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Preliminary Report on the VIIIth and IXth Campaigns at Tell 
el-‘Uwaili (2019)
Régis Vallet, Johnny Samuele Baldi, Claire Padovani, 
Rafat Abd-el-Kadim and Carolyne Douché

Two short seasons in Tell el-‘Uwaili in 2019 allowed 
opening a new trench in the continuation of the excava-
tions undertaken in the 80s on the northwest flank of the 
Tell where the Ubaid 0 levels (7th millennium BC) are close 
to the surface. The objective is to obtain a stratigraphic 
sequence as complete as possible between the most recent 
phases (Late Ubaid) at the summit of the mound and the 
Ubaid 0 levels downwards. 300 square meters were cleared 
and five architectural levels identified, numbered from 1 to 
5 from top to bottom. The structures of level 5 correspond 
to the last Ubaid 0 level of occupation. The habitat is much 
denser than expected, and combines housing with small 
associated storage structures. The extension of the excava-
tions in the next campaigns should bring more insights on 
the organization of the early Ubaid village.

CONTACT  INFO
Corresponding author 
email address:
Régis Vallet, 
rv.archeo@gmail.com

KEYWORDS: 

Tell el-‘Uwaili, 
Ubaid period, 
Pre-historic ceramic, 
Ubaid village.

Introduction (R. Vallet)
As has been the case since 1976, field-

works carried out in Larsa in 2019 were 
accompanied by operations on the near 
site of Tell el-’Uwaili, 4.6 km to the south-
east. Discovered in 1967 by André Parrot 
and Robert Mac Adams, the site extends 
over 4 hectares and rises more than 4m 
above the surrounding plain, at least for 
the visible part of the Tell that plunges 
deeply under the alluvium (Fig. 1). It of-
fers a sequence of occupation covering 
the entire Ubaid period, including an ini-
tial phase predating Eridu, labelled Ubaid 
0, discovered in 1983 in a deep sounding 
(Calvet 1987). The Ubaid 0 phase of the 
site, with a proven stratigraphic extent of 
4.5m, traces the origin of the sedentary 

occupation of lower Mesopotamia to the 
middle of the 7th millennium BC (Forest 
1996b). In 1987-89, the opening of an ex-
tensive trench on the northwest flank of 
the Tell revealed that the last Ubaid 0 lev-
els, under fragmentary Ubaid 1 remains, 
were there close to the surface, due to 
erosion exerted by the prevailing winds. 
Three houses in particular, buildings 37 
and 41 (Ubaid 0) and 90 (Ubaid1), had 
been cleared, revealing the habitat of 
this period (Huot and Vallet 1990, Val-
let 1996). This shows the scientific im-
portance of ‘Uwaili and the imperative 
to resume work, especially since in May 
2019 we had the joy and relief to find our 
1989 trench intact. Indeed, despite the ac-

ABSTRACT
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cumulation of a thick layer (20 to 50 cm) 
of sandy deposits, the structures already 
brought to light were very well preserved.

In 2019, our program was all mapped 
out: to extend the ancient excavated ar-
eas further south on a surface never pre-
viously excavated on the northern slope 
of the Tell, and to obtain a stratigraphic 
sequence as complete as possible, from 
the most recent phases of the Ubaid at 
the top to the Ubaid 0 levels downwards. 
For this purpose, we opened an L-shaped 
trench 10m wide south of our 1989 trench 
(Ubaid 0) then which turns east to reach 
the trenches made at the top of the site 
(Late Ubaid) in the 1970s. Excavations 
are therefore both stratigraphic and ex-
tensive. At the end of two short seasons 
of three weeks in total(1), approximately 
300 square meters were cleared (Fig. 2) 
and five architectural levels identified, 
numbered from 1 to 5 from top to bot-
tom. For the moment, the equivalences 
between the new and the old stratigraph-
ic sequence are not yet all established, 
which a future campaign should achieve.

At the top of the new trench, fragmen-
tary structures (level 3) that could belong 
to the Ubaid 3 terrace cleared in the ear-
ly 1980s (Forest 1987), were recognized, 
cut by a small Ubaid 4 platform (level 2) 
and several Ubaid 5 kilns (level 1). The 
kilns were already known, but on the 
eastern mound of the site (Calvet 1991) 
not at its main summit, where probably 
heavily leveled they have largely dis-
appeared and have gone unnoticed. The 
Ubaid 4 remains belong to one of the var-
ious levels of this phase attested at the top 
of the site, but we do not yet know which 
one. In the lower part, several Ubaid 0 
buildings (level 5), deeply cut by Ubaid 
1 kilns (level 4), have been cleared, five 

(1) 1-10 June and 21 October-7 November 2019. 
In addition to the authors of these lines, assisted 
by two expert topographers in GIS, nine workers 
worked on the site. For the full team composition 
and acknowledgments, see our article on Larsa, in 
this volume.

grid-plan granaries and a tripartite dwell-
ing with narrow walls and pillars, of the 
same type than Building 41 excavated in 
1989 (Vallet 1996). Some of the numer-
ous Ubaid 1 kilns of level 4 had already 
been noticed, but their relations with the 
habitat, Buildings 90 in particular a little 
further north, is not yet known. The stra-
tigraphy of the Ubaid 1 levels has always 
been a difficult question in ‘Uwaili, due 
to the particularly fragmentary state of 
the remains of this cultural phase. Level 
5, for its part, corresponds well to level I 
of the Ubaid 0 phase of our previous ex-
cavations, which it extends without break 
south of Building 37/41.

Since the exploration of the site began 
in 1976, ‘Uwaili ceramics has been the 
subject of both morpho-stylistic and tech-
nological studies (by Liliane Courtois and 
Bruce Velde). Johnny Samuele Baldi con-
tinues this tradition according to current 
methods of ceramology and the ‘chaine 
opératoire’ approach in particular. One of 
the objectives remains the development 
of a chrono-typology anchored in a reli-
able stratigraphic sequence, extending to 
the origins of the Ubaid. It is true that, 
for the Ubaid 0, the absence of regional 
parallel (except Eridu XIX, Lebeau 1987) 
does not facilitate understanding of the 
specificities of this ceramic, clearly at the 
origin of the Ubaid 1 but which differs 
significantly from it on almost every as-
pect. At the other end of the sequence, the 
work in progress should also deepen our 
knowledge on the Ubaid 5 assemblage. It 
seems to coincide with levels XVI-XIII 
at Uruk, and sees in particular the appear-
ance of the first ‘proto-BRBs’. Despite its 
‘proto-Uruk’ nature, we remain faithful 
for the moment to the Ubaid 5 label (For-
est 1996b: 387), rather than pull back the 
Uruk in the middle of the fifth millenni-
um or creating an intermediate period.

