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The Upper Tigris – Cultural Autonomy or Interdependence?
The Case of Ziyaret Tepe and Giricano

0. Introduction
Following the decision of the Turkish government to build the Ilısu and Carchemish Dam reservoirs
along the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers, an agreement was reached in 1998 between the Middle East
Technical University’s Centre for Research and Assessment of the Historic Environment (TAÇDAM),
the Ministry of Culture, and the State Hydraulic Works (D.S.İ.). This agreement allowed numerous research projects and excavations to take place in the upper Tigris region in Diyarbakır Province of southeastern Turkey. Before the agreement, this region was little known and its importance was seen as modest, but it has now attracted the attention of the international scientific community,1 as it played a
decisive role in the cultural history of northern Mesopotamia. It features a unique landscape between
the modern cities of Diyarbakır and Siirt, forming a geographically closed settlement area within the
upper Mesopotamian piedmont.
The previous gap in our archaeological knowledge of the region is steadily being filled by recent or
ongoing investigations at sites such as Üçtepe, Ziyaret Tepe, Giricano, Salat Tepe, Kavuşan Höyük, Hirbemerdon Tepe, and many others.2 Archaeological data from these excavations make an important contribution to the definition and understanding of these settlements’ material culture and the role they
have played in shaping the region during the periods investigated. The results obtained so far show that,
at certain periods in time, influence from Mesopotamia was predominant, whereas in other periods the
region was more independent, or more closely connected to the northern and eastern highlands. Periods of dependence on Mesopotamia include the early Early Bronze Age, the Mittanian and Middle Assyrian periods, and the Late Assyrian period. By contrast in the late Early Bronze Age and Middle Bronze
Age – from the late third through the first half of the second millennium – local cultures thrived in the
upper Tigris valley, while in the Early Iron Age after the collapse of the Middle Assyrian empire the area
was culturally connected to the adjacent mountainous regions.
From the new investigations the picture emerges of a relatively autonomous cultural development
in the Middle Bronze Age with few connections to either the upper Khabur region to the south or the nomadic or semi-nomadic cultures of the uplands to the north and northeast.3
The local material culture is characterized by a specific pottery tradition of, in the main, so-called
Red Brown Wash Ware.4 Another characteristic is the presence of extensive, probably multifunctional
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A short summary of the history of research into this region before the ongoing rescue excavations can be found
in Radner / Schachner 2001, 753–754.
For a detailed presentation of the recent and ongoing excavations in the area: Tuna / Öztürk 1999; Tuna et al.
2001; Tuna / Velibeyoğlu 2002; Tuna et al. 2004. The
homepage of the Middle East Technical University provides some information on the region and its sites up to
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2002, when it was last updated: <http://tacdam.metu.
edu.tr/tacdam> (accessed 2011–02–01).
Özfirat 2001; Ur / Hammer 2009.
The role and characteristics of the Middle Bronze Age
pottery assemblage has been the subject of considerable
debate. This will be revisited in the presentation of the
material evidence. For the sake of simplicity this pottery
shall henceforth be termed RBWW.
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building complexes such as those found in Giricano and Salat Tepe, which probably represent agricultural production centers, similar to those known from texts from Mittanian Nuzi (dimtu) and from
Middle Assyrian sources (dunnu),5 one of which is attested at Giricano (Dunnu-ša-Uzibi) (Radner 2004).
The aim of this paper is to present the results from the excavations in Giricano and Ziyaret Tepe
in order to investigate some issues concerning the natural environment and its relationship to the local
human societies and their economic and political development.6

1. Local geography and topography
The region discussed can easily be identified from satellite images7 or topographic maps. It is characterized by a fertile plain bordered by the high mountain ranges of the Taurus to the north and the Tur
Abdin (Mardin Dağları) to the south.8 To the west the border is defined by the cone-shaped mountain
Karacadağ, an extinct volcano, while the eastern border can be set in the Siirt region, where the Tigris
River turns south and the valley becomes a gorge.
The Tigris, which traverses the region from west to east, flows through a deep gorge until it
emerges from the mountains about 20 km north of Diyarbakır. 8 km further downstream from that city,
the course of the river turns eastwards, cutting several river terraces in the fertile plain (Kuzucuoğlu
2002; Doğan 2005). On both sides of the river a gradually ascending, low-relief terrain, which is subject
to erosion and cut by seasonal streams and tributaries draining to the Tigris, extends both to the northern mountain ranges at a distance of 35–45 km and to the southern ranges about 15–20 km away.
The fertile plain along both banks of the river is now used for cultivation and agricultural activities,
as it probably was in antiquity. East of the Batman-Tigris confluence, this gives way to a very different
kind of landscape, mainly consisting of eroding uplands. Between the limits of the Raman Dağı mountain range to the north and high plateaus of uneven terrain to the south, only a small strip of floodplain
and of narrow river terraces is left available for agricultural activities on each side of the main stream and
its tributaries, along with isolated pockets of debris accumulation (e.g., around Hasankeyf, east of Batman along the Garzan Çay, and north of Savur in the central Tur Abdin). The surrounding hinterland
consists of a mountainous landscape of rough terrain. High hills with partially exposed bedrock and seasonal wadis formed by centuries of erosion shape the landscape. This terrain extends to the Siirt region,
where the Tigris River turns south again and cuts its way through the mountain ranges towards the
5
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See Wiggermann 2000, 172–174 with older literature;
Koliński 2001, 3–21; Radner 2004, 70–71.
I am greatly indebted to Michael Roaf and Andreas
Schachner for their ongoing support of my research. As
this is part of my Ph.D. research, in this paper I would
like to raise questions and hypotheses about some of the
issues presented. The in-depth analysis of the data is still
ongoing and hence incontrovertible results are not to be
expected at this point, yet some central issues can be addressed and discussed as far as is possible without anticipating future developments. I would like to thank the
editor for giving me the opportunity to present my research within the scope of the piedmont workshop. Any
errors remain the author’s responsibility.
The Landsat and ASTER datasets and that from the
CORONA satellite, which was declassified in 1995, have
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been used extensively in a variety of landscape studies
(Ur 2003; Wilkinson et al. 2005). However, Google Earth
presents an equally useful tool for analyzing landscapes
and settlement patterns as long as suitable high resolution datasets are available.
For a general introduction to the topography, see e.g.,
Hütteroth 1982, fig. 26. A detailed description of the area
is also provided by Andrew Palmer (Palmer 1990,
107–109). Research on the geoarchaeological development of the upper Tigris valley has been conducted by Catherine Kuzucuoğlu and Uğur Doğan (Kuzucuoğlu 2002;
Doğan 2005). Further research by Kathleen Nicoll and
Timothy Demko was conducted within the scope of the
Ziyaret Tepe Archaeological Project (Matney et al. 2003,
200–202; Matney / Rainville 2005, 42–44). An in-depth
analysis was presented recently in Nicoll 2010a, 2010b.

