was not anthropogenic, rath-
er it must have been of lacustrine origin. We therefore 
took the chance of investigating the original natural 
surface of Gir-e Gomel and dug a small sounding. 
The excavation exposed a series of alternating strata 
of mud and silt, greyish and brown/reddish brown in 
colour, for a total thickness of about 2.5 m (Fig. 57). 
These results were of great importance for a full un-
derstanding of the genesis of the settlement at Gir-e 
Gomel: the layers’ different colours are the likely 
result of variable water levels in a possible small 
lake or pool of water created by the River Gomel 
itself that was present in the area of Gir-e Gomel. 
The water basin apparently underwent at least two 
distinct major phases probably characterised by high 
water level (Figs. 49 and 57): both are represented 
by grey deposits (536 and 561), and are separated by 
red-brown layers that were probably produced dur-
ing drier periods when the lake basin decreased in 

size. It is noteworthy that throughout the excavation 
of these different levels, we continued to find pot-
sherds, though always in tiny quantities. However, 
these were not scattered randomly, but rather occurred 
in or in proximity to the grey lacustrine deposits. The 
combination of these two factors – the pottery came 
almost exclusively from lacustrine layers – suggests 
the presence of a “mobile” prehistoric settlement that 
shifted together with the edge of the water body.

Conclusions
The investigation carried out in Operation 3 has 

confirmed the data obtained from both the extensive 
and intensive surveys carried out at Gir-e Gomel: 
the settlement of the central mound started during 
the mid-late 5th millennium and grew significantly 
during the 3rd and 2nd millennia BC, as the evidence 
retrieved in Operations 1 and 2 also suggests. Based 
on what has been observed in Operation 3, a few 
further considerations may be added about the gen-
eral site organization and the surrounding regional 
environment.

The first concerns the archaeological contexts iden-
tified in the area under investigation, all of which are 
characterised by the presence of pyrotechnological 
installations, especially during the Late Chalcolithic 
phases. The presence of pottery kilns seems to be 
a noteworthy and constant feature of Late Chalco-
lithic sites in Upper Mesopotamia that clearly mir-
rors one of the distinctive traits of the emergence 
and success of socio-economic complexity, i.e. the 
occurrence of labour specialization in craft activi-
ties. This aspect has been usually associated with 
the working of precious raw materials such as metals 

Fig. 56 - Late Chalcolithic 1-2 sherds collected from the area of kiln 534.
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(e.g. copper) and stone (e.g. obsidian, cornelian) in 
the case of Tell Brak and Khirbet al Fakhar, which 
are probably the best exemplification of this.255 Yet 
the widespread presence of a number of pottery kilns 
in Late Chalcolithic settlements suggests that also 
(and perhaps above all) the production of common 
items of everyday use such as pottery might be the 
best evidence to explore in order to identify traits of 
increasing socio-economic complexity.256

A second consideration regards the position of 
these kilns: it seems likely that the original earliest 
settlement at Gir-e Gomel was located in proximity 
to water sources, i.e. not far from the current course 
of the River Gomel and/or possibly next to a pool 
of water/pond formed by the river. The presence of 
a sequence of pottery workshops dating to the Chal-
colithic in a peripheral area of the site suggests two 
aspects, both of prominent relevance for the forma-
tion of stable settlements characterised by increased 
level of complexity. First, the area dedicated to craft 
activities, especially when these involved firing pro-
cesses/activities, was located in a specific sector of 
the settlement, normally in a marginal zone, so as to 
reduce the likely harmful effect of these operations. 

Second, the definition of this area and its position in a 
specific sector started to occur at least during the Late 
Chalcolithic period, if not even earlier: this suggests 
that the traits of a “modern” settlement (subdivision 
of the settled areas in functionally separated sectors/
quarters, e.g. inhabited areas, quarters dedicated to 
administration and/or local elites, areas for craft ac-
tivities) started to occur clearly in the Chalcolithic 
period and became a steady feature throughout the 
entire 4th millennium BC. The lack of extensive exca-
vation in Late Chalcolithic sites hampers the further 
confirmation of this proposed model. Tepe Gawra 
may offer some support for this hypothesis for at least 
the Early Chalcolithic period, since in its Level XV 
pottery kilns were located on the north-western edge 
of the settlement, together with buildings probably 
dedicated to communal storage of goods.257 Similarly, 
preliminary data from Girdi Qala suggest that also 
there a significant sector of the Late Chalcolithic set-
tlement was probably dedicated to craft activities, in 
particular pottery production.258 The organization of 
settled areas might be corroborated at Gir-e Gomel 
by the funerary evidence obtained from Operations 
1 and 3. The location of graves ‒ though dating to a 
later period, the mid-3rd millennium BC ‒ at the pos-
sible northern (Operation 3) and southern (Operation 
1) edge of the early Gir-e Gomel settlement might 
be a further indicator of the occurrence of an inter-
nal and external arrangement of the different sectors 
characterising the ancient settlement of Gir-e Gomel: 
they might be indications of its original limits during 
the 4th and 3rd millennium BC.

8. Seals and sealings from Gir-e Gomel259

In the following section, the glyptic finds discov-
ered in Gir-e Gomel during the excavation seasons 
2012-2018 will be described. The group includes six 
cylinder seals, one stamp seal and three clay sealings. 
Four of these finds date back to the 3rd millennium 
BC,260 three to the first half of the 2nd millennium 
BC,261 two cylinder seals262 are Neo-Assyrian and the 

255 Oates 2012, 172-174; McMahon 2013; McMahon et alii 
2007, 151-153; Al-Quntar, Khalidi, Ur 2011.

256 Al-Quntar 2016.
257 Tobler 1950, 39, 41; see also pl. XV.
258 Vallet et alii 2017, 72.
259 I am very grateful to Professor Elena Rova for her use-

ful comments and to Professor Lorenzo Lazzarini for help in 
identifying the stone from which the seals are made.

260 Cylinder seals GG18.512.701 and TGM13.161.710. Seal-
ings GG18.448.702 and GG18.509.708.

261 Cylinder seals GG18.459.701, GG18 OP.3 Surface.701, 
and sealing GG18.606.701.

262 GG18.329.702, GG18.329.703.

Fig. 57 - The section of the natural deposits forming the 
original surface above which lies the artificial mound of 
Gir-e Gomel: note the alternating levels of grey (lacustrine) 
and reddish earth indicating periods of higher and lower 
water level.
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single stamp seal (GG18.305.701) is post-Assyrian. 
Three cylinder seals were found in graves,263 one cyl-
inder seal and one sealing were found in a squatting 
occupation area over the remains of an abandoned 
large building of the Middle Bronze Age, and the 
stamp seal was discovered beneath a ramp structure. 
Four finds264 come from mixed contexts and were 
dated according to their style. The style of the 3rd 
millennium BC glyptic finds is typical of Upper 
Mesopotamia, on the contrary the style of the finds 
of the 2nd millennium BC is influenced by Lower 
Mesopotamian productions. The Neo-Assyrian cyl-
inder seals were possibly connected with Syrian or 
Anatolian areas.

Operation 1

GG18.305.701 (Fig. 58)

Shape: button-shaped rectangular stamp seal
Material: limestone
Dimensions:
Base: 1.8 x 1.5 cm; thickness: 0.4 cm
Handle: 1.3 x 0.9 cm; height: 0.3 cm
Perforation hole: 0.2 cm
Date: Post-Assyrian period (6th-4th centuries BC)
Finding context: Phase 11 (Stratigraphic Unit 305), 
associated with Post-Assyrian pottery (6th-4th centu-
ries BC)
Decoration: adoration of divine symbols
Description:
Brownish, dark grey limestone button-shaped stamp 
seal of the Post-Assyrian period. The seal has a rect-
angular base with rounded corners and a low rect-
angular perforated handle. The flat top of the handle 
is incised with five shallow horizontal parallel lines. 
The perforation is widthwise and the hole measures 
0.2 cm. The seal was possibly worn suspended by 
means of a very thin string and must have been easy 
to carry around for its light weight.