Finally, Caroline Douché relaunched 
the paleobotany component of the project, 
initiated in the 1980s by Reinder Neef, by 
carrying out a systematic sampling of all 
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the layers excavated at both ‘Uwaili and 
Larsa, of which she gives a first overview. 
We know that plant remains on the two 
sites are neither abundant nor well pre-
served, mainly due to extensive irriga-
tion practices, leaving a very damaging 
gypsum crust everywhere. Despite this, 
we can hope that the data collected as the 
excavations progress help us to under-
stand the birth and development of cereal 
economy in southern Iraq, as well as clear 
factual indicators on the much debated 
questions of climate change and in partic-
ular the phases of supposed drought, and 
their possible impact on human societies. 
The combined study of ‘Uwaili and Larsa 
offers a unique opportunity to study these 
phenomena over the very long term, no 
less than six and a half millennia.

1 – Stratigraphic sequence and archi-
tectural features (J. S. Baldi, C. Pado-
vani and R. Abd-el-Kadim)

A consistent portion of the Ubaid 0 
hypostyle house Building 37 was so ex-
posed once again north of the new trench 
(Fig. 3), over several square meters, with 
its perimeter defined by double-row brick 
walls reinforced with internal pilasters 
and three internal longitudinal compart-
ments provided with brick piles used to 
support wooden columns. Four of these 
brick piles were recognized. In the mid-
dle of them, an installation set in the 
ground and equipped with a large central 
hole was also brought to light again (Fig. 
4). Further east, the large fireplace that 
heated the eastern wing of Building 41, a 
reconstruction of the same Ubaid 0 dwell-
ing, was easily re-discovered because of 
its excellent state of preservation. All in-
ternal equipment lies on a very regular 
hardened clay floor. South-west of Build-
ing 37, a narrow street separates it from 
a granary. Indeed, Building 37 and part 
of the perimeter wall of Granary 1 had 
already been identified in the 80s. This 
allowed us to establish both an ideal and 
an archaeological continuity with the re-

sults of thirty years ago. These structures 
were in fact our first stratigraphic refer-
ence (both Building 37/41 and Granary 1 
belong to our ‘Level 5’, corresponding to 
Level I of phase Ubaid 0 of the 80s se-
quence): starting from this level, it was 
easier to reconstruct the apparently unin-
terrupted occupation of this sector. Five 
levels have been identified.

Level 1 is represented by several pot-
ter’s kilns (1001, 1002, 1003, 1012, 1017, 
1018, 1016, 1042, 1029 etc.) cut through 
the previous Levels 2-3. These poor-
ly preserved firing structures have been 
identified because of some scattered trac-
es: the bottom of the combustion cham-
bers, mudbrick walls that delimited them 
and, in most cases, the openings through 
which the fuel was introduced. All the 
kilns have medium dimensions and a pe-
culiar pyriform or elongated-ovoid shape, 
due to small praefurnia (for instance 
Kiln 1012) that are not documented for 
the kilns of the previous levels. They all 
yielded a limited but extremely interest-
ing Ubaid 5 ceramic assemblage (see §2 
below).

Level 2 is represented by a mudbrick  
platform or terrace (1000) identified in 
the south-western sector of the excavated 
area on the top of the Tell (Fig.5). This 
poorly preserved tiled surface was bor-
dered by a band of smaller mudbricks. 
All the structures associated with this 
platform have been washed away by the 
sever weathering on the top of the Tell. 
Nevertheless, it is certain that the plat-
form-terrace was not associated with the 
ceramic kilns of Level 1: dimensions of 
their bricks are different, and the respec-
tive rows of bricks never overlap accord-
ing with some kind of regularity or archi-
tectural logic. In addition, some Level 1 
kilns have also been identified outside the 
Level 2 terrace-platform, cut through the 
previous structures of Level 3 buildings. 
Furthermore, no firing structure has so 
far been associated with Level 2, which 
seems rather to be interpreted as a phase 
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of domestic or public architecture in the 
northern sector of the Tell.  

The same consideration can be made 
for Level 3, from which no craft facili-
ties come, but, again, remains of do-
mestic or public buildings. The Level 
2 platform-terrace is superimposed on 
buildings (1010-1111-1007-1014), which 
were perturbed both by some Level 1 
kilns and by erosion due to the slope of 
the Tell. As a result, Level 3 structures 
have been identified in the south-east-
ern portion of the square and close to its 
south-western limit, in the highest area of 
the Tell. An analogous structure (proba-
bly the remains of a terrace – locus 1048) 
has been identified in the western corner 
of the sounding:  it is tiled with bricks of 
the same size, roughly parallel to struc-
tures 1013-1010-1007 and disturbed by 
several Level 1 kilns (1049, 1050 and 
1051). Between the vestiges of Level 3 
constructions identified on both (eastern 
and western) sides of the sounding, there 
are dispersed remains of bricks and tiled 
surfaces badly perturbed by later kilns 
and destroyed by weathering. The plan 
of these structures, probably inherent 
to buildings respecting a roughly north-
south oriented plan, includes an apparent-
ly tripartite structure (around Room 1021) 
with thick walls (two rows of bricks). 
Portions of three rooms are visible: the 
narrow and long central room tiled with 
bricks, while the side ones, with plastered 
walls, had hardened clay floors. 

Levels 2 and 3 seem to be composed of 
dwellings and domestic buildings, but the 
presence of brick terraces to support the 
structures, tiled floors and plastered walls 
suggests a certain care in planning and 
construction. Both levels have yielded 
very few ceramic materials, coming from 
filling layers too close to the surface to 
be attributed with certainty to these occu-
pations. However, a chronological attri-
bution of these levels respectively to the 
Ubaid 4 and 3 phases seems to be plau-
sible.