Fig. 1 | Topographic map of the region with shaded relief. A detail of the map below shows the location of known Middle Bronze Age
sites (modern towns are hatched).

Fig. 2 | Map showing location of sites discussed in the text (black dots) and of modern towns (hatched).
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Cizre plain. Today this region is predominantly used for animal husbandry, as it probably was in antiquity.9
This dichotomy in the region’s topography, and thus in its accessibility and economic usability, not
only shapes the modern land-use but also suggests that a similar pattern existed in antiquity, resulting in
a diversity of agricultural practices. Moreover we should also bear in mind that a different kind of vegetation was present in antiquity, which has now almost totally vanished10 and given way to irrigated
fields and cotton plantations: open woodland of scattered oaks and pistachios providing sufficient habitat for deer and other wild animals, whose bones have been excavated on several sites.11
This diversity is also represented in the botanical samples retrieved: huge amounts of carbonated
bulk crops such as barley and emmer are present, as are legumes and grapes.12 The role of the vine in the
economy of Assyrian times (Radner 2006, 286) should not be neglected; vines are still cultivated today
in the Tur Abdin mountains, where they provide the local communities with wine and grapes.
The area lies within the semi-arid climatic zone of southeastern Turkey, north of the 250 mm isohyet required for rain-fed agriculture (annual precipitation ranges from 500 to 600 mm). Yet it is possible that irrigation systems were used in some areas to increase the variety and abundance of crops cultivated.13 In other areas, particularly in the reach of the Tigris east of Bismil, where the river meanders in
a wide alluvial valley, numerous karstic depressions such as ponds, sinkholes, and dolines and an elevated groundwater table provide an abundance of water and even transform parts of the land into swampland when no efficient water management is provided (Nicoll 2010a, 417–418, fig. 8; 2010b, fig. 5).
The division of the region into different environmental zones used for cultivation and for pastoralism raises the question of suitable land for settlements. Usually one would consider survey
methods, the landscape, and the general visibility and character of archaeological sites, yet this cannot
be done at this point. For the moment, potential areas can be highlighted: geoarchaeological and geomorphological research has provided insight into the Quarternary development of the riverbed and land
subsidence and into Holocene environmental changes. For the area between Bismil and Batman it has
been demonstrated that from the Early Bronze Age to the Iron Age there was a period of prolonged sedimentation and recurring river flooding in an incising and meandering fluvial environment, making the
floodplains almost uninhabitable (Kuzucuoğlu 2002; Doğan 2005, table 1–2, 84). The archaeological
data corroborate these results, as some of the settlements on the lower terrace were partly eroded (Müslümantepe, Kavuşan Höyük), and Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age levels were covered by silt bands
(Aşağı Salat Tepe, Kavuşan Höyük, Hakime Use Tepe). Most of the sites settled at the end of the Early
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This has to remain an assumption, however likely, as
long as data from comprehensive archaeobotanical and
archaeozoological research are lacking, which makes it
difficult to evaluate ancient flora and fauna on a regional
scale (Ur in Laneri et al. 2008b, 201 and Laneri et al.
2008a; Ur / Hammer 2009).
Rosenberg et al. 1998. Macrofossil analysis has been
conducted in the region south of the Tur Abdin; it indicates a reduction of wooded vegetation at the end of the
Early Bronze Age (Deckers / Riehl 2007, with additional
literature).
Both in Giricano and Ziyaret Tepe bones and antlers of
deer and other wild animals have been excavated (author’s observation). A detailed analysis is ongoing and will
be published soon within the scope of the final publi-
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cations. Results from Hirbemerdon Tepe support this
idea (Berthon in Laneri et al. 2008b, 196–200). Historic
sources from the reign of Aššur-bēl-kalâ (1073–1056 BC)
corroborate this by mentioning gazelles, ibex, and deer
being bred there (Radner 2006, 284).
Especially in Ziyaret Tepe an unusually large amount of
charred grain was excavated (author’s observation) and
in Giricano the presence of numerous grape seeds is
known (Andreas Schachner, pers. comm.). From Hirbemerdon Tepe grape pips and processing installations for
wine have been identified (Laneri et al. 2008b, 186–187).
Due to intensive agricultural activities and irrigation in
modern times it is not possible to evaluate this question
definitively, as almost no features that could support or
refute this hypothesis have been preserved.