The decoration is deeply cut. The slightly stylised 
design fills the stamp face almost completely. The 
bottom of the engraved design is missing because 
the seal is chipped at the lower edge and slightly at 
both the lateral edges.

The seal depicts a worshipper facing right (left in 
the impression), standing in front of divine symbols 
that were possibly originally placed on a stand. The 
worshipper seems to have long hair bunched at the 
back of his neck and a long, pointed beard that does 
not fall over his chest. His arms are slightly bent and 
uplifted. He wears a long robe with a double oblique 
hem descending towards his back. The robe is rather 
simple, lacking any characteristic features. The lower 
part of his body is missing. An eight-pointed star265 
is represented over Marduk’s spear (on the left) and 
Nabû’s stylus (on the right), between two high floral 
elements. Nabû’s stylus is similar to Marduk’s spear, 
but has in addition a downward pointing triangular 
top.266 The plant close to the edge of the seal is taller 
than the other one and is characterised by short leaves 
along only one side of its stem.267

A dating of the seal based on its shape and iconog-
raphy is problematic. As regards its shape, no closely 
similar specimen has been found. From the end of 

263 TGM13.161.710 in a grave of the mid-3rd millennium BC; 
GG18.329.702, GG18.329.703 in a grave of the Neo-Assyrian 
period.

264 GG18.448.702, GG18.509.708, GG18.512.701, GG18 
OP.3 Surface.701.

265 For the eight-pointed star on stamp seals of the Neo-As-
syrian period, see for example, Mitchell, Searight 2008, 113, 
n. 271; 115, n. 278 (both of the 8th-7th century BC from Nineveh 
and associated with a plant).

266 For a similar Nabû’s stylus, see Fügert 2015b, 8, 420, 
n. 5.

267 For a similar plant, see Mitchell, Searight 2008, 59, n. 
89 (660 BC); 109, n. 244, 246 (from Nineveh). For a similar 
plant on a cylinder seal of the Achaemenid period, see Neumann 
2016, 16, n. 129.

Fig. 58 - Photograph and drawing of stamp seal.
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the 8th century BC onwards stamp seals gradually 
replaced cylinder seals because of the increased use 
of alphabetic Aramaic writing on perishable materials 
(parchment or papyrus) instead of cuneiform writ-
ing on clay tablets. Among several different stamp 
seal types (conoid, octagonal pyramidal, low-oval, 
scarabaeoid, theriomorphic),268 the tabloid/plaque 
seal, of varying thickness, with a basic parallelepi-
ped shape, perforated along its body, possibly rep-
resents the most common type of stamp seal with a 
rectangular face in Mesopotamian glyptics during the 
Neo-Assyrian and later periods. Tabloid/plaque seals 
without a perforated handle are so common during the 
Neo-Assyrian,269 Neo-Babylonian,270 Achaemenid271 
and Seleucid272 periods that the impressions of stamp 
seals with a rectangular face can be confidently re-
lated to this glyptic category.

Another type of stamp seal more similar to that 
discovered at Gir-e Gomel consists of a rectangular 
base and a loop handle of variable height. Evidence 
of this typology is rather frequent in prehistoric times 
(6th-4th millennium BC, Halaf/Obeid periods),273 only 
occasional during the Akkadian period,274 more com-

268 For some examples of Neo-Assyrian stamp seals of dif-
ferent shapes from Ashur, see Klengel-Brandt 2014 (conoid 
seal), Taf. 25, n. 127; (low-oval seal), Taf. 25, n. 126, 128, 
129; Taf. 26; (scarabaeoid seal), Taf. 22-27; Taf. 17, fig. 71, 72 
(calf); Taf. 19, fig. 78 (duck). For the Achaemenid period, see 
for example the stamp seals from Persepolis (Garrison, Cool 
Root 2001).

269 For Neo-Assyrian rectangular stamp seals without handle 
see Fügert 2015b, 348, 455, n. 452 (decorated with a quad-
ruped); 357, n. 466 (with a quadruped, star, plant, Pleiades); 
363, 457, n. 476 (with a caprid and a star). See also Klengel-
Brandt 2014, Taf. 20 & 65, n. 96 (with a bird); Taf. 24, n. 123 
(Egyptian style); Taf. 30 & 68, n. Ist 42 (Egyptian style); Taf. 
32, n. Ist 67; Taf. 56, n. 332, 334; Taf. 63, n. 422; Taf. 64, n. 

Fig. 59 - (a, b, c) Syrian rectangular stamp seals with high stem of the 9th-7th centuries BC (Keel-Leu 1991, 58, 59, n. 67, 
68; 147, Abb. 181). (d) A square stamp seal with perforated stem of the Neo-Babylonian period, decorated with a quadruped 
(Salje 1995, 607, Taf. 49 c).

436, 317 (with quadrupeds); Taf. 66, n. 464 (with winged hu-
man headed bull). From Urartu, see Seidl 1988, Taf. 34, fig. 4 
(with winged horse), 5 (with a quadruped and an arrow). For 
some rectangular impressions of Neo-Assyrian stamp seals with 
unknown shape (tabloid?) mostly decorated with motifs such as 
quadrupeds, plant, crescent, star, see Mitchell, Searight 2008, 
54, n. 71A; 59, n. 89; 64, n. 106, 107; 65-66, n. 110; 86, n. 173; 
90, n. 184; 93, n. 194; 96, n. 207 (with a figure with cone and 
bucket, plant/Nabû’s stylus).

270 For a rectangular impression of a Neo-Babylonian stamp 
seal with unknown shape, decorated with a worshipper, crescent 
and bird on posts, on platform, see Mitchell, Searight 2008, 
128, n. 338 (from Ur).

271 For tabloids during the Achaemenid period, see Hoey 
Middleton 1998, 29-32. For an impression of a stamp seal of 
501 BC from Persepolis with a rounded sub-rectangular face 
(possibly of a pyramidal/cubic stamp), decorated with a royal 
hero grasping a rampant lion, see Garrison, Cool Root 2001, 
323, n. 221. For an Achaemenid stamp seal with a rectangular 
face and unknown shape (possibly a pyramidal/cubic or a plaque/
tabloid seal), decorated with a hero and a lion, see Garrison, 
Cool Root 2001, 364, n. 253 and 365, n. 254.

272 For flat rectangular seals (“tax office seals”), character-
ised by a Greek inscription, absence of engraved image or with 
western designs, see Wallenfels 2016, 17, 18.For impressions 
of stamp seals of the Seleucid period with rectangular face but 
unknown shape (tabloid/plaque?), from Babylonia, see Mitch-
ell, Searight 2008, 216, n. 702 (239/238 BC), decorated with a 
dog on a plinth and a plant; 225, n. 728 (196/195 BC), decorated 
with a bull on altar; 241, n. 788 engraved with a human headed 
winged quadruped and olive branch. See also Wallenfels 2016, 
167, n. 50-1, decorated with a standing human figure; 238-239, 
n. 73 with Helios.

273 See for example, Buchanan 1981, 8, n. 11, 12, 13; Nunn 
1999, n. 18, 19, 20, 21, 40 (from Syrian sites).

274 For examples of stamp seals of the Akkadian period with 
a loop handle and a rectangular face, see a stamp seal decorated 
with Ishtar and worshipper (Eisen 1940, pl. VI, fig. 43), a seal 
with a worshipper before a deity found at Tell Asmar, a seal 
decorated with concentric squares of Indian provenance or in-
spiration (Parpola 2018) discovered in the same site (Frankfort 
1933, 50, 52, fig. 32), a seal from Ur (Reade 1995). For the 
Post-Akkadian period, see for example a seal decorated with a 
seated figure and a standing figure (Buchanan 1981, 378, 379, n. 
1079) and a seal decorated with a worshipper pouring a libation 
before a divine symbol (Buchanan 1981, 378, 379, n. 1080).

a b c d
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mon in the North-Syrian glyptics of the 9th-7th centu-
ries BC275 and sporadic during the Neo-Babylonian 
period276 (Fig. 59).

