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Tell Feres, a failed pathway towards urbanism
in Northern Mesopotamia

Régis VALLET

Recent research on Chalcolithic Northern Mesopotamia has focused on the notion and modalities of
regionalized evolutionary processes. The evidence for local paths towards social complexity has proven
to be a major outcome of excavations conducted over the last decades in northern Syria and south-
eastern Turkey.! In the general Chalcolithic panorama, Iragi Kurdistan is a little known territory. Despite
some early research and recent reassessments,? the Chalcolithic of the Zagros region is almost completely
unknown. While there is no doubt that the numerous new projects conducted in the region will soon
modify our understanding of the Chalcolithic, as well as of later ‘imperial’ periods discussed in the
present conference, research still relies on results obtained in neighboring regions. In this respect, Tell
Feres, in Syrian Djezirah, is a key site for the identification of regional patterns within the Northern
Mesopotamian Chalcolithic, due to its long uninterrupted sequence and the large surface areas exposed
during the excavations. This paper briefly presents the main results obtained, as they provide a sound
regionalized comparative context for ongoing work on Chalcolithic Iraqi Kurdistan.

After five excavation seasons at Tell Feres (2006-2010), the site had just begun to show its full potential
for our understanding of the development of proto-urban societies in northern Mesopotamia, and
particularly the rural component of this important regional transformation. Close to Tell Brak (8 km
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Figure 1: Comparative stratigraphic chart (© Mission Tell Feres).

! Cf. STEIN, ALIZADEH & ROWAN in press.
* For example Tepe Gawra: RoTHMAN 2002.

156
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Figure 2: Ubaid pottery workshops of level 10, from the north (© Mission Tell Feres).

to the south), the site covers about 4 ha and reaches a height of 7m above the surrounding plain. It was
chosen because 5th and 4th millennia layers were accessible on the surface. The excavations were located
on the summit and the northern slope of the tell and uncovered about 900 sq. m. Ten main levels have
been distinguished (Fig. 1) over a depth of 5 m, ranging from late Ubaid (mid-5th millennium) to Late
Chalcolithic 5 (3300-3000 BC).

The deepest level reached, about 2m above the plain at the foot of the tell, is Ubaid (level 10). In 2009, a
multi-room building containing a kiln, some tools and over-fired sherds, suggesting a pottery workshop,
was discovered. During our last season in 2010 these remains were one of our main goals, but what we
found surpassed our expectations. We cleared about 60 sq. m and realized that we were dealing with no
less than four workshops, symmetrically arranged within the same building: a fifth millennium factory
for making pottery (Fig. 2). Each production unit was provided with two kilns, a tank for the preparation
of the clay and benches for the drying of the vessels. Dozens of clay samples with the fingerprints of the
pottery makers were found on the floor of the building (Fig. 3). One is particularly surprised to see such
a degree of specialization and above all production organization during the Ubaid. Also, the building
continues in all directions, and may include more units. Each unit has specific features, for example
different types of kilns, but more importantly each one was producing the same complete set of the Ubaid
assemblage, but using different techniques. Besides the usual morpho-stylistic study, all the pottery of
the site has been examined from a technological point of view, not only the identification of the key
paste/ware types but also microscopic observation of the “chaine opératoire” through which the wares
and forms were produced.’ It appears that at the end of the Ubaid, five different technical traditions
(“Groupes Techniques”, or “GT”) existed at Tell Feres, sharing at first their pastes (level 10B: the workshops
communicate through passageways), which is not the case later on (level 10A: the workshops are rebuilt
isolated from one another). This provides conclusive evidence that pottery production was taken up by

* For a complete and thorough study of the Ubaid, LC1 and LC2 pottery, see BALDI 2015.
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Figure 3: Clay samples from level 10 (© Mission Tell Feres).