Bronze Age and in the Middle Bronze Age were for this reason located on higher ground, on the second
or third river terrace or along and between the tributaries and seasonal streams; they were thus secure
from river flooding and at the same time it was possible to cover the area with a dense network of settlements. East of the Batman Su, where the mountain range of the Tur Abdin abuts the Tigris River in the
south and the landscape changes to a high-relief terrain, suitable housing space can be found mainly on
strategic routes along the watercourses and through the mountains, confining the settlement network to
specific areas and transversal routes.

2. Historical and material evidence
If we turn our attention to the historical sources and monuments for the upper Tigris region in the late
third through mid-second millennium, it becomes evident that the region was always part of the sphere
of interest of northern Mesopotamian rulers and polities.14 It is believed that parts of the region played
an integral part in the transport and trade route system in the third and second millennium.15 Its importance lies in its proximity to the copper source at Ergani Maden and to several inter-regional routes
connecting the Mesopotamian plains with the Anatolian highlands, giving access to rich resources. The
most important routes, mainly attested in Assyrian sources (Kessler 1980; 1995; Radner 2006), lead
across the Tur Abdin mountains via north-south oriented valleys (Göksu, Savur Çay) connecting the
upper Tigris valley with the region south of it.
Natural resources, the intermediary position of the region, and its ideologically charged landscape
at the headwaters and sources of the two major rivers, the Euphrates and the Tigris, prompted several attempts to incorporate the upper Tigris region into the northern Mesopotamian entities or at least to utilize it. Evidence for this can be found in the victory stela of the Akkadian king Narām-Sîn (2254–2218 BC)
from Pir Hüseyin,16 or the Mari archive. After the period covered by the Mari archives and a gap in the
historical record that has begun to be bridged,17 the number of historical sources increases, especially
with the Mittanian and Assyrian expansion and the region’s incorporation into these empires (Radner
2004, 72).

3. A short history of research
The first significant archaeological survey in the regions between Bismil and Cizre was conducted by
Guillermo Algaze between 1988 and 1991 within the framework of a reconnaissance project along the
Tigris and Euphrates Rivers (Algaze 1989; Algaze et al. 1991). The Middle Bronze Age ceramic evidence was difficult to identify at this stage and was interpreted as ‘Classical period red/brown washed
14
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The importance of the region’s history and the problem
posed by the lack of historical sources from the region
have been stressed by Norbert Karg (Karg 1999,
272–283). Further research on historical sources for this
region in different periods has been presented by Kessler
1980; Liverani 1995; Radner / Schachner 2001; Radner
2004; and Sallaberger 2007 (with further literature).
For a discussion of the different trade routes and especially the upper Tigris region: Larsen 1967; 1976;
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Muhly 1973, 199–208; Kessler 1980; Nashef 1987; KellyBuccellati 1990; Forlanini 2006.
Börker-Klähn 1982, 133, fig. 25. A new survey project is
being conducted by Brian Peasnall and Guillermo Algaze (Peasnall / Algaze 2010).
E.g., by cuneiform tablets from an illicit excavation,
allegedly found in the upper Tigris region (Karg 1999,
274–275, with additional literature).
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ware’(RBWW), and ascribed to the Roman-Byzantine period (Algaze 1989, 245, 249; Algaze et al. 1991:
182–183, 198). The assumption of this apparent lack of Middle Bronze Age pottery led to the proposal
that either there was a thus far unrecognized ceramic assemblage in use in this period or there was an
actual absence of Middle Bronze Age occupation. The first scenario turned out to be correct when excavations under the direction of Veli Sevin commenced at Üçtepe, accompanied by a survey project covering the western part of the region between Diyarbakır and Bismil (Köroğlu 1998, 109–110; Özfırat
2006, 45). The Üçtepe assemblage was first presented in 1992 (Sevin 1992; 1993) and was completely
published in 2006 by Aynur Özfırat (Özfirat 2006). It shows significant conformity with the material
from the recent excavations and can be dated by stratigraphy and two associated Khabur Ware jars (Sevin
1993, 177, fig. 7; Özfirat 2006, 26–27, 53, pl. 90.1–2, pl. 91.1,3).
With the initiation of the rescue projects, a survey at Ziyaret Tepe brought to light more of this mysterious Red Brown Wash Ware, which was now identified by Timothy Matney with the Middle Bronze
Age occupation of the site (Matney 1998, 11–12; 1999a; 1999b; McDonald in Matney et al. 2003,
183–186).
Except for the Üçtepe excavation, which started earlier, all the major excavations in the area were
performed as part of the salvage project mentioned already. Among the sites excavated during this project, Middle Bronze Age material was found at Kavuşan Höyük,18 Ziyaret Tepe,19 Müslümantepe,20 and
Hirbemerdon Tepe (Laneri et al. 2006; 2007; 2008a; 2008b) on the southern bank of the Tigris, and at
Giricano,21 Kenan Tepe (Parker / Dodd 2003; Parker et al. 2004), and Salat Tepe (Ökse / Görmüş 2006;
Ökse 2006; 2007) on the northern bank, and at Türbe Tepe,22 north of the confluence of the Bohtan Su
and the Tigris.
The importance of this period and its material culture’s characteristics and peculiarities are now a
focus of research for many projects along the upper Tigris River, and the previous perceived gap in the
data is steadily being replaced by results obtained from sites in the region.