Lastly, another type of stamp seal with a rectangu-
lar face consists of metal tabloids with holes at the 
two edges for inserting a metal wire tightened close 
to the back and widening to form a loop handle.277 
This type is attested during the Achaemenid period, 
in the 5th and 4th centuries BC.278 During the Seleucid 
period, the Babylonian seals were flat and almond-
shaped and around the 3rd century BC signet rings 
replaced stone stamp seals.279

At present, although the rectangular face is a wide-
spread attribute of the stamp-seal repertoire from the 
Neo-Assyrian period onwards and the button shape 
with a loop handle is attested as well, the stamp seal 
from Gir-e Gomel is unique for its flat low rectangular 
suspension feature.

With regard to the iconography, the adoration of 
divine symbols is a typical scene in Neo-Assyrian 
glyptics of the late 7th century BC280 and during the 
Neo-Babylonian period.281 This iconography, even 
though not representing a typical subject, is attested 
in the glyptics of the Achaemenid period282 as well, 
and stamp seals with this scene were still in use even 
during the Hellenistic period.283

This subject had possibly a devotional meaning 
and the seal could have had an amuletic function. 
Moreover, considering that at least during the 8th cen-
tury BC the worship of divine symbols scene often 
occurs on seals of high officials,284 the subject could 
have been “prestigious” even if the modelling is rath-
er coarse and the stone not precious.

The position of the worshipper’s arms is uncom-
mon in Neo-Assyrian glyptics,285 where one arm is 
usually depicted raised before the divine symbols 
and the other arm stretched forward or downward.286 
Worshippers with two raised arms are often attested 
in Neo-Babylonian scenes of worship of divine sym-
bols, but the design of the Neo-Babylonian seals in 
cut-style is far more stylised than the seal discovered 
at Gir-e Gomel.287 In the case of Neo-Babylonian 
modelled seals (not in cut-style), the worshipper is 
often shaven-headed and beardless,288 or, even if he 
is bearded and with long hair, the palms of his hands 
are represented turned inwards, towards the worship-
per’s face,289 while in the case of the stamp-seal from 
Gir-e Gomel the palms are turned downwards to-
wards the divine symbols. In Achaemenid glyptics 
the worshipper may be represented with both arms 
slightly bent and uplifted290 but is usually depicted 
with one arm bent and raised in profile (hiding the 
other arm) with the palms of the hands facing in-
wards.291

To sum up, on one hand, the engraved scene of the 
stamp seal from Gir-e Gomel expresses a link with 
religious and cultural traditions that go back to the 

Neo-Assyrian period (7th century BC). On the other 
hand, for its original shape in particular, the stamp 
seal differs from the earlier tradition and represents 
a creative product of a later phase (Post-Assyrian) of 
the history of the site, whose precise date can hardly 
be determined.

275 For stud, stem-handles and hammer stamp seals from Syria 
of the 1st millennium BC see Nunn 1999, 327-334.

276 For a square quartz ceramic stamp seal of the Neo-
Babylonian period with perforated stem, decorated with a 
quadruped, discovered in a grave at Uruk, see Salje 1995, 
607, Taf. 49c.

277 This kind of suspension device is attested already in Syria 
for scarabaeoids of the 8th-7th centuries BC (Hoey Middleton 
1998, 31).

278 See Hoey Middleton 1998, 29-32.
279 See Wallenfels 2016, 22.
280 For adoration of symbols on Neo-Assyrian glyptics, see 

for example Fügert 2015a, 174-175; Fügert 2015b, 201-209, 
444, n. 234-244; Keel-Leu 1991, n. 152-156; Klengel-Brandt 
2014, Taf. 20, 54, n. 85; Taf. 37, n. 177; Taf. 54-55, in particular 
n. 313, 314.

281 For a worshipper with raised arms facing symbols in Neo-
Babylonian glyptics, see for example, Mitchell, Searight 2008, 
117, n. 288; 119, n. 293; 124, n. 318, 321; 126, n. 327, 328; 
127, n. 335; 128, n. 338; 132, n. 326.

282 For a worshipper with raised arms facing symbols in 
Achaemenid glyptics, see for example, Mitchell, Searight 
2008, 135, 141, n. 399; 143, 145; 149, n. 439; 151, n. 448; 153, 
n. 456; 154, n. 460, 462; 155, n. 465, 466; 160, n. 489a.

283 For an impression with worshipper with raised hands fac-
ing a quadruped on a platform with curved symbol on its back, 
of 327/326 BC from Birs Nimrud, see Mitchell, Searight 2008, 
185, n. 599.

284 See Collon 1987, 77.
285 For a worshipper with two raised arms in Neo-Assyrian 

glyptics from Nineveh, see Mitchell, Searight 2008, 66, n. 
112 dated to 641 BC; 85, n. 170, dated to 624 BC; 96-97, n. 
211, not precisely dated; 105, n. 229A, date to the late 8th-7th 
century BC. For a worshipper with both arms raised, see Fügert 
2015b, 196, n. 228, 229; 207, n. 242. For a beardless worshipper 
with two raised arms on a seal from Neirab (Syria), see Col-
lon 1987, 84, fig. 391. For a worshipper with raised arm and 
hand facing downwards on a stamp seal dated to 626 BC, see 
Klengel-Brandt 2014, Taf. 20, n. 83.

286 For a worshipper with one arm uplifted and the other arm 
extended downwards before divine symbols in Neo-Assyrian 
seals, see for example Collon 1987, 77, fig. 342; 78, fig. 344-
346; 129, fig. 554; 180, fig. 856.

287 For worshipper with two raised arms in the Neo-Bab-
ylonian adoration of divine symbols scenes, see for example 
Vollenweider 1967, pl. 38.

288 See Collon 1987, 82, fig. 375, 377, 378.
289 See for example, Collon 1987, 152, fig. 676; 166, fig. 

771, 774; 191, fig. 928.
290 See for example, Neumann 2016, 116, n. 129.
291 See Merrillees 2005, 107, fig. 31, 71, 72; Collon 1987, 

91, fig. 418.
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GG18.329.702 (Fig. 60)

Shape: cylinder seal
Material: hematite
Dimensions: 2 x 0.9 cm; perforation hole: 0.4 cm
Date: Neo-Assyrian period (8th-early 7th centuries 
BC)
Finding context: Phase 14, Grave 40
Decoration: row of detached (fantastic?) animal 
heads, astral and plant symbols
Description:
Tiny black hematite cylinder seal of the Neo-Assyrian 
period decorated with detached heads of animals, pos-
sibly fantastic, astral and plant symbols. The seal is 
finely cut and well preserved. It is slightly flattened 
on one side. At the top and bottom there are traces of 
the horizontal incised line borders. An eight-pointed 
star is depicted above two aligned vertical strokes 
that possibly represent a staff. Three detached heads 
of possibly fantastic animals are depicted in profile, 
facing left on the seal impression. These heads have 
similar dimensions and long necks. The first head to 
the right of the star is characterised by backwards 
curved horns, up-pointed ears and two tufts (feath-
ers?) at the back of the neck. It is not clear if the 
animal has a short, rounded muzzle or a beak. A verti-
cal floral element (“bottle-brush tree”) is represented 
between two lower vertical, slightly oblique strokes 
that could be interpreted as leaves. The second head 
is characterised by forwards curved horns, up-pointed 
ears and a muzzle or a beak with a round point. A 
moon crescent is depicted between and above this 
head and a third head characterised by an eagle beak 
and a long crest, made with tiny triangles, from the 
forehead down along the neck.