several distinct social groups, based most probably on kinship, i.e. a lineage-based ceramic production.
Furthermore, the painted motive repertoire differs between the different technical traditions/groups
recognized. Thanks to the stratigraphic and extensive approach followed by the excavations, we were also
able to follow through time and space the distribution and evolution of the assemblage, and to observe the
dramatic drop of its technical diversity: of the five groups identified at the end of the Ubaid (displaying
28 different techniques altogether, once taken into account the pastes used) only two remained at the
end of the LC2 (and 5 techniques only, plus the appearance of the wheel-finishing during the LC2 period).
Here one can see, and even measure, the development of full-time specialization, i.e. professionalization,
in the pottery industry, the small number of remaining producers having to satisfy an ever increasing
demand. Most of this process is achieved at the end of the LC2, and it clearly explains the progressive
disappearance of painting (Late Ubaid: 20% of painted pottery, LC1: 8.3%, LC2: 1.4%). In addition to that,
the spatial distribution of the pottery within the settlement showed an unexpected and almost perfect
coincidence between the architecture and the existing technical traditions/groups (with concentrations
of about 98% per building), revealing that at the end of the Ubaid people were using the pottery produced
by and within their own community, and this reality continues through time (the pottery produced by
different technical traditions is never mingled - with one exception, see below) despite the decreasing
number of the producers, allowing us to identify in the actual space of the site the different components
of its population. But it is also quite clear that the “factory” of level 10 seems oversized compared to the
site, and played a role on a regional, or micro-regional, scale. In fact, the presence of such a building at
Tell Feres suggests that the site was of some importance before the rise of Brak, and the finds from the
next level point in the same direction.

Since the first season in 2006 we know that the following level 9 (9B and 9A, respectively Ubaid and LC1
in date), contains some exceptional remains (Fig. 4). Until 2009 we thought that we were dealing with two
buildings, apparently the same size and perfectly aligned, separated by a 2m wide alley: Great Building 1
(GB1) to the west and GB3 to the east, both surrounded by a deep ditch into which rainwater was drained
off through shallow gutters covered with sherds. Subsequently GB1 was replaced by a later building, GB2,
extended further south but also further east over the old alley. That conception was wrong. Continuing
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Figure 4: Great Building of level 9, from the north (© Mission Tell Feres).

the excavations in 2010, below the floors of GB2 and further south, we realized that we had in fact just one
large compound, covering perhaps 250 sq m (Fig. 5). To the east, the so-called GB3 appears to be a great
hall, situated at the front of the building (Room 9). We do not know if one entered directly into this hall or
through some vestibule (as suggested by late floors extending through the passageway east of Room 9),
but in any case the main entrances of the compound were there. To the west, at the back of the compound,
two rows of three rooms are arranged on each side of a perpendicular room (n°4). We identified several
doorways in the building, arranged in a linear fashion and intensively used (at least between the main
hall and the north-west quarter, as shown by the floors), but closed by doors isolating the areas from
one another. In a second phase (level 9A), the north-west quarter of the compound, and only that part,
is rebuilt (our so-called GB2) and extended to the south over the Room 4, with a staircase to the south
(Fig. 6). Roughly the same plan is maintained, with three parallel rooms. The passageway from the main
hall was blocked and one has to go through room 8, to the south, to gain access to the north-west quarter.
Except for a large fireplace in the main hall, there were no other features and the building (9B and 9A)
contained no finds other than sherds, but these gave us, as well as the plan itself, some clues concerning
its functions. The pilastered front hall (Room 9) contained mainly Coba bowls, and there is no doubt
that it was some kind of a meeting hall for the settlement. The north-west quarter and its long parallel
rooms (Rooms 1, 2 and 3) contained mainly jars, of several types (holemouth, flaring rim, “urns” and S
shape jars) and was clearly dedicated to storage. The south-west quarter with the large Room 4 and its
associated rooms (n°5-8), displayed a functionally much more diverse assemblage, as one would find in
an ordinary dwelling, and that part of the building seemed to have been the private quarter of the people
living there. To our knowledge, this building, grouping behind a ditch in a regular fashion residential,
storing and public meeting areas, still has no strict formal equivalent (even if parallels may be drawn
with Gawra XII and its “white room”), and for that reason is a good example of cultural variation inside
Late Chalcolithic northern Mesopotamia. Furthermore, the Great Building of level 9, alone of the whole
sequence, contained and mingled pottery vessels of three different technical traditions (GT3, 4 and 5),
especially in its storage rooms, indicating that the elite began to drain and concentrate local resources,
a trend that developed rapidly as shown by the extension of the storage instead of the residential area,
restricted to an upper floor in level 9A (above the north-west quarter, hence the long staircase 4’). In
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Figure 5: Plan of level 9B (late Ubaid) (© Mission Tell Feres).

any case, the presence of a building like this suggests that the site had some demographic and political
importance during the LC1 period.