4. Ziyaret Tepe – an urban settlement?
Ziyaret Tepe is a large mounded site located on a river terrace on the southern bank of the Tigris. It consists of a high mound of approximately 5 ha in size surrounded by a lower town of 29 ha in area.
The importance of the site was first recognized by Karlheinz Kessler (Kessler 1980), who argued
that it should be identified as the Late Assyrian provincial capital Tušhan (Middle Assyrian Tušhu) on
˘
˘
the northern border of the Assyrian empire.23
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For preliminary information on the Middle Bronze
Age levels exposed at Kavuşan Höyük see Kozbe et al.
2004; <http://edebiyat.ege.edu.tr/bolumler/arkeoloji/
Protohistorya/ English/Projeler/kavusan.htm> (accessed 2011–02–01); <http://arkeoloji.ege.edu.tr/Protohistorya/Projeler/excavatio ns_at_kavusan_hoyuk.htm>
(accessed 2011–02–01).
Matney 1998; 1999a; 1999b; Matney et al. 2002a; 2003;
Matney / Rainville 2005; Bartl 2005; Roaf / Schachner
2005; Bartl 2012.
I am indebted to Eyüp Ay for letting me visit his excavation in the summer of 2009 and giving me the opportunity to examine the results on site.
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Schachner 2002a; 2002b; 2003a; 2003b; Radner 2004;
Roaf / Schachner 2005; Bartl 2005. A detailed analysis
of the architecture and some of its material evidence is
presented in Bartl 2012, hence at this point only a short
summary will be given in order to avoid repetitions.
I am indebted to Haluk Sağlamtemir for allowing me to
visit Türbe Tepe in 2005 and giving me the opportunity
to study the results on site.
This identification is now accepted by most scholars. For
a re-evaluation of the proposed identification of Üçtepe
with Tušhan (Köroğlu 1998, 103–106), see Radner /
˘
Schachner 2001, 754–757; Radner 2004, 115.

Fig. 3 | Middle Bronze Age architecture from Operation E. The
Brightly Burned Building (left) and
the White Plaster Building (right).

The first systematic recording was done in 1989 within the scope of the reconnaissance project along
the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers (Algaze et al. 1991, 183). Since 1997 extensive research has taken place
on a regular basis under the direction of Timothy Matney of the University of Akron, Ohio. Between
2000 and 2005 the Institut für Vorderasiatische Archäologie of the Ludwig-Maxilimians-Universität
München participated in the investigations at Ziyaret Tepe24 with the aim of excavating a 5 m wide and
45 m long step trench, called Operation E, running down the eastern side of the high mound. The principal goal was to understand the sequence of occupation at the site and synchronize it with that of other
sites such as Giricano on the other side of the Tigris.

4.1 The Brightly Burned Building
The occupational sequence observed in step trench E covers the Early Bronze Age through the Medieval
Period. The most interesting, and by far most spectacular, discovery is a Middle Bronze Age singleperiod building destroyed by a fire of exceptional violence. The intense heat fired parts of the collapsed
ceiling as well as the mud-brick walls and turned them into a kaleidoscope of bright colors ranging from
red to orange, yellow, green, gray, and black. The excavated part of the building, which was for obvious reasons called the Brightly Burned Building (henceforth BBB), was exposed over an area of about
12 × 6 m, including two extensions to the original step trench (fig. 3). The architecture consists of two
rooms of unequal size, a paved external surface to the east of it, and part of an enclosed courtyard to the
south. Of the two rooms excavated completely, the northern one is quite narrow and shows no sign of an
entrance, aside from a small, approximately square, 40 × 40 cm opening in the wall between this room
and the southern one. The latter is almost four times as big; an entrance can be reconstructed at its
southeastern corner, later destroyed by a pit. Both rooms were filled with burnt debris from the first floor
and ceiling of the building, covering the original inventory of the rooms. The debris in the northern
room consisted of the collapse of the ceiling and several fragments of an unbaked clay container prob-
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The work was directed by Michael Roaf and was funded
by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft as part of the
research project The Northern Frontiers of Mesopotamia.