This high-quality seal is exceptional for its en-
graved motif. Indeed, rows of detached heads are 
rare in the glyptics of the Neo-Assyrian period.292 
Just two similar items have been found. The first 
(Fig. 61 a) is a cylinder seal of the 9th-8th century 

BC, decorated with some detached heads in profile 
on the lower register: a crested eagle, a bull, a caprid, 
a human head with a long beard, a dog and a star. 
On the upper register, there are: a god within the 
ring, a crescent, a bottle-brush tree, a winged genius 
smiting a bull.293 The second piece (Fig. 61 b) is an 
Urartian cylinder-stamp seal of the 8th-7th century BC 
decorated with a row of detached animal heads (bull, 
stags, caprids, mouflons, birds, horse), a star and a 
crescent, arranged in two registers and a star with a 
couchant griffin on the short edge.294 It is noteworthy 
that in both cases the decoration is arranged in two 
registers. Despite its small size, the seal discovered 
at Gir-e Gomel does not seem to have been a double-
register seal that was cut in half; indeed, there are no 
traces of reworking.

The heads are represented in profile, facing left on 
both seals as on the one from Gir-e Gomel. Among 
animal heads, birds and horned animals are depicted 
on all the three compared seals. In the first, there is a 
crested eagle as in that from Gir-e Gomel. The full-
body bird-headed griffin represented in the circle face 
of the Urartian seal recalls the eagle-headed griffin 
on the seal discovered at Gir-e Gomel. Considering 
other analogies, the lunar crescent, eight-pointed stars 

292 Rows of well modelled detached animal heads are attested 
already in Syrian glyptics of the mid 3rd millennium BC (lion-
head; human-headed bull, horned animal head, at for example, 
Tell Brak and Tell Beydar). Animal and human detached head-
sare seen on Syro-Cappadocian cylinder seals of the 19th century 
BC as well (see for example Buchanan 1981, 410, 411, n. 1176). 
Another famous precursor decorated with detached heads (bird, 
horned animals, lion, human heads) is the “Tiezkiewicz seal” of 
the 17th century BC, see Collon 1987, 176, fig. 835.

293 See Keel-Leu, Tessier 2004, 188, 444, Abb. 199.
294 Ibidem, 218, 449, Abb. 243=Seidl 1979, 148, Taf. 41, 

D 8’.

Fig. 60 - Photograph and drawing of cylinder seal GG18.329.702.



the italian-kurdish excavations at gir-e gomel in the kurdistan region of iraq 143

and bottle-brush tree295 are shared by all three seals, 
but these motifs are very popular in Neo-Assyrian 
glyptics.

As mentioned, caprid and bull heads are depicted 
on all the three seals, but in the case of the Gir-e 
Gomel seal the horned animals may have a beak. 
Thus, they may represent three different types of grif-
fins. This hypothesis has to be treated with caution 
because no parallel has been detected so far except 
for the well-known “bird-griffin”.

As regarding the “caprid-griffin” (first head), in 
Neo-Assyrian glyptics winged goat-fishes296 and 
winged human-headed goats297 are usually represent-
ed. Winged caprids are attested in the glyptics of the 
late 2nd millennium BC,298 but no creatures with the 
same features as the caprid head on the seal of Gir-e 
Gomel has yet been found.

The second head could be simply of a bull or a 
winged bull,299 that is one of the main opponents of 
the hero in Neo-Assyrian contest scenes, or, excep-
tionally, of a bird of prey with bull horns.300 The sin-
gular “bull-griffin” of the Gir-e Gomel seal would 
share with the winged bull its mixed nature, part bull 
and part bird, with the eagle-component prevailing.

Finally, the third head, characterised by a crest 
of feathers, belongs to the so-called “bird-griffin”, 
that appears already in Middle Assyrian glyptics.301 
In Neo-Assyrian glyptics, this creature is frequently 
represented full-body, alone302 or together with a not 
winged303 or winged bull304 or with a winged human-
headed bull.305 Moreover, the “bird-griffin” is often 
the opponent of the hero in Neo-Assyrian and Neo-
Babylonian glyptics.306 The bird-headed creature 
could occur as a genius307 with a human body at either 
side of the sacred tree in the glyptic308 repertoire as in 
Ashurnasirpal II’s reliefs of the 9th century BC.

In conclusion, this cylinder seal is a masterpiece 
for the elegance and originality of its design. It was 
found in a cremation burial together with another 
seal (GG18.329.703) characterised, in contrast, by a 

very schematic design, but possibly originally em-
bellished by a coloured glaze treatment. Animal and 
fantastic animal detached heads are a typical feature 
of the Syrian glyptic tradition, while creativity in the 
invention of fantastic hybrid animals is characteristic 
of the Urartian glyptic repertoire. Possible elements 
of Syrian and/or eastern Anatolian origin may be de-
tectedin the design of this cylinder seal that fit well 
with the in-situ cremation practice that is not typical 
of the Assyrian core, but rather of those regions.

295 For similar trees on Neo-Assyrian cylinder seals of the 
Kist Collection (900-750 BC), see Kist 2003, 174, fig. 321; 
179, fig. 333; 180, fig. 334-335.

296 For winged goat-fish, see for example Collon 2001a, fig. 
17, 293.

297 For winged human-headed bull, see for instance Collon 
2001a, fig. 27, 319, 332-333.

298 See Matthews 1990, n. 206, 207.
299 For winged bulls, see for example Collon 2001a, fig. 6, 

14-18, 29-33, 281-384; Keel-Leu, Teissier 2004, 436, Abb. 144; 
439, Abb. 161Z-163Z.

300 For a similar winged griffin with bull horns, see Collon 
1987, 84, fig. 392, from Dor; 160, fig. 736 from Toprakkale.

301 For a griffin with feathers on a Middle-Assyrian seal of the 
12th century BC, see Mayer-Opificius 1986, 164-165, Abb. 13.

302 See, for example, Collon 2001a, fig. 66, 90-91; Fügert 
2015b, 149, n. 160; Klengel-Brandt 2014, Taf. 37, n. 177, 178; 
Taf. 49, fig. 262; Taf. 56, n. 342.

303 See Fügert 2015a, 169, n. 153; Fügert 2015b, 142, n. 
153.

304 See for example Collon 2001a, fig. 62, 63.
305 See for example Collon 2001a, fig. 67; Fügert 2015b, 

145, n. 156, 157; Hussein et alii 2016, pl. 192, fig. b.
306 See for example Hussein et alii 2016, pl. 191, fig. g; Keel-

Leu, Teissier 2004, 404, 439, Abb. 164 Z; 436, Abb. 147; 439, 
fig. 165; Collon 2001a, fig. 300, pl. XXIX; Klengel-Brandt 
2014, 116, n. 128, Taf. 44, n. 222; Collon 1987, 196, fig. 965; 
Kist 2003, 181, fig. 337.

307 See Fügert 2015b, 242, n. 286.
308 See for example Collon 2001a, fig. 151, 160, 276; Klen-

gel-Brandt 2014, Taf. 39, n. 189, Taf. 40, n. 194.

Fig. 61 - Modern cylinder seal impressions with detached animal heads (a=Keel-Leu, Teissier 2004, 444, Abb. 199; b= Seidl 
1979, 148, Taf. 41, Abb. 10, 11, D8’).

a b
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GG18.329.703 (Fig. 62)

Shape: cylinder seal
Material: quartz ceramic309

Dimensions: 1.7 x 0.7 cm; perforation hole: 0.2 cm
Date: Neo-Assyrian period (8th-early 7th centuries 
BC)
Finding context: Phase 14, Grave 40
Decoration: hunting scene with archer and snake
Description:
Small seal in whitish/cream quartz ceramic, possibly 
originally (green?)-glazed, heavily chipped at the bot-
tom. The perforation is off-centre. The seal, of the 
Neo-Assyrian period (8th-early 7th centuries BC), is 
decorated with an archer aiming an arrow at a rear-
ing horned snake. The stylised decoration, in linear 
style, is clear, made with deep incisions.

On the top there is a horizontal incised line border 
(0.1 cm thick) and possibly a line border was incised 
at the lost bottom as well. A standing man is facing 
leftwards with his left arm bent at his side and his 
right arm stretched to the left, holding a largebow, 
pointing an arrow at a snake. The snake with two 
horns is upright, touching the line border at the top 
of the scene (the snake is as tall as the bow). The 
curved point of its tail is preserved at the right of the 
rest of the snake, close to the chipped edge.