Later on, some potters returned, settled in the ruins of the compound and built two kilns (level 8) that
were not physically connected to a workshop. The place is now exclusively dedicated to firing, and this
constitutes another step in the specialization process of the pottery industry, one that could explain the
appearance of the so-called potter’s marks (which rather could have been “firer’s marks” - it has also
to be noted that the four GT remaining at that time were associated two by two to the kilns). In level
7, granaries (four of which have been discovered so far) finally cover the ruins of the building (Fig. 7).
As mentioned above for all other buildings (except GB of level 9), each of them contained pottery of a
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Figure 6: Plan of level 9A (LC1) (© Mission Tell Feres).

different GT, clearly showing that if storage was concentrated in the same part of the site, it remained
managed by several lineage-based authorities. The diversity of the conservation techniques also has to be
pointed out. To the east, one storage feature was made of small squared cells provided with carefully laid
and thickly plastered mudbrick floors, showing that the goods were kept on the ground. Another Level 7
granary, in the centre of the trench, was originally a long two-roomed building (14 sq.m.), the basement
of which was interrupted by narrow openings for ventilation. Above was a platform on which the grain
was kept. It seems that buildings of this kind were regularly cleaned by fire, for large amounts of ash and
charred grain accumulated in the area. Botanical remains have been extensively sampled, throughout
all the levels. The analyses are not yet completed, by M. Tengberg (MNHN, Paris), but we already know

161



ETUDES MESOPOTAMIENNES — MESOPOTAMIAN STUDIES

Figure 7: Granaries of level 7 (LC1), from the west (© Mission Tell Feres).

that the most common plants are cereals (barley and emmer wheat) and pulses. Faunal remains, studied
by E. Vila (CNRS, Lyon), are mainly of domestic animals (sheep, goat, pig, cattle - with a rise of cattle at
the LC5 period), but there is also evidence for hunting (hare, gazelle, equids, aurochs, birds - less than
10% altogether). Twenty-three radiocarbon dates have been obtained on samples of charcoal and grain,
throughout the whole sequence, but only nine of them are consistent with the stratigraphy, although a
little older than expected (Poznan dates calibrated with OxCal v. 4.1.5):

Level 9B (Late Ubaid): Poz-46945: 4723-4532 (95.4%), 4690-4584 (68.2%) cal. BC
Level 9B (Late Ubaid): Lyon-6095: 4721-4546 (95%) cal. BC

Level 9A (LC1): Poz-46944: 4778-4496 (95.4%), 4702-4552 (68.2%) cal. BC

Level 9A (LC1): Poz-49947: 4703-4500 (95.4%), 4619-4545 (68.2%) cal. BC

Level 8 (LC1): Lyon-6093: 4718-4543 (95%) cal. BC

Level 7 (LC1): Lyon-6092: 4513-4353 (95%) cal. BC

Level 6 (LC2): Lyon-6091: 4457-4343 (95%) cal. BC

Level 2B1 (LC3): Lyon-6094: 3701-3630 (95%) cal. BC

Level 1C (LC4): Poz-46930: 3580-3534 (95.4%) cal. BC

The fourteen other samples form two groups that produce roughly the same date, whatever the
stratigraphic location of the sample, so it seems obvious that they were subject to some pollution within
the tell itself, a situation that could have resulted from catastrophic floods that inundated the whole
surrounding plain, a phenomenon recorded by several layers in the stratigraphy. According to the
available radiocarbon dates, it seems that the LC1 assemblages appear at Tell Feres around 4600/4550 BC.
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Level 6, a little higher up the slope, has been completely cleared at the top of the tell, after removal of
all the subsequent levels (in particular level 2, see below), and is the most extensively known occupation
phase, giving us a glimpse of the layout of the site at the beginning of the LC2 period (Fig. 8). We had already
identified in 2009 a trapezoidal workshop to the north-east with a huge oven, and parts of an enclosure to
the north with different types of storage features inside (Fig. 9). In 2010 we discovered a tripartite house just
south of this enclosure. The house is quite small, 7.2 m long and 7.3 m wide, and shows a classic tripartite
plan with three side-rooms on either side of a central room. Only the vestibule, to the north-west, and a
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Figure 9: Level 6, partial view (© Mission Tell Feres).