Level 4 is represented by several pot-
ter’s kilns (1022, 1036, 1028, 1039, 
1033, 1052, 1038, 1061, 40, 42, 76, 84, 
etc.) identified in the whole trench and 
belonging to a very large ceramic work-
shop. Pottery was not only fired, but also 
manufactured on the spot, as demonstrat-
ed by the presence of many potter’s tools 
(stone hammers and scrapers, as well as 
ceramic fragments reused for modelling, 
as evidenced by their traces of wear). Me-
dium and large sized pottery kilns were 
disseminated both in the upper portion 
of the Tell (under the terrace of Level 3) 
and at its base. All the firing installations 
were built directly on the remains of the 
previous stratum, without leveling the 
earlier vestiges (mud-bricks platforms 
and the thin walls of Level 5 granaries). 
It is possible to observe this stratigraph-
ic overlapping in the northern sector (in 
Granaries 1 and 2 at the base of the Tell), 
as well as in the southern square (Kilns 
1038, 1032, 1052, 1055 in the central and 
northern portion of the sounding on the 
top of the Tell). In the lower (northern) 
sector of the excavations, some of the 
cells along the alley separating Build-
ing 37 and Granary 1 were used to sur-
round circular firing structures stuck in 
these quadrangular compartments (Kilns 
10, 15, 16). South and east of Granary 1, 
larger furnaces were built with heating 
(lower) chambers cut through the vestig-
es of the previous level. In fact, the al-
ley between Building 37 and Granary 1 
was also occupied by kilns, even if they 
were built according with a completely 
different method of construction. Rather 
than filling the alley to level the craft area 
upon Granary 1, some kilns were built by 
digging their heating chambers into the 
floor of the street, at a lower level than 
the furnaces built above the barn (Fig. 6). 
A 1,5 x 2 m test-sounding conducted in 
the eastern portion of the alley in 1989 
(and re-brought to light) allows us to ob-
serve the brick structure of the stepped 
furnaces arranged in this area, partly re-
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using the bricks of the previous walls on 
both sides of the alley to isolate the firing 
chambers of the kilns. It is also possible 
to observe the huge (about 2.5 m thick) 
stratification of clay and ashy layers accu-
mulated in this sector. The same kind of 
construction system and arrangement of 
kilns has been observed in the east-west 
oriented alley separating Level 5 build-
ings B 110 and B 111, in the western sec-
tor of the trench. The lower chambers of 
some potter’s kilns were cut through the 
floor of the alley, using the walls of previ-
ous adjacent edifices to isolate the firing 
structure. Other kilns (for instance Kiln 
103, 97 and 98) were cut through the pe-
rimeter walls of Building B 111, and the 
whole alley was progressively filled by a 
massive amount of ashes. 

In the southern sector of the trench to-
wards the upper part of the Tell, all kilns 
identified in Level 4 were stuck into the 
cells (1038, 1039, 1033, 1052) or build 
across the walls of a Level 5 granary 
(1028, 1061, 1032). The firing structures 
of the entire workshop were used over a 
span of time that may not have been very 
long, as none of them shows clear traces 
of reconstruction. Especially in the alleys 
between buildings of Level 5, furnaces 
and ashes show very thick accumulations, 
up to 2.2 m. Certainly, all the firing instal-
lations were used in an extremely intense 
way. Clues in this direction are offered 
not only by the impressive amounts of 
slags produced by the furnaces, but also 
by several coats of fire-hardened and 
burnt clay (applied to restore damages 
caused by high temperatures) forming the 
bottoms of the kilns. All these kilns have 
yielded an Ubaid 1 ceramic assemblage 
composed of sherds and pots deformed or 
broken during the firing cycles. Further 
evidence of the functional connection be-
tween firing structures and waste ashes 
stratified in the pits and alleys of the pre-
vious level comes from 18 vessels: some 
of their fragments were found both inside 
some furnaces and in the ash. This cor-

roborates the hypothesis that chambers 
of the kilns were systematically emptied 
in the surrounding area, offering an addi-
tional attestation that the workshop was 
used for a limited period but in a very in-
tensive way.

The kilns of Level 4 cover or are cut 
through the cells of Level 5 granaries 
and warehouses. South-west of the house 
known as Building 37, a narrow (1.2 to 
1.5 m wide) street separates the dwelling 
B 37 from a granary whose northern lim-
it, known since 1989 (Vallet 1996), was 
defined by a wall similar to that of the 
hypostyle room of B 37. The walls delim-
iting B 37 and the granary were similar 
both because of their thickness and be-
cause of their small regularly spaced but-
tresses. The edifice close to B 37 seems 
to be a granary or storehouse mainly be-
cause of its internal structure, articulated 
in an almost modular way by little quad-
rangular cells (Fig.7). This same type of 
internal structure has been recognized as 
typical of granaries basements at several 
other trenches in the early Ubaid phases 
of ‘Uwaili (Forest 1991, Forest, Vallet 
and Breniquet 1996). Since the parallel 
walls and the spaces in between were of-
ten irregular and considerably narrow (up 
to 60 cm), they were most likely covered 
with wooden planks. Further, the spaces 
appear to have been empty. This indicates 
that they were not used to store grains, 
but rather as a basement. The purpose 
was to raise the floor of the granary, in 
order to keep the corn dry and protected 
from rodents. 

The barn and the hypostyle house belong 
to the same level, not only because their 
perimeter walls are perfectly aligned, but 
also because both these perimeter walls 
lie on the same external floor in the al-
ley that separates them. According with 
the plan of this level, B 37 and Granary 1 
seem to constitute a single integrated unit, 
despite the alley separating them. All oth-
er Level 5 buildings are also contempo-
rary to Granary 1 and B 37, but they were 
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not built as part of a single complex: they 
were rather progressively juxtaposed, as 
demonstrated by the south-western limit 
of Granary 1, a mud-brick wall parallel to 
that running along the street next to B 37. 
In fact, this wall has an irregular profile, 
thickened by other walls that have been 
placed next to it and that delimit another 
storehouse (Granary 2). This one has been 
built side by side to Granary 1 by thick-
ening their respective adjacent perimeter 
walls, whose slightly different orienta-
tions suggest some kind of separation be-
tween Granaries 1 and 2. This does not 
mean that each of these storehouses has 
been constructed as a single architectural 
structure. Indeed, internal thin walls (one 
row of bricks) partitioning both the ware-
houses are often characterized by slightly 
divergent orientations, which suggest dif-
ferent vicissitudes, restorations, repairs 
and renewals in the internal pigeon-hole 
structure of the storehouses. Neverthe-
less, Granaries 1 and 2 represent two co-
herent buildings. They are distinct, but 
not separate. Probably, their architectur-
al juxtaposition does not depend just on 
their shared function to stock cereals and 
crops. 