The mythological hunting scene with a horned 
snake310 is attested already in the Mitanni period311 
and is very common in Neo-Assyrian glyptics312 in the 
8th-7th centuries BC (720-670 BC). This image seems 
to be attested only on quartz ceramic cylinder seals. 
Evidence of this image is spread over a wide terri-
tory (Assyria, Urartu, Babylonia,313 Iran,314 Syria315) 
and possibly originated in Syria.316 This scene may 
be stylised to a greater or lesser extent and is usually 
depicted within two horizontal borderlines. The snake 
sometimes faces the archer, sometimes it does not;317 
it may be hornless or have one or two horns, and has 
a more or less undulating body. A crescent and a tree 
are often represented in this scene as well.

This seal was found in a cremation burial together 
with the previously described seal (GG18.329.702), 

characterised by a well-cut design that resembles 
Syrian and Urartian productions. The latter seal has 
very few parallels, conversely the design of the seal 
with the archer and the horned snake has a very wide 
distribution, from the Levant to Iran. As for its pro-
duction technology, glazed pottery seals are a typical 
product of Eastern Syria.

The reasons for the widespread distribution and 
frequency of these glazed pottery seals decorated 
with the archer and the snake remain to be studied. 
It would be interesting to analyse their discovery 
contexts to ascertain whether there is any associa-
tion with a specific context (funerary?) or a particular 
ritual (cremation?). This type of seal could have an 
identity meaning and might be related to the Syrian 
area.

309 The term “quartz ceramic” is used in this article for the 
material that in the literature is also named “frit”, “faience” or 
(more accurately) “sintered quartz”.

310 The horned snake has been identified by Wiggerman 
(1993-97, 244: 26) with the poisonous creature Bashmu.

311 See Herbordt 1992, 87.
312 For hunting scenes with the snake, see for example, Collon 

2001a, 39-41; 40, pl. IV, fig. 41 (Tell Halaf), 42, 43, 44 (Nimrud, 
Sargonid context); Doumet 1992, 78, fig. 141; Frankfort 1939, 
pl. XXXIV, fig. G; Fügert 2015a, 163 (Dur-Katlimmu); Fügert 
2015b, 91-95, n. 100-105; 431; Herbordt 1992, 86-87, Taf. 5, 
Abb. 9, 12, 13 (Sennacherib’s reign); Keel-Leu, Tessier 2004, 
155-156, 177-178; 440-441, Abb. 173-178, in particular, Abb. 
178; Kist 2003, 185, fig. 345 (quartz ceramic) of 900-750 BC; 
186, fig. 348; Klengel-Brandt 2014, Taf. 10, 47; Marcus 1996, 
116-117, Nr. 60, fig. 82; pl. 22, fig. 71; Parker 1955, pl. XV, 1, 
2 (Nimrud); Tunca 1979/1980, X, fig. 94, 95.

313 See Collon 1987, 77, 85.
314 From Nushi-I Jan, see Collon 1987, 84, fig. 387, 85.
315 From Tell Halaf, Collon 1987, 79, fig. 353; 80, 85. From 

a burial at Tall Knedig, Kulemann-Ossen, Martin 2000, 500, 
fig. 16.

316 See Wicke 2016, 89.
317 The horned snake recurs in other scenes together with a 

tasselled crescent standard and a tree; see for example, Fügert 
2015b, 153, n. 165; Klengel-Brandt 2014, Taf. 8, 38, n. 30.

Fig. 62 - Photograph and drawing of cylinder seal GG18.329.703.
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TGM13.161.710 (Fig. 63)

Shape: cylinder seal/bead
Material: quartz ceramic
Dimensions: 1.8 x 1.3 cm; perforation hole: 0.4 
cm
Date: half of the 3rd millennium BC (EJZ 3)
Finding context: Phase 24, Grave 24
Decoration: geometric pattern
Description:
Cylinder seal or bead in quartz ceramic found in 
Grave 24, of the Early Jezirah 3 period. The seal is 
decorated with a geometrical motif consisting of a 
chevron formed by two triangles (one of them upside-
down) filled with oblique parallel lines, which share 
their outer lines. The diameter of the seal is slightly 
shorter in its central part (1.1 cm). The surface of the 
seal/bead is rather worn. This kind of decoration is 
attested from the Jemdet Nasr period.318 Hatches set 
in chevron pattern are typical of the international geo-
metrical style of Upper Mesopotamia at the beginning 
of the 3rd millennium BC319 and a seal decorated with 
a similar design was found in a burial at Jikan, of the 
mid-3rd millennium BC (EJZ 3/ETG 5).320

Operation 2

GG18.459.701 (Fig. 64)

Shape: cylinder seal
Material: hematite
Dimensions: 2 x 1.2 cm; perforation hole: 0.3 cm
Date: first half of the 2nd millennium BC
Finding context: Phase 10 (17th-16th centuries BC), 
floor
Decoration: presentation scene
Description:
Small, black hematite, cylinder seal of the first half 
of the 2nd millennium BC, decorated with a presen-
tation scene. The lower edge of the seal is slightly 
chipped. The surface is heavily abraded. The incisions 
are rather superficial and only a few elements of the 
figures are cut into the surface. The seal comes from 

318 See for example Vollenweider 1967, 26, pl. 10, fig. 5.
319 See Parayre 2003, 273.
320 See Pittman 2019, 335, n. 7, type 11.

Fig. 63 - Photograph and drawing of cylinder seal GG13.161.710.

Fig. 64 - Photograph and drawing of sealing GG18.459.701.
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the Middle Bronze Age II Phase 10 floor, close to 
fireplace 460.

A standing male figure is represented facing right 
towards a seated figure. His head and legs are de-
picted in profile, while his torso is in front view. 
His bent right arm is at his waist, while the left arm 
is bent and uplifted in front of his face. This figure 
wears a low round cap and possibly a kilt; its iden-
tity is uncertain. In most cases, figures with arms 
in these positions are not worshippers,321 but either 
divine322 or “heroic”,323 or royal324 figures, holding an 
item (i.e. a cup) in their left uplifted hand.

A standing worshipper325 is depicted looking right 
towards the seated figure, with his right arm bent and 
raised in front of his face, and the other arm bent and 
at waist level. A seated male figure, most probably 
the king, is shown facing left, with his torso in front 
view, his bent left arm at the waist and bent right arm 
reaching slightly forwards. He wears a flat headgear/a 
skull cap and possibly a fringed robe open in front 
(there are two lines of short horizontal grooves run-
ning down the legs). He is possibly seated on a stool. 
Between the seated king and the first described figure 
there is a blank space.

The seal is characterized by a Babylonian style. 
Due to the lack of any particular visible detail be-
cause of its poor state of preservation, it is difficult 
to ascertain its place of production (locally made or 
imported from Lower Mesopotamia). Considering its 
worn surface and design that is typical of an earlier 
phase (18th-17th century BC) with respect to its dis-

321 For a worshipper with arms in the same position, see, for 
example Otto 2004, Taf. 10, Abb. 10 M 58, Taf. 12, Abb. 7, 
M 82, Abb. 13, M 88; Teissier 1994, 236, fig. 611. For another 
rare case of the same arm position, but possibly on a dubious 
seal, see Keel-Leu, Teissier 2004, 102, n. 115, p. 432. The 
worshipper’s right arm is usually bent and uplifted in front of 
the face, while the other arm is bent and the hand is held by an 
interceding goddess.

322 See, for example, Otto 2004, Taf. 6, Abb. 12, M 12; 
Teissier 1994, 234, fig. 549; Buchanan 1981, 322, n. 892-893, 
holding a lightning bolt.

323 See, for example, Otto 2004, Taf. 12, Abb. 88; Buchanan 
1981, 318, n. 870; 320, n. 880; 323, n. 894; 324, 325, n. 903.