This project also included the excavation of Giricano, on
the opposite side of the Tigris about 5 km upstream.
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ably intended to store grain. Interestingly, parts of this container were also found in the southern room,
indicating that the floor plan of the first floor may have deviated from that of the rooms below.
The debris in the southern room covers a homogeneous, densely packed layer of differently colored
ash of up to 50 cm height, suggesting storage of straw.25 The collapsed floor was made out of several
layers of straw- and pebble-tempered mud, indicating repeated repairs, and bore the impressions of
beams and reeds from the ceiling construction on the lower side.
Numerous vessels were found that originated from the first floor; a bin made out of mud bricks was
preserved in the southwestern corner and several other fragments of unfired clay containers, lids, and
other storage devices were recovered.
The contemporary open space to the south contained sherds of large storage jars and fragmentary
burnt wooden beams; the surface to the north of the BBB, which abuts the northern room at a slightly
higher level, was cut away by a later foundation trench and generated almost no finds.
The pottery assemblage from the BBB consists of the typical deep and shallow carinated bowls,
cooking ware vessels with or without handles, and storage jars.26 However, the intensive burning often
makes it impossible to assign them to the group of Middle Bronze Age RBWW, as the original surface
treatment cannot be identified in all cases. The forms, however, can be attributed to the spectrum typical
of other Middle Bronze Age sites in the region.27
14C-samples from the debris of the BBB indicate a date in the second quarter of the second millennium (Bartl 2005, 157, fig. 6; Roaf in Mathney / Rainville 2005, 22), between the 17th and 16th century
BC, which may explain the low percentage of sherds with the typical thick RBWW surface treatment.
The building seems to have been used for storage in the basement rooms and for living and domestic activities in the upper story. This is corroborated by objects like calculi (tokens), which may have
been used for domestic-administrative purposes,28 and several animal figurines and a female baked clay
figurine (Roaf in Matney / Rainville 2005, 22, fig. 3c; Bartl 2012, fig. 5), which were found above the collapsed ceiling of the southern room and may indicate that domestic-ritual tasks were carried out here.

4.2 The White Plaster Building
To the north of the BBB a small portion of an earlier building was uncovered. It is best recognized by
the multiple white plaster layers on its walls, for which reason it was called the White Plaster Building
(henceforth WPB). The main characteristic of this building is the entrance, which is stepped and opens
onto a small corridor with another niche in its southern wall leading to two doorways (fig. 3). The
purpose of this building is still unclear, as the area exposed is too limited to provide a clear idea of its
function.
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This is supported by numerous burnt bones of mice,
which may have been living in the room during that
period.
For a preliminary assessment of the pottery see McDonald in Matney et al. 2003, 183–186, figs. 6–8; Bartl 2005;
Bartl 2012.
Bartl 2005, fig. 8; Üçtepe (level 11): Özfırat 2006; Kenan
Tepe: Parker / Dodd 2003; Hirbemerdon Tepe: Laneri et
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al. 2006, 2008b; Salat Tepe: Ökse 2006, and her article
in this volume.
Parallels can be found in Tell Munbaqa (Werner in Czichon / Werner 1998, 229–233, pl. 139.2639–2667) or
Tell ’Atı̄ğ (Fortin 1989, 47–48, figs. 15–17). Yet the interpretation of calculi as a sign of administrative activities
must be considered with caution, as argued in Pf älzner
2008, 176.

4.3 The late third millennium levels
The layers beneath the WPB and BBB are characterized by the presence of hemispherical Dark Rimmed
Orange Bowls (DROB),29 a type-fossil for the late third and early second millennium in the upper Tigris
region that seems to have been produced locally and exported to the Khabur region, where it occurs
occasionally in Akkadian and post-Akkadian levels (e.g., Tell Brak: Oates et al. 2001, 162). A comparable
dating is suggested at several other sites where an assemblage of DROB types, often mixed with pottery
identified as RBWW,30 precedes the Middle Bronze Age occupation and has been interpreted as possibly
Early Bronze Age–Middle Bronze Age transitional.31 Due to the limited area available for excavation,
only several pebble floors associated with a mud-brick wall were uncovered.

4.4 The Mittani levels
The levels above the BBB consist of several pits covered by a series of more than 20 external surfaces
and associated features. The material evidence is typical for the early Mittanian period and has parallels
throughout northern Mesopotamia (McDonald in Oates et al. 1997, 62–77; Pf älzner 1995, pl. 1–66). As
the two ceramic assemblages show virtually no connection, there must have been a short gap in the history of occupation, as observations from Giricano seem to confirm (Schachner in Radner 2004, 5).

5. Giricano – a small fortified settlement?
Giricano, first identified by Algaze (Algaze et al. 1991, 183, fig. 2b), is located east of Bismil on the northern bank of the Tigris, atop an almost completely eroded river-terrace (Doğan 2005, 76–77, fig. 2, fig. 4,
river-terrace T2). The site covers an area of approximately 2 ha and is located between two similar-sized
settlement sites: Kenan Tepe to the east and the as yet unexplored site of Çayırlık Tepe to the northwest.
The floodplain of the river, which here flows southwards, defines the southern limit of the site and the
land under direct control of the settlement, and provides a relatively easy river crossing to other sites with
Middle Bronze Age levels on the southern bank of the river, such as Kavuşan Höyük and Ziyaret Tepe.
Excavations took place from 2000 through 2003 under the direction of Andreas Schachner of the
Institut für Vorderasiatische Archäologie at the Ludwig-Maximilians-Universität.32 The chronological
sequence of occupation uncovered at Giricano covers the Chalcolithic, the early part of the Early Bronze
Age, the Middle Bronze Age, the Mittanian period, the Middle Assyrian period, and the Iron Age. The levels of the second millennium BC, which take centre stage in this paper, are embedded between layers of
the Iron Age and those of the early third millennium.
29
30

For an analysis of the fabric and its provenance, see Kibaroğlu 2008.
However, it has to be noted that no precise definition of
RBWW has been agreed (see Bartl 2005, 155, fig. 3, n. 13;
Bartl 2012, n. 27, n. 63) and that the surface treatment of
the wares associated with DROB is much more precise,
with a very competent control of the firing process, unlike the extensive variations found in the RBWW from
the subsequent period.