In fact, it is possible that the southern 
sector of Granary 2, with platforms (58, 
71, and 78) carefully tiled in mudbricks 
and supporting medium-size tandoors 
(73, 75) and large size oven (62), allowed 
a passage between Granaries 1 and 2 and 
constituted a shared work area to cook 
foodstuffs. Towards the upper part of the 
Tell, in the eastern portion of the south-
ern sounding, two platforms and a little 
oven (1058, 1059) could offer an exam-
ple of analogous working and cooking 
areas shared between two warehouses. 
In any case, the functional juxtaposition 
and probable operative connection be-
tween distinct granaries goes with the as-
sociation between each storehouse and a 
specific dwelling. The same kind of cor-
relation observed between B 37 and Gra-
nary 1 seems to exist also between Gra-

nary 2 and B 110, in the western corner 
of the lower sector. Building B 110 is a 
domestic tripartite structure: its internal 
equipment has been identified without 
being deep excavated, while its western 
wing has been partially recognized in the 
wester limit of the sounding (Fig. 8). Just 
as an intermediate alley divides Build-
ing 37 and Granary 1, a narrow passage 
separates this dwelling from Granary 2. 
Likewise, other alleys separate Granary 2 
and Building B 110 from Building B 111, 
another partially excavated storehouse. 
The internal organization of Building B 
110 was delineated by thin walls of one 
row of mudbricks, whose function was 
to outline the different rooms. The roof 
was supported by roughly quadrangular 
(45x45 cm) mudbricks pilasters arranged 
in rows close to the thin walls. The rows 
of pilasters were sometimes interrupted 
by the presence of domestic installations, 
as rectangular cubicles (in the north-east-
ern and south-western wings), or large 
fireplaces (in the north-eastern wing and 
central hall, connected by a passage pro-
vided with little buttresses). As already 
observed in Building 41 (a reconstruction 
of B 37), also provided with single-row 
brick walls, the supports that actually 
sustain the roofing of the house are the 
pillars or columns, while the walls es-
sentially constitute the building perime-
ter and the divisions between the rooms 
(Vallet 1996: 114-115, pl. 2 and 6). Al-
though B 110 is a small house, its layout 
underlines the prominence of the central 
hall. The walls of the latter were the only 
ones carefully plastered (on the internal 
surface) and flanked by pillars arranged 
at a regular distance from each other. In 
addition, the access to the central hall was 
through two doors facing each other. One 
of these two doors was flanked by two 
brick half-pillars, which reinforced the 
thin inner wall, also highlighting the ac-
cess to the main hall in a tiny but elegant 
way

.
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2 – The ceramic materials: towards 
an anthropological approach to the ce-
ramic assemblages (J. S. Baldi)

Methods and aims
The heterogeneous assemblage collect-

ed at Tell el-’Uwaili during the 2019 field-
work seasons dates from the middle of 
the 7th millennium BC up to the mid-5th 
millennium BC, depending on the levels. 
Current knowledge for these phases in 
southern Mesopotamia is extremely lim-
ited and typological parallels are rare and 
often from distant sites. As a result, they 
are sometimes not entirely reliable since 
geographical distance can be a problem in 
assessing the simultaneity of typological 
similarities. On the other hand, internal 
parallels from stratified contexts excavat-
ed at ‘Uwaili between the end of the 70s 
and the 80s are definitely trustworthy, but 
they may lead to circular arguments, if 
local data are not validated also at other 
sites. 

This makes it clear that one of the 
main objectives of the ceramic studies at 
‘Uwaili is the definition of a sound chro-
no-typology anchored to stratigraphy, so 
as to establish which types distinctively 
characterize the various periods of late 
prehistory in southern Mesopotamia. 
On the other hand, since these first cam-
paigns, pottery has been studied accord-
ing with the chaîne opératoire approach, 
in order to identify different ways of pro-
ducing ceramics and their evolution over 
millennia. Chaînes opératoires – name-
ly the culturally based series of actions 
transforming raw materials into finished 
products – are a valuable instrument to 
recognize the way of doing and think-
ing of ancient craftspeople. They allow 
to understand the specific organizational 
mechanisms and reciprocal interactions 
of communities of past handicraft work-
ers. The analysis of the distinctive ce-
ramic traditions through a technical study 
(involving the identification of shaping 
methods and petrography associated with 

the various typological solutions adopted 
for the vessels) appears crucial also be-
cause some of the excavated contexts are 
workshops intended for ceramic produc-
tion. 

Eventually, the choice of conducting 
technical studies on ceramics was also 
about being part of a tradition. In fact, un-
like almost all the sites in southern Mes-
opotamia, Tell el-’Uwaili has been the 
subject of many technological studies on 
ceramic assemblages (Courtois and Vel-
de 1983, 1984, 1985-1986, 1987, 1991). 
This bulk of data provides a unique basis 
for further analysis according to recent 
methods and questions. For instance, the 
study of manufacturing techniques was 
largely neglected thirty years ago, which 
precluded the analysis of the chaînes 
opératoires (Roux 2019a, 2019b). How-
ever, several observations made at the 
time may be extremely useful for the 
study of the materials coming from on-
going excavations (Courtois and Velde 
1083: 149). Likewise, although laborato-
ry analyses of the 80s focused mainly on 
the chemical composition of the materi-
als used for painted decorations (Courtois 
and Velde 1983: 151-161), microscopic 
observations on the composition of ce-
ramic pastes are very detailed (Courtois 
and Velde 1983: 148). The analysis of the 
ceramic chaînes opératoires in their spa-
tial contexts allows to encompass the sty-
listic approach in a more comprehensive 
procedure, aiming at recognizing distinct 
technical traditions and, therefore, the un-
derlying groups of producers, with their 
specificities and reciprocal relations.

Therefore, the study of ceramics from 
Tell el-’Uwaili aims to answer three ques-
t ions: 

1- When were the various assemblages 
produced? (to be assessed on the basis of 
a reliable typology verified by intra- and 
extra-site parallels)

2- How they were produced? (to be 
studied by identifying the various pro-
duction techniques) 
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3- By whom these assemblages were 
produced? (to be evaluated by recon-
structing the distinctive chaînes opéra-
toires of the different groups of produc-
ers).

Chrono-typological analysis and mor-
pho-stylistic parallels

Level 1 kilns have yielded an interest-
ing “Ubaid 5” assemblage (north-Mes-
opotamian LC1, or “Terminal Ubaid” 
according with the definition of Calvet 
1991). Some specimens are deformed by 
the high temperature of the firing cycles 
(Fig.9; Pl. I.2). 