Figure 10: Level 6, main entrance of the tripartite building, from the inside (© Mission Tell Feres).
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small part of the central room has been excavated down to the floors. Outside the building, against the
threshold of the entrance (0.55 m wide, equipped with a door-socket), a shallow pit contained a propitiatory
foundation deposit, with a cattle mandible and long bone (Fig. 10). Surprisingly, the building has thin walls,
made from a single row of mud-brick. The main room has a podium in its north-east corner and a rather
unusual storage feature along its eastern wall: a long row of small mud-brick boxes. To the south, the house
was flanked by two small silos to the west and by an external kitchen, with a large oven, to the east. On the
other side of a small alley to the south, several smaller constructions began to appear at the summit of the
site, showing that it was densely built. But the most unexpected feature of this phase is its regular layout:
all the constructions are laid out orthogonally, with wide streets (3.5 m) crisscrossing at right angles, with
a small area kept free in front of the house. In addition, the core of the settlement was surrounded by a
wall (in dark grey on the plan). This was not a defensive wall, as it is too small and narrow for any serious
defensive purpose. Its function seems to have been different: one observes that the workshops are outside,
storage and housing inside. Perhaps the wall also had a social or political function, isolating a specific area
of the settlement. In any case, this example of proto-urban planning at the end of the fifth millennium
implies, as mentioned for the previous levels, that the site must have been of some importance to require
this kind of organization, with a central authority to put it into effect.

After some time (level 6 contains three sub-phases), the area is completely cleared of all its constructions,
replaced by a new public building, surrounded by underground silos (of which three have been discovered). This
level 5, once a major goal of the excavations, proved to be very partially preserved. The building has a recessed
facade set just on top of the northern slope of the tell, and was probably visible from afar in the countryside. Its
plan appears very simple, with a main room (5.5 m wide), flanked by at least two small annexes to the west and
a porch (or a vestibule) to the south, where we found one of the entrances to the main room (provided with a
threshold and a door-socket). It contained nothing but sherds. These proved to belong to the same group (GT5) as
the pottery coming from the domestic sector of its
level 9 predecessor, four centuries earlier. But this
building did not last very long, and was replaced
by communal granaries. Until 2010, we thought
that the site, or at least the highest part of it, was
abandoned after level 5 and that there was a gap
in the stratigraphy at the transition between LC2
and LC3. We were wrong. During our last season,
the removal of later remains at the top of the tell
revealed two unexpected late LC2 levels (4A and
4B) as well as the internal structure of the ancient
tell: the eastern slope of the late LC2 site is right in
the middle of the present tell, which means that
all its eastern part belongs to the LC3 and later
periods. In addition, examination of the pottery
sequence enabled us to re-date level 2 to late LC3
rather than LC4 (a date also more in accordance
with the C14 that we already have for that level,
see above). So, it appears that the LC3 occupation
of the site is more important than we thought, and
in any case there is no gap at all in the stratigraphy.
Level 4B contains communal storages facilities
arranged in an Umm Dabaghiyah-like fashion,’
with linear small cells like the eastern storage of

level 7. Level 4A has a series of cooking ovens, one PR
of which gave a nice sealing (Fig. 11) of a Gawra X

Figure 11: Sealing from level 4A (late LC2)
4 KIRKBRIDE 1975. (© Mission Tell Feres).
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type.® The site delivered an appreciable amount of
small finds including, in all levels, grinding stones,
an abundant lithic industry dominated by obsidian
(mainly coming from Bingol A and Nemrut Dag,
but also Aragat in Armenia, according to B. Gratuze
and S. Boucetta, CNRS, Orléans), and dark stone
tools: axes, adzes or wood chisels, a few hammers.
The bone industry is mainly represented by
points. Terracotta objects include spindle whorls,
animal figurines and “spectacle idols,” from LC2
but also LC1 levels (Fig. 12), i.e. the earliest objects
of this type known at present (which is especially
interesting from an iconographic point of view as
it makes a link between the large “eye” painted
motives of the Ubaid and the later 4th millennium
“eye figurines”). Fragments of stone vessels were
found, as well as many personal ornaments: beads
made in various materials (including carnelian,
obsidian and turquoise) and pendants with
incised decoration. There were also hemispheric
stamp seals and clay sealings with a geometric or
naturalistic decoration (Fig. 13).

In Level 3, early LC3, another granary is
built more to the east, above the thick ashy Figure 12: “Spectacle idol” from level 7 (LC1)

layers produced by the ovens, and in Level (© Mission Tell Feres).