324 See, for example, Otto 2004, Taf. 10, Abb. 4, M 52.
325 See Otto 2004, Taf. 9, M. 37; Taf. 10, M. 52, 53; Taf. 

11, M. 65, 70; Taf. 12, M. 81, in particular M 82, M 88. See 
Buchanan 1981, 322, 323, n. 896; 324, 325, n. 902, 903, 907, 
908; 327, n. 922, 924, 925; 328, n. 928.

Fig. 65 - Photograph and drawing of sealing GG18.448.702.

covery context, the seal must have been in use for 
a long time.

GG18.448.702 (Fig. 65)

Fragment of clay sealing (4.8 x 4.5 x 1.2 cm) deco-
rated with two impressions of the same cylinder seal 
in Piedmont (Glazed Steatite) style, from the first half 
of the 3rd millennium BC, end of the Ninevite 5 (EJZ 
2) period. The sealing fell from the section of a mod-
ern well in the south-western area of Operation 2 and 
can be dated on the basis of the design style.
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is not clear whether the right arm was lifted and 
stretched out forwards. The head is missing. The 
stylization of the human figure resembles the style 
attested on sealings found at Tell Leilan.327 This hu-
man figure is seated on a stool that looks like a comb 
with four teeth328 and is reminiscent of the seats on 
which lyre players or drinking figures are depicted 
in the EJZ 2 period glyptics found at Tell Leilan329 
and Tell Chuera.330

The seal rolled on the sealing found at Gir-e Gomel 
featured a combination of a geometrical pattern (the 
hatched/ladder band) and figurative elements.331 The 
association of a ladder motif with human figures is 
typical of the Piedmont style glyptics of North Meso-
potamian sites such as Nineveh, Mohammed ‘Arab, 
Billa332 and Tell Leilan.333 On the other hand, the as-
sociation of a ladder motif with caprids is typical of 
Iranian Piedmont style glyptics.334

326 The two concentric ovals possibly formed a detached 
caprid head with an elongated muzzle (internal oval) and a long, 
curved horn in profile (external oval). A ladder band around a 
caprid in profile is attested on a sealing of the same period from 
Tell Leilan (Syria; see Parayre 2003, 292, pl. 5, fig. 7).

327 See Parayre 2003, 277.
328 A similar small rectangular hatched element is a common 

motif in Piedmont glyptics. See for example Parayre 2003, 
300, pl. 9, fig. 13.

329 See Parayre 2003, 296, pl. 7; 298, pl. 8.
330 See, for example, a seal from Tell Chuera of the beginning 

of the 3rd millennium BC, Collon 1987, 152, fig. 662.
331 See McCarthey 2011, 297, type 3, EJZ 1-2.
332 ETG 2-4, type 5, Pittman 2019, 303.
333 In levels IIId, EJZ 2, Parayre 2003, 274-275. The combi-

nation ladder-caprids-humans is attested as well (at Tepe Mus-
sian, Marchetti 1996, 112, n. 5).

334 Parayre 2003, 274-275.

The sealing is triangular in section and has three 
edges. It is broken at two perpendicular edges and 
thins towards the third curved edge. On the shorter 
broken edge, there are possible traces of two parallel 
rope marks that are parallel to a single imprint of a 
thinner string on the back of the sealing.

The back of the sealing is almost completely flat 
and rough. There are no clear traces of a regular tex-
ture related to cloth, leather or basketwork. The sur-
face on which the seal was rolled was possibly that 
of a pot with a rather coarse fabric. The surface of 
the back protrudes slightly along the edge with the 
double rope marks and in correspondence to the point 
where on the other side of the sealing there are two 
fingerprints. The impression of the thin string on the 
back seems to be perpendicular to the impression of 
a small smooth element (peg?), with a trapezoidal 
shape (0.9 cm wide at the top and 0.7 cm at the bot-
tom), slightly upstanding.

The sealing was possibly placed on the lid of a ves-
sel or a portable container because there are neither 
traces of the concave smooth surface of a pot neck, 
nor of a rim, nor of a mouth/opening.

With regard to the front of the sealing, there are 
at least two impressions of the same cylinder seal, 
rolled in almost parallel directions, but one of them is 
upside down. The seal impressions partially overlap 
and are perpendicular to the string impressions. A 
quarter of the sealed front surface is unreadable. The 
design can only be partially reconstructed because it 
is not preserved in all its length, width and details. 
The surface has been slightly scratched in the middle, 
probably by a blade tool during the excavation.

The design includes an oval ladder band around 
two concentric ovals.326 A stylized human figure is 
depicted facing left, with a triangular torso in front 
view and his left arm stretched along the back. It 

Fig. 66 - Photograph and drawing of cylinder seal GG18.606.701.
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With respect to the shape of the hatched band, the 
oval or ring shape is mostly attested in the Piedmont 
glyptic repertoire of sites such as Nineveh,335 Billa 
and Mohammed Arab, while the arch, triangle and 
meander are known from Susa and Iranian sites.336

To sum up, the design of the sealing found at Gir-e 
Gomel shows characteristics of the Piedmont glyptic 
repertoire attested in late Ninevite 5 period sites in 
the core of the Tigridian region and the Jezirah. The 
closest parallels come from Tell Leilan337 and consist 
of scenes with a lyre player, related to the banquet 
scenes of south Mesopotamian tradition.

GG18.606.701 (Fig. 66)

Fragment of a small (4.1 x 4 x 0.7 cm) clay sealing, 
broken at all four edges. It comes from a Phase 10 
accumulation layer of the Middle Bronze Age IIB. 
On the front of the sealing there are finger impres-
sions and possibly leather imprints, but no evidence 
of a decorated seal impression. On the back, there 
are impressions of three parallel strands of rope and 
at the bottom a slightly concave smooth surface that 
may be the impression of a peg. At the top of the 
back there is a protruding part. The sealing could 
be a pot sealing with impressions of a small portion 
of the neck and the ropes that originally encircled 
the pot below its opening. Alternatively, this sealing 
may have been placed upside down around a verti-
cal wooden peg, as the impression of a perpendicular 
curved surface may suggest.

Operation 3

GG18.512.701 (Fig. 67)

Shape: cylinder seal
Material: calcite-alabaster
Dimensions: 1.5 x 0.9 cm; perforation hole: 0.5 cm

Date: end of the 4th-beginning of the 3rd millennium 
BC
Finding context: Phase 2 (Stratigraphic Unit 512), 
beginning of the 2nd millennium BC, early Middle 
Bronze Age, glacis
Decoration: passing caprids
Description:
Small cylinder seal of yellowish calcite-alabaster, 
decorated with two stylised caprids passing to the 
left. The seal comes from a mixed context with pot-
tery of different periods and can be tentatively dated 
to the end of the 4th-beginning of the 3rd millennium 
BC (Jemdet-Nasr/Ninevite 5 period/EJZ1) on the ba-
sis of its style. The seal is well preserved and deco-
rated with very deep incisions all around its surface, 
like a bead.

The motif of the two caprids is almost symmetri-
cal, with a horizontal axis. As a result, the design 
looks the same even when it is turned upside down. 
The bodies of the two caprids are formed by three 
main lines: a long, horizontal stroke for the head, 
a shorter oblique stroke for the neck and another 
long, horizontal stroke for the body. Oblique, slightly 
curved strokes shape the horns and legs. The horns 
are long and point backwards. The long legs seem 
to be stretched forwards as if the animals were run-
ning. Three short, parallel, diagonal strokes fill the 
two spaces between the animals’ necks.

The motif of passing caprids is very common in 
the late 4th and early 3rd millennium BC (Late Uruk, 
Jemdet Nasr, Ninevite 5, Early Dynastic I periods). It 
is attested in both the fine and the schematic glyptic 
productions of the Late Chalcolithic and beginning 

335 Collon 2001b, 2003.
336 For the Piedmont/Glazed Steatite Style, see Pittman 2019, 

302.
337 See Parayre 2003, 298, pl. 8, 300, pl. 9.