The simplified Ubaid painted motifs 
are quite rare and occur along with plain 
flattened rim bowls and basins (Pl. I.7), 
flaring rim jars (Pl. I.3), cannon spouts 
(Pl. I.4), sporadic “proto”-bevelled-rim 
bowls (Pl. I.8) and dung-tempered wares 
very similar to the north-Mesopotamian 
“chaff-faced” wares. Nevertheless, some 
traces of Ubaid-related material culture 
(as fragments of mullers) also come from 
Level 1 kilns, suggesting for these firing 
structures a date around the middle of the 
5th millennium BC (contemporary with 
Levels C-B of Sounding X 36 carried 
out at ‘Uwaili, Calvet 1991). Whether it 
is based on intra- or extra-site parallels, 
the main typological significance of the 
pottery for this period is about breaks or 
caesurae in the development of the ma-
terial culture, be it by the disappearance 
or by the first appearance of new formal 
elements. In Lower Mesopotamia, this 
question has already been asked for this 
period for the site of Uruk, where some 
chrono-typological discontinuities (Ean-
na XIX-XVII as Ubaid 4 and starting from 
Eanna XII Early Uruk) are consensually 
accepted (Wright 2014). The assemblage 
from Level 1 at Tell el-’Uwaili seems to 
coincide with Levels XVI-XIII at Uruk, 
on whose attribution a long debate has de-
veloped (Haller 1932; Hermansen 1990; 
Huot 1994; Sürenhagen 1986; Finkbeiner 
2001). At Uruk, these levels present the 

latest fading version of Ubaid traditions. 
Still, starting from Levels XIV-XIII, the 
appearance of in-turned rim bowls (with 
pinched rims and no longer with inward 
bevelled rims and painted bands, as it was 
the case for the similar Ubaid type), and 
carinated bowls with flattened rim (Pl. 
I.6, 9) creates a clear rupture. Therefore, 
the presence of these types at ‘Uwaili 
Level 1 seem to be culturally meaningful. 
Moreover, the first appearance of “pro-
to-bevelled”-rim bowls seems to confirm 
the “proto-Uruk” nature (according with 
the terminology developed by Süren-
hagen 1986 and Wright 2014 – with the 
understanding that, here, Uruk elements 
asserted themselves for the first time) of 
Level 1 at ‘Uwaili. On the other hand, 
at ‘Uwaili, the scarcity of black decora-
tions on buff pastes, the presence of some 
scattered fragments with extremely sim-
plified red painted motifs, the appearance 
of types similar to north-Mesopotamian 
LC2 “cannon-spouts” and double rim 
jars (Pl. I.1), as well as the absence of 
distinctive Ubaid types make the termi-
nology of Ubaid 5 phase certainly valid 
on a chronological plan, but by now not 
completely justified from a cultural point 
of view.

Levels 2 and 3, with their poorly pre-
served structures recognized on an ex-
tremely limited stratigraphic thickness, 
were virtually without ceramic assem-
blages. On the contrary, the large major-
ity of the sherds collected in 2019 come 
from Levels 4 and 5.   

The ceramic workshop of Level 4 has 
yielded Ubaid 1 ceramics (Breniquet 
1996). Ubaid 1 tradition differs from pre-
vious Ubaid 0 by various features and 
even if some techno-stylistic attributes 
persists since the Ubaid 0, Ubaid 1 (also 
known as “Eridu Phase”) marks a clear 
discontinuity. Pastes are generally fine, 
yellow-beige and hard-fired. Surfaces are 
frequently decorated by matt black paint-
ed motifs. Shapes present a much larger 
variability than during the Ubaid 0. Dec-
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orations are essentially geometric. Com-
pared to the decorations of the Ubaid 0 
phase, the Ubaid 1 motifs, are more com-
plex, but also more structured and follow 
rules that do not seem occasional: a gen-
uine visual grammar seems to appear for 
the first time. Painted motifs usually un-
derline the general shape of the ceramic 
containers both on the external and the 
internal surfaces. There are frequent lines 
of paint on the lip (Pl. II.1), on the carina-
tions or at the inflection points, designed 
patterns are common at the centre of the 
plates (Fig.10) or on the shoulders of the 
jars, while large single or multiple bro-
ken lines are often applied on the outside 
of the open shapes (Pl. II.3, 4, 8 – Hole 
1974: fig. 11.a-I, fig. 12). 

Animal motifs are rare and sometimes 
extremely stylized and simplified (Pl. 
II.9), but they also appear for the first 
time. Compared to the previous phase, 
painted motifs sometimes reproduce ver-
tical or oblique-oriented Samarra-like lin-
ear motifs (Pl. I.2 and Fig.11– Ippolitoni 
1971). Nevertheless, geometrical patterns 
are often very dense and complex, with 
horizontal or concentric strips combining 
parallel lines, zigzags, triangles, lozeng-
es, or sometimes leaving spaces in re-
serve and creating checkers (Pl. II.4-6, 8, 
10 – Fig. 11). 

Cruciform internal motifs (Pl. II.7 – 
Hole 1974: fig. 13.c) appear for the first 
time to decorate inner surfaces of some 
plates and bowls. On the other hand, 
amongst plain and utilitarian wares, some 
specimens of vegetal tempered husk-
ing trays incised on the interior side (Pl. 
II.11) have parallels in Northern Meso-
potamia. Morpho-stylistic parallels are 
evident with south-western Iranian sites 
in Kurdistan, in the Deh Luran and in the 
Zagros range, as Jaffarabad, Choga Sefid 
and Tepe Tülâ’ï (Dollfus 1975; Hole et 
al. 1969; Hole 1974). However, the des-
ignation of Ubaid 1 as “Eridu phase” is 
not accidental: the parallels are numerous 
and particularly clear with the Ubaid 1 

occupation at Eridu (Levels XVIII-XV 
– Safar, Mustafa and Lloyd 1981; Oates 
1960a). Likewise, it is not surprising to 
observe close similarities with the so-
called “Choga Mami Transitional” style, 
corresponding with the interaction phase 
between Samarra and Ubaid 1 in Cen-
tral Iraq (Oates 1960b, 1969). In gener-
al, the Ubaid 1 appears to be a phase of 
considerable formal development (new 
painted motifs, more and more complex 
decorations, disappearance of particular-
ly archaic shapes), and at the same time 
a phase characterized by the stabilization 
of some properly Ubaid features (wide 
diffusion of beige and greenish fabrics, 
tendency to homogenize the dimensions 
of the various shapes, as well as to thin 
the walls of fine containers).