31
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Hirbemerdon Tepe (sub-phase B): Laneri et al. 2008b,
187–192; Salat Tepe (level 2): Ökse / Görmüş 2006,
188–189; Üçtepe (level 13–11): Özfırat 2006, 59.
This project was funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft as part of the research project The Northern
Frontiers of Mesopotamia. It also included the research at
the nearby site of Ziyaret Tepe, offering a first possibility
of comparing the sites’ connection andstratigraphic development and the relation between a small village and a
large urban settlement.
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5.1 Mittani and Middle Assyrian period
Both Mittanian and Middle Assyrian occupational remains33 were heavily disturbed by erosion, later
pits, and medieval graves. Their architecture could be reconstructed, thus far, only in parts; it features
structures with small walls, rebuilt several times with slightly differing alignments. In the older levels, a
building area and an open space for different activities, such as metalworking, could be distinguished in
the more recent levels; the area changed its character gradually to a storage and later a dumping area.
Thus several pits were dug, cutting the earlier second millennium buildings beneath, and later filled with waste; they contained sherds of the standard Middle Assyrian pottery assemblage (Schachner
2002b, 26–35). Close to one of these pits a small cuneiform archive was found in a jar, which was sealed
with the base of a bowl. The date of these tablets between 1068 and 1069 BC gives an approximate terminus post quem for the end of Middle Assyrian control over the area (Radner 2004, 115–118, 136).

5.2 Middle Bronze Age
The Middle Bronze Age occupation can be subdivided into two successive building complexes, represented by buildings A/D and by Building C.34 Each building has several sub-phases, indicating different
building stages and reinforcements. A structure that was excavated at the western foot of the mound,
Building B, is part of a fortification system and seems to have been in use in both phases.

Building C
The latest Middle Bronze Age building complex (Building C) seems to have covered the entire central
part of the mound and is characterized by a courtyard and several adjacent room units. The northern
part of the courtyard was paved with river cobbles and is abutted by a wall with three rooms, which were
originally plastered with a layer of lime on the interior, as can be seen in two blocked doorways and
several fragmentary floor and wall surfaces. The northern part of this unit of rooms has been subject
to considerable erosion, yet the remains show some reinforcements of walls, recognizable in building
joins, that suggest several phases of occupation and reinforcement. On the southern side of the mound
a second unit of rooms was identified as being part of Building C. At least five rooms with the same
alignment (rooms A-6 to A-10) abut the central courtyard. This architectural unit can be subdivided into
at least two different phases of occupation, as can the northern unit. It features a central, probably open
area, with remains of ovens, benches, and other installations, and surrounded by rooms, which makes
an interpretation as a working area plausible; however, it is not entirely clear whether purely domestic
or communal activities took place there. The material evidence from this building complex has to be
treated with caution, because the northern room unit is partly disturbed. The inventories discovered in
situ can generally be assigned to the end of the Middle Bronze Age (Bartl 2012) and are characterized by
33
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A preliminary publication of the Middle Assyrian levels
can be found in: Schachner 2002b, 27–28; Schachner in
Radner 2004, 5–9. A more detailed analysis including
the Late Bronze Age levels on the southern slope is in
progress.
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The letters were assigned to the building complexes according to their date of excavation and not their stratigraphic sequence.

Fig. 4 | Architectural plan of the
later Middle Bronze Age
occupation – Buildings B and C.

sherds of large storage jars of RBWW types, of band-painted pottery that may be related to Khabur ware,
and of unpainted vessels and bowls. Objects such as grinders, pestles, mortars, clay stamps with concentric circles, and footed terracotta plates can be connected to domestic activities such as processing
foodstuffs and the production of equipment.

Building A/D
The architecture of Building C is separated from its predecessor, the building complex Building A/D, by
a thin layer of ashy debris covering almost half the mound. The northern part (Building A) is quite well
preserved and consists of two rows of small rooms which were partly cut into the northern side of the
Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age mound and partly erected on a mud-brick platform. The floors of the
rooms were covered with lime plaster and, as no doorways have been identified, it is likely that these
were basement rooms accessed from above.
On the western slope of the mound, erosion has affected preservation even more seriously. Only a
few remains of stone foundations resting on the mud-brick platform have survived. On the southern
side of the mound, however, parts of another structural unit (Building D) have been exposed: at least
four rooms with several building phases can be distinguished. On one of the walls an unusual building
technique was observed, which involved a layer of reed and thin wood covering the stone foundation.
A similar building technique has also been observed at Salat Tepe (Ökse / Görmüş 2006, 187). The contemporaneity of Building D with Building A can be established from the stratigraphic sequence, level of
foundation, and alignment.
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Fig. 5 | Architectural plan of the
earlier Middle Bronze Age occupation –
Buildings A/D and B.

Building B
It is not entirely clear whether the structures at the western foot of the mound were in use at the same
time as both Building C and Building A/D, because the steep slope has caused most of the features to
erode. Yet the main characteristics of the architecture – a monumental fortification and a pisé structure
that supports a mud-brick platform – would have been useful in both phases and Building A, at least,
was directly linked to the construction of the fortification and platform that covers parts of the northern
and western slope of the mound. This construction made it possible for the abandoned and probably
partly eroded site on the river terrace to be prepared for Building A. This can also be observed on the
southern slope northwest of Building D, where a monumental wall appears to retain parts of the central
mound. The mud-brick architecture of the fortification itself has not survived, yet the broad foundations
indicate a massive fortification. Several rooms arranged between the fortification and the pisé wall
(Rooms B-1 to B-3) contained large storage jars of RBWW type, as did two small rooms embedded into
the mud-brick platform (Rooms B-4 and B-5). Further finds include clay stamps like those found in
Building C,35 fragments of portable andirons,36 and a perforated bronze tube used as a tip for a drinking
straw;37 most of these finds seem to have come from the upper story, as indicated by their findspot in the
fill of the rooms or in debris accumulated after the abandonment of the building. Only in one room were
35