Fig. 67 - Photograph and drawing of cylinder seal GG18.512.701.
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of the Early Bronze Age. It may be executed in a 
naturalistic338 or more or less stylised fashion.339

In the case of the seal from Gir-e Gomel, the motif 
is extremely schematic.340 It is almost an abstract de-
sign that plays with the geometrical principle of sym-
metry. As in the Brocade Style, the design is linear. 
The bodies of the animals are not finely modelled but 
simply sketched by means of wide grooves. However, 
the field is completely filled, while in Brocade Style 
compositions the elements are usually widely spaced. 
The design of the Gir-e Gomel seal resembles the 
Piedmont Style production with regard to the hatched 
elements. With respect to its shape, the seal differs 
from both the Brocade and Piedmont Style seals for 
its small size; both Brocade and Piedmont seals are 
usually tall and slender. The design seems to be a lo-
cal interpretation of motifs belonging to Late Uruk, 
Jemdet Nasr, and Ninevite 5 (Piedmont and Brocade) 
traditions.

GG18 OP.3 Surface.701 (Fig. 68)

Shape: cylinder seal
Material: limestone
Dimensions: 2.6 x 1.4 cm; perforation hole: 0.4 
cm
Date: end of the 3rd-beginning of the 2nd millennium 
BC
Finding context: surface (from the base of the high 
mound)
Decoration: scene with gods or presentation scene
Description:
Very abraded, small cylinder seal in dark grey lime-
stone, of the late 3rd or early 2nd millennium BC. The 
surface of the seal is heavily worn and the decoration 
could be only tentatively read. Only a few elements 

are rather deeply incised (for example, the skirts) 
and it is difficult to distinguish intentional cut ele-
ments from accidental chips. The surface is irregular, 
nowhere smooth.

A standing figure with a long skirt is represented 
facing right. This figure could have been divine as 
in scenes of the glyptic repertoire of the end of the 
3rd millennium BC. There are traces of a tiny pigtail 
or horn of a tiara (the element similar to long hair 
falling down onto the back seems not to have been 
cut intentionally). Otherwise, this figure could have 
been a worshipper, wearing low round cup-shaped 
headgear, as in presentation scenes of the beginning 
of the 2nd millennium BC. Then there is an element 
that could be the long skirt of another standing figure 
facing right. Another standing figure is possibly rep-
resented with a long skirt, also facing rightwards. It 
is not clear if this figure wears a horned tiara and has 
a bent and uplifted arm. This figure could be divine 
and possibly represents an interceding goddess, such 
as in 2nd millennium BC presentation scenes.

Another standing figure is depicted facing left. It 
was possibly a (winged?) warrior god/goddess, with 
a horned tiara, the right leg emerging from the long 
skirt and the left arm stretched along the back. This 

338 See for example Basmachi 1994, pl. 4, fig. 21; pl. 5 fig. 35.
339 See for example Basmachi 1994, pl. 4, fig. 20, 22, 27-32; 

pl. 5, fig. 36, 40-47; pl. 6, fig. 48, 52; associated with a shed/
temple or plants – pl. 7, pl. 8, pl. 9, fig. fig. 81, 91-97; pl. 10; 
pl. 11; pl. 12; in Brocade Style: pl. 31; pl. 32; pl. 33; pl. 34.

340 For a close parallel, see Keel-Leu, Teissier 2004, 245, 
453, Abb. 267, dated to c. 2900-2600 BC, from North-west 
Syria. For a similar seal, but more naturalistic, see Neumann 
2016, 35, n. 14.

Fig. 68 - Photograph and drawing of cylinder seal GG18.OP3.Surface.701.
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figure may represent Ishtar.341 It is not possible to say 
whether an unintentional chip is present or a small 
element (animal?) was represented at the bottom of 
the scene.

Due to the widely-spaced figures, this seal from 
Gir-e Gomel is similar to southern productions; con-
versely, the Old-Assyrian glyptic style is character-
ised by crowded scenes, filled with motifs.

GG18.509.708 (Fig. 69)

Fragment of clay sealing (4.5 x 3 x 1.5 cm) from a 
mixed context (natural deposit of the River Gomel) 
with pottery of different periods. The sealing could be 
possibly dated to the 3rd millennium (EJZ 3a, b/Early 
Tigridian 5, 2600-2230 BC) on the basis of its design. 
The sealing is broken on both the long sides; regard-
ing the short sides, only the edge close to the rope 
impressions is partially preserved. At this point, the 
sealing gets thinner. The sealing has a sub-rectangular 
shape, and is sub-oval in section. On the front there 
are at least two impressions, possibly of the same 
cylinder seal. On the back there are impressions of 
six parallel strands of a string. The back surface is 
irregular. The lump of clay was placed onto a rough 
surface but there is no clear evidence of textile or 
basketwork.

The front surface is worn and the reading of the 
seal impressions is problematic. The seal was pos-
sibly rolled twice, almost perpendicular to the string. 
The two seal impressions possibly converge and par-
tially overlap close to the short best-preserved edge. 
The seal was decorated with oval elements and a 

hatched feature, possibly a ring. The hatched ele-
ment evokes designs typical of the Piedmont style 
of the Ninevite 5 period, while the ovals resemble 
geometrical designs342 typical of a later period (EJZ 
3a, b/ETG 5, 2600-2230 BC), that represent the clos-
est parallels.

9. Conclusions

Gir-e Gomel, located in a commanding position 
in the middle of the fertile Navkur Plain of northern 
Iraqi Kurdistan, near a traditional crossing point of 
the River Gomel, is the largest and one of the most 
continuously settled archaeological sites in the region. 
Thanks to the fertility of its soils and its abundance 
of water, groundwater and soil moisture, the plain 
was one of the most productive regions of Upper 
Mesopotamia in terms of reliable cereal production.343 
Building on this favourable ecological and economic 
foundation, the site grew to urban size (35 ha) dur-
ing the Early Bronze Age and maintained its urban 
character and central function in the region during 
the Middle Bronze Age and many of the following 
periods. The first excavation seasons at Gomel have 
offered a comprehensive insight into the stratigraphy, 
chronology and history of the site from the begin-

Fig. 69 - Photograph and drawing of sealing GG.18.509.708.

341 For Ishtar with long open skirt and stretched arm in Old-
Assyrian glyptics, see Teissier 1994, 237, fig. 631, 632.

342 See a seal from Jikan, Pittman 2019, 334, 335, n. 5.
343 Morandi Bonacossi 2018a, 103-108.
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ning of the Late Chalcolithic to the Early Islamic 
period. The discovery in Gomel of a few unstratified 
pottery finds dating to the Halaf and Ubaid periods 
and an Ubaid stamp seal suggest that the occupation 
of the site may have started with a rural village that 
shifted along the left bank of the River Gomel dur-
ing the Late Neolithic and Early Chalcolithic.344 The 
remains of this prehistoric settlement, however, are 
still hidden under the site’s Late Chalcolithic occu-
pation levels. It is with the beginning of this period 
in the second half of the 5th millennium BC that the 
first reliable and well-stratified evidence of signifi-
cant settlement activity at Gomel becomes evident. 
In this respect, Gomel’s settlement history parallels 
the general settlement trend recorded in the region 
by the Udine University survey, which has revealed 
a first massive settlement and demographic growth 
phase in the Late Chalcolithic.345 So far, part of a 
craft area devoted to the intensive production of pot-
tery has been investigated on the western edge of the 
high mound’s base. The occurrence of pottery kilns in 
many other Late Chalcolithic Upper Mesopotamian 
sites is a well-known phenomenon.346 The discovery 
of ceramic kilns dating to the Late Chalcolithic 1-2 
and 3-5 also at Gomel further strengthens the already 
unmistakable archaeological association between la-
bour specialization and the emergence of socio-eco-
nomic complexity. At the same time, the ubiquitous 
occurrence of pottery production areas in many Late 
Chalcolithic sites in Upper Mesopotamia emphasises 
the importance of the role played in the emergence of 
complex social and economic structures by the inten-
sive large-scale production of common artefacts such 
as pottery, as compared to the archaeologically much 
more explored specialised manufacturing of prestige 
items made of imported raw materials.