Level 5 is characterized by an Ubaid 0 
ceramic horizon (Lebeau 1987; Thissen 
1992). The most surprising feature of the 
Ubaid 0 pottery is probably its fabric. If 
the Ubaid is generally associated with 
a “black-on-buff painted” ceramic tra-
dition, most of Ubaid 0 pastes are rose, 
reddish or brownish, and the black paint-
ed decoration is applied on a white slip. 
Fabrics often appear quite porous, fine 
in texture but irregular. Sandy mineral 
temper is ubiquitous, but some vegetal 
inclusions (probably voluntarily added to 
the paste) are documented in mixed veg-
etal-mineral pastes. As far as decorations, 
it is remarkable the absence of incised 
motifs, attested at contemporary sites in 
both norther-central Mesopotamia and 
Susiana (Mesnil du Buisson 1948, Mer-
pert and Munchaev 1973, 1993; Dollfus 
1975, 1983). The surfaces of the sherds 
are frequently covered by a matt paint, 
which, in some rare cases, is surprisingly 
red (Fig. 13). Blackish-brown decorations 
are more frequent, but they tend to flake 
off and thus disappear gradually, leaving 
only some traces (unfortunately not very 
visible) on the surface. The visibility of 
the decorations is also often disturbed by 
frequent saline concretions. Therefore, 
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even if several sherds appear plain, it is 
advisable to remain cautious in interpret-
ing the proportion between painted and 
unpainted ceramics. Anyway, painted ce-
ramics with geometric linear or oblique 
motifs constitute the large majority of the 
decorations. These patterns clearly rep-
resent the precursors of the oblique-lines 
and geometric designs of the Ubaid 1 
repertoire (Pl. III.3, 5, 7-8). Nevertheless, 
the visual language and semiotic system 
expressed by Ubaid 0 painted ceramics is 
much more concise (Fig. 12). 

Nothing suggest that this was a matter 
of skills. Variability in pastes and in asso-
ciations between fabrics and decorations 
could rather suggest that Ubaid 0 was a 
phase of progressive development of a 
shared figurative language based on di-
vergent symbolic and technical idioms. 
For the time being, given the scarcity of 
contemporary ceramic data, it is difficult 
to assess the reliability of typological par-
allels. Since there are no well-published 
contemporary assemblages, the risk is that, 
looking for particularly close similarities, 
one ends up emphasizing the differences 
compared to other sites. Therefore, the 
consequence would be to surreptitiously 
outline a unique character that, in reali-
ty, the Ubaid 0 phase at ‘Uwaili certainly 
never had. Links existing with ceramics 
of the Choga Mami Transitional style are 
indeed quite evident from a morpholog-
ical and decorative point of view, espe-
cially with the early phases analysed by 
Oates (1969). However, these links do not 
allow us to consider that the assemblage 
from Level 5 represents a local variant 
of Choga Mami Transitional repertoire 
(Pl. III.1-3). This same observation can 
be done about comparisons with the Sa-
marra tradition (Mesnil du Buisson 1948; 
Abu al-Soof 1971): at ‘Uwaili, Ubaid 0 
decorations are much less sophisticat-
ed, less dense, less focused on geomet-
ric consistency, but several parallels are 
clear (Lebeau 1987: 100). An example in 
this sense is represented by Ubaid 0 foot-

ed cups from Level 5, documented both 
in the Samarra and in the Choga Mami 
Transitional traditions. On the other hand, 
typological resemblances exist also with 
south-western Iranian sites, as Jaffarabad, 
Choga Sefid and Tepe Tülâ’ï (Pl. III.4-5, 
7 – Dollfus 1975; Hole et al. 1969; Hole 
1974), but they are never decisive, as they 
are, instead, for later Ubaid 1 ceramics. If 
shapes are often comparable, decorations 
obey most of time to different criteria: so, 
it seems that all these sites are more re-
cent. As far as southern Mesopotamia, it 
is interesting to observe that relationships 
between Ubaid 0 ceramics from ‘Uwaili 
Level 5 and the repertoire from the early 
levels (XVIII-XV) of Eridu are the same 
as those existing between Ubaid 0 and 
Ubaid 1 pottery from ‘Uwaili itself. This 
clearly confirms that the so-called “Eridu 
phase” is later than Ubaid 0. Neverthe-
less, the majority of the sherds from Eri-
du Level XIX (unfortunately poorly illus-
trated – Oates 1960; Safar, Mustafa and 
Lloyd 1981) seems to belong to a phase 
earlier than Ubaid 1: their close similari-
ties with Level 5 at ‘Uwaili (Pl. III.1, 6, 9) 
could justify a new dating for Eridu XIX, 
contemporary with the most recent layers 
of the Ubaid 0.

Preliminary technical analyses
Technological and petrographic studies 

carried out during the 80s are all explic-
itly aimed at improving the understand-
ing of the savoir-faire of late prehistoric 
craftspeople (Courtois and Velde 1991: 
289). Nevertheless, they often underline 
the substantial homogeneity of the lo-
cal technical landscape, to the point of 
expressing some scepticism about the 
possibility of highlighting technological 
interactions within the prehistoric com-
munity of ‘Uwaili, as well as towards oth-
er villages or regions (Courtois and Velde 
1991: 298). The set of these analyses of-
fers, however, a very detailed picture of 
the interactions that ceramic production 
implied with the natural environment in 
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terms of exploitation of raw materials and 
their treatment. Current technical studies 
focus, therefore, on recognizing, with-
in this technical panorama, peculiarities 
defining specific traditions associated 
with distinct groups of artisans. For this 
reason, during the 2019 fieldwork sea-
sons the petrographic features of a large 
sample of Ubaid 0 and 1 fragments have 
been classified by analysing them at the 
Dino-Lite Digital microscope (model 
AM4113T, with up to 200x magnifica-
tion). Further microscopic analyses are 
ongoing and, starting from the next sea-
sons, microscopic observations and thin 
sections petrographic analyses are also 
planned in France.