2 the whole area is covered by a large house

compound. In 2009 we found its southern fagade and the main entrance, to the south-east. In 2010,
we hoped to find remains of its western wing. We did, but all that the erosion had left was the corner
of a large room. So, the excavation of level 2 was finally completed, the only operation that we had
time to finish. Apart from the tripartite house to the north-west, this level was poorly preserved,
with just one or two (sometimes less) layers of mud-brick, cut through by more than seventy later
pits and graves. It is a miracle that we were able to excavate that building. But another miracle is that
the erosion has left just enough of it for us to understand and reconstruct its plan (Fig. 14-15). This
rectangular compound covered an area of about 425 sq m, (25 m from north to south and 17 m from
east to west). Its plan integrates an almost Ubaid-like tripartite house into a well-planned compound
suggestive of those of the end of the millennium (Habuba Kabira, Djebel Aruda, Hassek Hoyiik).® As in
Uruk compounds, the western large room could have been a reception room. In the tripartite house,
we were able to follow change in the internal layout, especially with the location of the kitchen, that
shifted through time from the main room (n°11) to a side room (n°8) and vice versa, showing that this
was still an issue in domestic life. Most of the other rooms of the compound were used for storage, and
it is clear that the storage needs surpassed by far the household level, as indicated also by the increase
in jar size. If we are dealing here with a large farm, it was now producing also for the nearby city of
Tell Brak which had just reached urban size at that time.” In a few centuries, society had completely
changed, and domestic architecture reflects that change in a particularly striking way, if one recalls
the level 6 house, just below. Also, one can note that there is no difference between the houses of the
rural sites like Feres and the first proto-urban sites, as Hamoukar with very similar compounds shows.?
This is not really surprising: the formation of a truly urban domestic architecture will take some more

Cf. ROTHMAN 2002, pl. 53:1980 and 2030.

VALLET 1997a, 1997b, 1998; FOREST & VALLET 2008a.

OATES 2002; OATES et al. 2007; WRIGHT et al. 2007; McMaHON 2007.
REICHEL 2011.
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99.2

[4] 2,5cm

Figure 13: LC1 (409.2), LC2 (201.4 and 313.2) and LC3 (99.2) seals and sealings (© Mission Tell Feres).

centuries.’ But the owner of this compound was probably of a high social status, and certainly not the
least of the village. This is reflected by several facts: the location of the building on top of the site,
where the public buildings had previously stood, its size and regular layout, but also, beside a small
number of seals and sealings, a marble mace-head found on a floor of the building (Fig. 16). One final
observation should be noted. The late compound (2A) contains the mud-brick coffin of a child (Fig. 17),
that had been looted and partly destroyed soon after the abandonment of the building (the looted
tomb was covered by LC4 layers of level 1C), but the site continues to be occupied for a while. One can
hardly imagine that this could have happened if the family living there was still established on the site,

® VALLET 1999.
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Figure 14: Axonometric view of the level 2B compound (LC3), from the southeast (© Mission Tell Feres).

Figure 15: Reconstruction of the level 2A compound (late LC3) (© Mission Tell Feres).
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and it may indicate, even if this is hypothetical,
that what remained of the local elite (at least
that family), finally left the village and settled
at Tell Brak, because there was no future at
Tell Feres. So with the compound of level 2, we
could have a factual example of rural exodus, a
phenomenon often evocated from a theoretical
point of view (generally based on surveys) but
rarely proven. In fact soon after, the rest of
the inhabitants left the site (in level 1A, early
LC5, only displaying pits) and founded a much
smaller settlement on the western tell, where
the modern village stands.

In conclusion, Tell Feres delivers much new

evidence that provides significant insights Figure 16: Mace head from level 2 (© Mission Tell Feres).
into the formation of proto-urban society in

Northern Mesopotamia. This process not only transformed a few main sites, such as Tell Brak, into the
very first cities. It also had a major impact on the countryside, where the post-Ubaid settlements were
progressively turned into satellite productive sites embedded in regional networks. From a strictly local
point of view, Tell Feres is the story of a failure, a failed pathway towards urbanism. It reached a climax
in Levels 6/5 and then collapsed, because Brak was too close and probably developed faster. But the seeds
of the empires to come in Mesopotamia were, in the second half of the fifth millennium, already planted.

Figure 17: Infant tomb in room 13 of the level 2A compound (© Mission Tell Feres).
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