As from the late Ninevite 5 and the following EJZ 
3a periods onwards, the archaeological evidence gath-
ered at Gomel indicates a remarkable intensification 
of settlement activity at the site that during the mid-
late 3rd millennium reaches full urban size with an 
extension of 35 ha. Of particular importance are the 
occurrence of administrative tools scattered over a 
huge area across the site ranging in date from the 
Ninevite 5 to EJZ 3 periods,347 and the discovery in 
the southern city’s outskirts (Operation 1) of an in-
tensively used burial ground with two elite graves 
containing prestige grave goods and personal orna-
ments and the presence of a contemporary burial on 
the western edge of the high mound (Operation 3). 
These elements combined with the distribution of the 
mid-late 3rd millennium pottery across the entire site 
surface area indicate Gomel’s urban character and the 
presence at the site of a local elite which controlled 
the agricultural production surplus and access to pre-
cious raw materials and commodities (silver, Gulf 
shells) through the regional control of networks of 
long-distance exchange.

During the following Middle Bronze Age, the 
site retained its extension and urban nature. Middle 
Bronze Age II archaeological evidence from the sur-
face and the excavation shows that the entire site 
covering 35 ha was settled. The high mound and the 
lower city might have been fortified and the archi-
tectural remains of a possible official building have 
been brought to light in Operation 2 in the eastern 
lower town (Building 1). Furthermore, the discovery 
in Operation 1 of a monumental and well-construct-
ed multi-chambered vaulted hypogeum with an an-
techamber that was used to deposit a rich inventory 
of pottery vessels, and of four smaller baked-brick 
vaulted burial chambers, indicates the existence at 
Gomel’s south-western fringes of a graveyard where 
the local urban elite was buried. Taken as a whole, 
the site’s dimensions, the possibility that Gomel was 
fortified, the evidence of public monumental archi-
tecture and of an elite graveyard with at least one 
monumental hypogeum, its centrality and importance 
within the Navkur Plain and strategic location on the 
route connecting the three most important Middle 
Bronze Age sites west of the Greater Zab and east of 
the Upper Iraqi Tigris (Xrab-i Kilaşin, Gir-e Gomel 
and Bassetki, Fig. 1), are all elements that emphasise 
the centrality of the role played by the site within 
the Middle Bronze Age socio-economic and politi-
cal scenario of the Transtigridian plains. These ele-
ments make of Gir-e Gomel a good candidate for 
identification with the Middle Bronze Age II city of 
Nurrugum, the capital of the local kingdom of the 
same name, which – according to an unpublished 
Mari letter – must have been located east of the Tigris 
in the Mosul region.348

During the following Late Bronze Age, the site’s 
occupation seems to have been less dense than in 
previous periods. Mitanni and Middle-Assyrian lev-
els have thus far been recorded only in Operation 1, 
where an ephemeral settlement activity of this period 
has been brought to light. The evidence from the ar-
chaeological survey suggests that occupation during 

344 See footnote 20.
345 Morandi Bonacossi, Iamoni 2015, 21-23.
346 Pottery manufacturing areas are known from Late Chal-

colithic 2 and 3 contexts at Tell Brak (Tell 2, E-A; Arroyo-
Barrantes 2016, 141-142), Tell Hamoukar, Area ZD3/4, level 
3 (Al-Quntar 2016, 163), Muqable I, phase 3 (Pfälzner et alii 
2017, 51-52), Tepe Gawra VIIIA (Speiser 1935, 34), and Girdi 
Qala, levels 10, 8 and 7 (Vallet et alii 2017, 70-71). Ceramic 
production areas with kilns have been also found in Late Chal-
colithic 5 contexts in Khirbet Hatara (Fiorina 1997, 25-26) and 
Tell Abu Dahir (Simpson 2007).

347 See Section 8, seal TGM13.161.710 (Operation 1), sealing 
GG18.448.702 (Operation 2), seal GG18.512.701 (Operation 3), 
and sealing GG18.509.708 (Operation 3).

348 See also Section 4.
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these periods was more intense towards the inner re-
gion of Gomel rather than on its outskirts. The same 
seems to be valid for the Neo-Assyrian phase, when 
excavations have unearthed a craft quarter probably 
specialised in iron metallurgy on the eastern edge of 
the lower town (Operation 2). This indicates that (as 
in previous periods, such as the Late Chalcolithic and 
the Early and Middle Bronze Age) the site’s fringes 
were used for productive activities as well as for bury-
ing the dead. In fact, at the south-western margins of 
the lower town, above the Early and Middle Bronze 
Age cemeteries, an 8th-7th century BC necropolis was 
brought to light. The very peculiar and certainly non-
Assyrian in-situ cremation burials excavated, char-
acterised by pits containing the combusted remains 
of the skeletons and funeral pyres together with the 
grave goods and personal ornaments of the deceased, 
resemble discoveries only at the sites of Tell Sheikh 
Hamad (Eastern Syria) and Ziyaret Tepe, in the Up-
per Turkish Tigris Valley. The hypotheses put forth 
in this article – that the Operation 1 cremations on 
funeral pyres in pit graves belonged to deportees of 
the Assyrian military campaigns in Syria or Eastern 
Anatolia or, alternatively, to foreign women who had 
married Assyrians and wanted to be buried according 
to their traditional customs – might be strengthened 
by the discovery in Grave 40 of two significant cyl-
inder seals.349 Both of them present motifs that are 
typical of the Syrian glyptic tradition.

Gir-e Gomel, possibly the Neo-Assyrian town of 
URUGammagara/*Gamgamara mentioned in the Jer-
wan aqueduct Inscription B, continued to be settled 
after the collapse of the Assyrian Empire. The still 
scanty evidence of a Post-Assyrian occupation at the 
site has been exposed in Operation 1. More consis-
tent, on the other hand, is the Hellenistic settlement 
activity. Three settlement phases with rather substan-
tial – even though poorly preserved – residential ar-
chitecture were investigated in Operation 1, the earli-
est of which dates to the beginning of the Hellenistic 
period in the late 4th century BC. The discovery of a 
significant early Hellenistic occupation at the site re-
inforces the identification proposal of Gaugamela and 
its battlefield with the mid-9th century Syriac Gogemal 
mentioned by the bishop Thomas of Marga and the 
present-day site of Gomel.

Parthian residential architecture was brought to 
light in Operations 1 and 2 suggesting the existence 
of a large settlement of this period with well-built 
houses, especially along the eastern margin of the 
lower town. The excavation evidence is supported 
also by the survey results. No evidence of the site’s 
Sasanian occupation has yet been recovered from the 
excavation, although light settlement activity was re-
corded at Gomel by the survey. In the following Early 
Islamic period (7th-10th century AD) a series of dumps, 
in cuts which due to their depth and characteristic bell 
shape were probably originally storage pits, contain 

Early Islamic pottery types that illustrate a peripheral 
domestic context within an urban environment that 
must have been well connected to a regional commer-
cial network. During this period (as in the following 
Middle Islamic epoch, when the town was one of the 
biggest centres in the diocese of Marga), Gomel was 
settled by a Christian community that used an Early 
Islamic pottery assemblage. The Middle and Late Is-
lamic periods, although present at the site (as shown 
by the survey results) have not yet been encountered 
in the excavations.

Continuation of the exploration of the archaeologi-
cal site of Gir-e Gomel promises to enable the estab-
lishment of an essentially continuous settlement se-
quence for this important site of the Navkur Plain. At 
the same time, excavation work at Gomel will make 
it possible to achieve chrono-typological reference 
seriations of pottery and other artefacts and to date 
them by means of radiocarbon determinations,350 thus 
filling the substantial gap in knowledge of the mate-
rial culture, history and society that still characterises 
this important region of Upper Mesopotamia.
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