Fabrics have a very homogeneous min-
eralogical composition and they differ 
essentially on the base of their granu-
lometry. It is often difficult to establish 
whether mineral or vegetal non-plastic 
inclusions are voluntarily added to the 
fine mass because of the little size of 
the large majority of these components. 
Indeed, raw materials for the ceramic 
pastes come from the area of the site it-
self. Therefore, Ubaid ceramics are a sort 
of “marsh pottery” (as often stressed by 
Courtois and Velde 1987: 129, note 10; 
139, Table VIII; 1991: 286, 293). This 
means that most of mineral inclusions are 
actually clastic transported from the riv-
ers to southern Iraq, as also demonstrat-
ed by recent geological maps (Fouad and 
Sissaskian 2012). Likewise, fine vegetal 
inclusions (preserved as pyrobitumens in 
the ceramic pastes) are generally un-cal-
cined fragments of peat or lignite depos-
its of former local marshes. However, if 
the coarsest fraction of these components 
had not been added voluntarily, it was at 
least ignored, since there are samples of 
extremely purified pastes, which demon-
strate since the 7th millennium BC the 
ability of local craftspeople to reach qua-
si-industrial purification levels by decant-
ing and treating clays. Amongst silicates, 
it is possible to recognize some dispersed 

micas (translucid black micas and trans-
lucid grey-rose muscovite). Calcium car-
bonate is not very abundant and often 
voluntarily added by crushing and grind-
ing shells very finely. The most frequent 
and recognizable silicate is quartz, with 
grey-whitish inclusions sometimes reach-
ing 0.5 mm. Magnetite dark (or most of 
time red after the firing process) ferru-
ginous inclusions are not uncommon. 
Black manganese rich minerals (gener-
ally pyrolusite) are also quite frequent. 
Since all these compositional character-
istics are shared by all pastes, the 4 cat-
egories identified (A, B, B.I and C) are 
based on two additional distinctions: the 
degree of metamorphism of some min-
erals (a low degree for A and B pastes, 
and a high degree for C pastes), and the 
presence of some plant remains and quan-
tity of quartz for B and B.I. In fact, all 
ceramics contain fragments of rocks at 
different stages of metamorphism. Along-
side metamorphic rocks, several samples 
also contain shale. Metamorphic rocks 
are foliated slate, muscovite phyllite, and 
muscovite schist. Therefore, a first group 
(A and B fabrics) was defined based on 
the presence of low-grade metamorphic 
rocks as phyllite and slate in addition to 
shale, while a second category (C fab-
rics) was recognized on the basis of the 
presence of medium grade metamorphic 
rocks, essentially schist. Then a second 
rather conspicuous distinction appeared 
within the first macro-group, character-
ized by components with a low degree 
of metamorphism: some pastes (A) are 
only sand-tempered, while others (B and 
B.I) also contain plant remains. Finally, 
among the pastes of type B, some have 
a relatively negligible amount of quartz 
(and in any case completely comparable 
to pastes A and C), while others (B.I) 
have inclusions of quartz of small size, 
but definitely more abundant than all the 
other pastes (up to 20%). To summarize, 
therefore, the assemblage of Levels 5 and 
4 at ‘Uwaili (Ubaid 0 and 1) is composed 
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of 4 groups of pastes (Fig. 13):
A – Orange-brownish slightly porous 

fabrics with a low quantity of carbonate, 
clastic quartz, magnetite and biotite. The 
main specificity of this group is the pres-
ence of clastic fine inclusions of shale and 
phyllite (10-15% of the matrix). This one 
is primarily composed of fine unidentified 
silt-sized brown/beige foliated minerals, 
with occurrence of muscovite. 

B – Beige-orange moderately porous 
fabrics with the same basic composition 
of A pastes (shale and phyllite around 
7-10% of the matrix), with scattered 
quartz and occasional presence of pyrolu-
site and microscopic crushed shells. The 
main feature of this group is the presence 
of vegetal inclusions (3-10% of the ma-
trix).

B.I – Rose-orange moderately porous 
fabrics sharing the same composition of 
B pastes (shale and phyllite – 5-20% of 
the matrix, and vegetal inclusions – 3-7% 
of the matrix), with quite frequent black 
and red magnetite inclusions. However, 
the specificity of this group is the high 
presence of quartz (10-20% of the ma-
trix).

C – Beige-greenish fabrics with scat-
tered round pores. Despite a mineralog-
ical composition largely shared with the 
other groups (occasional presence of 
crushed shells and biotite, low quanti-
ties of monocrystalline quartz, magnetite, 
muscovite and pyrolusite), these pastes 
do not contain plant remains and are the 
only group characterized by medium 
grade metamorphic mineral (essentially 
schist).

The origin of these mineral components 
is very difficult to determine, since these 
fragments were transported along the 
course of the Euphrates to the vicinity 
of its mouth. However, the mineral com-
bination found in samples analysed at 
‘Uwaili occurs across a wide zone of the 
arch of the Zagros and Taurus Mountains 
(Göncüoğlu and Turhan 1984).

Colours of the fabrics range from 

brownish red, brick red to rose, beige and 
greenish. This is a result of firing in an 
oxidizing atmosphere. This deduction is 
somewhat supported by the high firing 
temperatures that could be ascertained 
from some physical features of the ana-
lysed samples. Maximum firing tempera-
ture was probably around 850-950°C. 
Clay matrices seem to have lost birefrin-
gence (even if thin sections analyses are 
needed to confirm it), which indicates 
that the firing temperature did exceed 
800-850°C (Quinn 2013: 191). More-
over, samples containing calcite often 
show an alteration to this mineral, which 
is a consequence of temperatures having 
reached at least 900°C. Likewise, several 
greenish samples in C pastes show trac-
es of incipient vitrification, which occurs 
once exceeded 900°C. 

Shaping methods
Ubaid 0 and 1 ceramics from Levels 

5 and 4 were built by two distinct tech-
niques, one of them presenting two vari-
ants. 

I – Vessels were shaped by hollow-
ing-out a lump of clay, pinching and 
stretching the walls. Both the internal and 
external surface of the walls were then 
scraped by hand to bring the clay up-
wards, to build the upper part of the con-
tainer. As far as closed containers with 
a neck, both the neck and the rim were 
made up of ring coils of variable width 
and thickness and horizontal joints, while 
open shapes had only the mouth made up 
of a coil, shaped according to the profile 
to be attributed to the rim. Both interior 
and exterior surfaces were smoothed hor-
izontally by hand or by means of a shell. 

II – The second shaping method was 
a variant of the first one. The roughout 
was modelled by hollowing-out a lump, 
then the walls were built-up by pinch-
ing, stretching and scraping the clay and, 
eventually, one or two thick ring coils 
were added to shape the rim (for open 
vessels) or the neck and the rim (for 
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closed shapes). As was it the case for 
Group I, the neck and rim coils were ar-
ranged horizontally across the wall. How-
ever, the surfaces (even the interior one) 
were roughly hand smoothed without any 
specific orientation. In fact, the specifici-
ty of this shaping method was represented 
by the careful application of a very fine, 
thin and regular slip (light in colour or 
bright white after the firing) on the whole 
exterior surface. The slip was made of the 
same clay used for the thin fraction of the 
fabric, but extremely purified, with a very 
fine and regular grain size, and was ap-
plied on both surfaces by dipping the pot 
in a liquid preparation. 