36
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Bartl 2012, figs. 2–3. Similar clay stamps were found in
Salat Tepe (Ökse / Görmüş 2006, 182, fig. 38), Nuzi
(Starr 1937–1939, 59, pl. 97), Tell Brak (Oates et al. 1997,
47; fig. 180.23), and Üçtepe (Özfırat 2006, pl. 94.5–6,
95.9–11). For a more general discussion of terracotta
stamp seals of this kind see von Wickede 1990, 52–61.
Bartl 2012, fig. 3. The portable andirons have parallels in
Salat Tepe (Ökse / Görmüş 2006, 185, fig. 46), Hirbe-
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merdon Tepe (Laneri et al. 2006, 166–167, figs. 9.2–3;
16), Kenan Tepe (Parker / Dodd 2003, 36), Üçtepe (Özfırat 2006, 53–54, fig. 95.13), and Ziyaret Tepe.
Similar perforated tubes as tips for beer-straws were
mostly found in Middle Bronze Age and Late Bronze Age
layers in numerous sites in the ancient Near East, e.g., Tell
Munbaqa (Czichon / Werner 1998, 92–94, pl. 89–90)
and the lower town of Tell Bazi (Otto 2006, 116, fig. 57.5).

finds preserved in situ: a pottery assemblage and an oven-installation consisting of a horseshoe-shaped
hearth incised with a line-and-dot pattern.38
Building B is thus an integral part of the foundation platform for Building A and it is likely that during the Middle Bronze Age the whole mound was encircled by the fortification wall.

6. Conclusion
In conclusion, Giricano and Ziyaret Tepe have to be understood as part of a local, self-contained culture
which prospered in the upper Tigris region during the late third and the first half of the second millennium. This cultural complex is situated between the East Anatolian highlands, featuring Transcaucasian elements, to the north and east, the valleys of the upper Euphrates to the west, and the north Mesopotamian
plains south of the Tur Abdin (Mardin Dağları), featuring Khabur Ware and second millennium horizons.
This culture seems to have had its first florescence during the period at the end of the third millennium when DROB were in use. Not only in the excavations, but also on survey projects (Özfirat 2006;
Peasnall / Algaze 2010) they have been identified at numerous sites as preceding the bulk of the RBWW.
The hiatus at Giricano and Ziyaret Tepe prior to the appearance of this pottery assemblage may imply
the change to or advent of a new settlement pattern and sociopolitical order. Yet, as mentioned above,
pottery found with the DROB has certain similarities with the surface treatment of the RBWW and the
quantity of DROB declines with the beginning of the Middle Bronze Age. Whether this should be seen
as part of a change in pottery style or as the result of a broader impact is not entirely clear. The most
characteristic feature of the Middle Bronze Age pottery tradition (RBWW), however, remains ubiquitous
until the end of the period.
This observation can be corroborated by the evidence from Ziyaret Tepe and Giricano. After the
latter was resettled in the late third millennium (Schachner 2002b, 48–49), the ancient mound was leveled in parts and a mud-brick and pisé platform was erected that included a fortification surrounding
the site (Building B). Resting upon this was a two-storied monumental building (Building A/D), which
was partly cut into the pre-existing slope of the ancient mound. After a short phase of decay (Bartl 2012,
n. 68), the structures were leveled and the subterranean rooms filled with debris to prepare the surface
for a later building (Building C). Building C followed approximately the same orientation as its predecessor building, despite its different architectural layout. However, both Middle Bronze Age building
complexes seem to be the results of a central organization involved in the planning and construction of
the settlement, as can be concluded from the standardized building techniques.
A similar building technique and character can be observed at Salat Tepe, level II. Here five room
units were constructed around a central courtyard on a mud-brick platform.39 Similarities in the architecture are matched by the objects found within the settlements: a homogeneous assemblage of large
storage jars of RBWW,40 smaller quantities of small vessels such as carinated bowls and cooking ware
38

39
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Schachner 2002a, 594, fig. 11.1–2. Parallels dated between 1900 and 1600 BC have been found in Tell
Mozan (Kelly-Buccellati 2004, 74). For general discussion of such hearths see: Smogorzewska 2004.
The complex has been interpreted by the excavators as a
facility for the storage and administration of agricultural
products (Ökse / Görmüş 2006, 187).
The pottery assemblage from Building A/D covers the

first half of the Middle Bronze Age. Whether residual
sherds of DROB can be interpreted as evidence for a late
third millennium occupation is not entirely clear. A
similar situation can be observed at Hirbemerdon Tepe
(sub-phase B) and Kavuşan Höyük. The pottery from
Building C can preliminarily be dated to the second half
of the Middle Bronze Age – at least according to some in
situ inventories from the southern slope (Bartl 2012).
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vessels, clay stamps, andirons, grinding stones, mortars, and terracotta work platforms. This supports
an interpretation of the site as a storage and processing facility for agricultural products.
After several occupational phases characterized by different rebuilding activities, the architectural
complex was abandoned before the site was reoccupied in the Mittani and Middle Assyrian period.41
Now the settlement is of a different type, showing characteristics of a village-like structure consisting of
a series of individual houses built in an agglutinating manner. Despite the fact that political governance
changed dramatically between these periods, the purpose of the site seems to have stayed the same.42
Regarding continuity and chronological development at Giricano and Ziyaret Tepe, it has to be
noted that the two sites had a different character and thus a different function. Even though the BBB in
Ziyaret Tepe is hard to interpret due to the small area uncovered so far, the objects contained within it indicate a use of the rooms that is partly domestic (first story) and partly economic (subterranean rooms).
Leaving aside the obvious problems with the pottery assemblage arising from the badly preserved surface, the ceramics comprise storage vessels, carinated bowls and vessels, beakers, a lid, and clay containers. Parallels with the pottery from Üçtepe (levels 11–10) (Özfırat 2006, 19–38), Salat Tepe (level II)
(Ökse / Görmüş 2006, 190), and Hirbemerdon Tepe (sub-phase A) (Laneri et al. 2007, 81; 2008b, 179)
suggest the approximate contemporaneity of these levels in the later part of the Middle Bronze Age.43
The WPB and older levels yielded only a limited amount of pottery, making an accurate assessment
of their date difficult. It has to be noted, however, that both DROB and pottery that has been identified as
a type of RBWW occur in levels earlier than the WPB, indicating a date for these levels before the turn of
the third millennium, contemporaneous with Hirbemerdon Tepe (sub-phase B) (Laneri et al. 2007, 81;
2008b, 179), Kenan Tepe (Parker / Dodd 2003), Üçtepe (level 13–12) (Özfırat 2006, 15–16, 26), and Kavuşan Höyük (Kozbe 2009).
At present, it can be concluded that the upper Tigris region did not suffer from the collapse or decline of urban institutions that affected some parts of northern Mesopotamia at the end of the third millennium. It appears instead that in this region there was increased precipitation at the end of the Early
Bronze Age (see above) and it was therefore able to develop independently into a self-contained culture,
with an independent pottery tradition characterized by DROB and RBWW. Moreover, the diversity of
landscapes and agricultural products, noted above, allowed for the formation of an urban-style society,
as is suggested on the basis of large Middle Bronze Age centers such as Pir Hüseyin (23 ha?),44 Ziyaret
Tepe (minimum of 6 ha),45 Üçtepe (minimum of 8 ha),46 and Hirbemerdon Tepe (about 10 ha) (Laneri et
al. 2008b).
41
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Schachner in Radner 2004, 9. A short hiatus is indicated by a layer of debris. However a certain amount of
continuity and even reuse of the pre-existing platform
can be postulated by the alignment of the architecture
and by stratigraphic observations.
The character of the finds, including cylinder seals of
Mittani Common Style (Schachner 2002b, 35–37, fig. 27)
and the Middle Assyrian archive (Radner 2004), indicate a similar function. It has to be noted, however, that
the purpose of the Middle Bronze Age occupation is thus
far based solely on the architectural and archaeological
evidence. To follow this up, the character of the architecture of subsequent periods still has to be studied in that
respect, in order to better understand why it changed
and how this change affected the function of the settlement.
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This correlation is supported by radiocarbon dates (Bartl
2012, n. 79–80) which place the BBB in the 17th and 16th
century.
According to Peasnall / Algaze 2010 the whole mound
and lower town were settled during the late Early Bronze
Age and subsequent Middle Bronze Age.
It is not clear whether and, if so, which parts of the lower
town were settled during the Middle Bronze Age. Some
late third millennium and Middle Bronze Age–Late
Bronze Age transitional material evidence from Operation D (MacGinnis in Matney et al. 2002b, 60–62;
figs. 14–19) suggests such settlement, but this could
have come in as intrusive material.
The high mound, at least, was settled during the Middle
Bronze Age (Özfirat 2006). It is, however, likely that a
lower town existed as well.

Fig. 6 | Comparison of building complexes and excavation areas at different sites.

With an evolving complex society, there developed a need to facilitate agricultural activities and production. Diversity of settlements was a response. As well as large urban centers and small village-like settlements, there was a further kind of settlement, consisting of planned single building-complexes to process and store the agricultural products of the surrounding region. Different products would have been
processed, depending on the surroundings and the interaction between the sedentary population and
pastoralists. This is affirmed by the specialization in products that can be seen in Hirbemerdon Tepe
(Hald in Laneri et al. 2008b, 194–195). Interaction with pastoralists is affirmed by objects known from
third millennium highland sites, such as portable andirons or ritual objects that show significant similarities to the repertoire of styles known from eastern Anatolia.
Thus the upper Tigris region presents a unique environment, which provided the population with
an abundance of products at a time when decreasing precipitation impacted other areas, such as the
plains south of the Tur Abdin, which were more densely populated and agriculturally more dependent
on periodic rainfall. This geographically, environmentally, and culturally self-contained area, however,
was exposed to different influences due to its position at the gateways to important resources, such as
copper and timber, which were in demand in numerous neighboring polities. In this way an urban society with a strong rural element and a dense settlement pattern seems to have evolved in the late third
millennium BC and to have flourished until the end of the Middle Bronze Age. With the assimilation of
the region into the Mittanian and Middle Assyrian empires, its cultural autonomy disappeared, yet the
structures created in the preceding period were adopted and incorporated into the networks of the later
empires.
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mut Kühne (ed.), Umwelt
und Subsistenz der assyrischen
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