III – Vessels were built by superposing 
little 2-2.5 cm thick coils with internally 
oriented joints starting from a base pre-
pared by pinching and modelling a little 
quantity of clay. Then, a fine withe slip 
was applied by the same method used for 
Group II.

Based on chrono-typological and tech-
nical ceramic data, in the coming years, 
ceramic studies on assemblages from 
‘Uwaili will focus on offering more pre-
cise answers to when and how pottery 
was produced, but above all on who pro-
duced it. These questions will be crucial 
especially in relation to the contexts that 
the excavation is bringing to light.

3 – Preliminary archaeobotanical re-
sults (C. Douché)

Apart from Eridu (Gillet 1976), little 
is known about plant economy during 
the Ubaid period in southern Iraq. Fol-
lowing previous work led by R. Neef 
(Neef 1991), which joined the excava-
tion team in 1985, the ninth campaign 
at Tell el-‘Uwaili included archaeobo-
tanical investigations. A total of 26 bulk 
soil samples were collected from various 
archaeological contexts (mostly grana-
ry structures and pottery kilns). Fifteen 
come from ‘Sector 1’ (north-west part of 
the trench) and eleven from ‘Sector 2’ 
(south-east square). Samples were pro-

cessed for charred plant remains, using 
a machine-assisted flotation system, con-
sisting in three tanks with a closed water 
system. A 1mm mesh bottom was set up 
in the first tank and a 0.3mm mesh was set 
up between tanks 1 and 2. The non-float-
ing material (‘heavy fraction’) retained 
in the first mesh and the floats (‘light 
fraction’) were both dried in the shade. 
While heavy fraction will be scanned in 
the future, 14 light fraction samples were 
sorted under a low-power microscope 
(ZEISS Stereo microscope Stemi 305) in 
parallel to fieldwork. Several floats were 
exported to France for further analysis. 
As previously noted by R. Neef, despite 
intensive efforts to recover macrobotani-
cal remains, samples were poor. Remains 
were mostly preserved by charring but a 
few were also mineralised such as frag-
ments of straw. 

Based on preliminary analysis, it ap-
pears that plant remains recovered at 
‘Uwaili mostly come from sector 2. De-
spite the low quantity of caryopsis, cere-
als (Fig. 14) dominate the plant assem-
blage. Hulled barley (Hordeum vulgare) 
– 2 and 6 rows morphotypes – has been 
identified. Only two wheat grains were 
recovered but only one was identified as 
einkorn wheat (Triticum monococcum). 
However, the assemblage delivered a rel-
ative abundant quantity of chaff remains, 
most of them consisting of remains of 
glume wheat, T. monococcum/dicoccum 
(13 glume bases and 119 spikelet bases). 
Among remains that could be determined 
to the specie level, einkorn is dominant. 
These chaff remains mostly come from 
loci 1025/1036, respectively correspond-
ing to a pottery kiln settled (level 4) in/
on a granary (level 5). However, the burnt 
sediment and charred plant material like-
ly come from the combustion chamber 
of the kiln. Additionally, the assemblage 
from ‘Uwaili also contains a single lentil 
seed (Lens sp.), small legumes indetermi-
nate and Poaceae culmnodes. A large pro-
portion of indeterminable remains (very 
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badly preserved) was recovered, that do 
not provide information.

Charred plant remains are preserved 
thanks to voluntary or accidental expo-
sure to fire. Despite the discovery of large 
granaries from the early occupation of 
‘Uwaili, these structures were not burnt 
and consequently, stored products (like-
ly plants) did not last. Indirect evidence 
would come from contemporaneous firing 
structures such as hearths, like in building 
B110. Samples collected in the ashy lay-
ers of a street (Locus 86) will hopefully 
bring new data about plant economy at 
the beginning of the Ubaid period.

Chaff remains recovered in the com-
bustion chamber likely reflect the fuel 
used to feed pottery kilns. This level has 
been interpreted as a large workshop for 
the manufacture and firing of ceramics. 
Despite the presence of shrubs, the sur-
rounding environment is treeless and sup-
ports a very poor vegetation, mostly rep-
resented by drought-tolerant taxa adapted 
to soil with a high salinity rate, such as 
Tamarix sp. and Haloxylon salicornicum. 
This would have conducted potters to find 
alternative fuel. In Southwest Asia, the 
use of dung from sheeps/goats and cows 
has frequently been mentioned in ethno-
graphic studies (Miller and Smart 1984, 
Anderson and Ertug-Yaras 1998, Vala-
moti and Charles 2005, Spengler 2019). 
Chaff remains - including wheat glume 
bases - are robust elements that are usu-
ally better preserved after the digestive 
process than other remains such as grains 
(Charles 1998, Valamoti and Charles 
2005). Chaff and small legumes may rep-
resent animal fodder or grazed plants. 
During fieldwork, a Bedouin camp settled 
next to the archaeological Tell. They let 
donkeys, sheeps and goats graze chaff, re-
maining on the ground of harvested fields 
of barley. They mentioned that hearth 
was fed with shrubs collected in the land-
scape, but also with animal dungs (camels 
and sheeps) and various wastes. Indeed, 
the presence of chaff and the absence of 

charcoal may likely be interpreted as the 
use of dung as fuel by the Ubaid potters.

The presence of glume wheats at 
‘Uwaili also raises some questions. Were 
they cultivated locally or imported? Mean 
annual rainfall are low (100-150 mm/
year) and temperatures are high, meaning 
that cultivation is not possible without 
irrigation. Soils around the site are only 
suitable for the cultivation of barley. In-
deed, the low amount of archaeobotanical 
remains recovered during the campaign is 
insufficient to define an agricultural mod-
el at ‘Uwaili. Previous study (Neef 1991) 
indicated that the plant assemblage was 
dominated by the two-rows barley (H. 
vulgare subsp. distichum). These grains 
came from a pure find and may not reflect 
the real importance of this taxa. Thus, one 
of the main aim of future investigations 
will consist in defining the economic im-
portance of wheat and barley at ‘Uwaili at 
one of the earliest settlement in Southern 
Iraq.

Conclusion (R. Vallet and J. S. Baldi)
The structures brought to light in Lev-

els 4 and 5 are among the most promising 
results of the 2019 campaigns. The nu-
merous kilns of Level 4 (Ubaid 1) consti-
tute one of the oldest ceramic workshops 
of the whole Mesopotamia. Workshops 
dating from 7th and early 6th millennia 
BC come only from northern and central 
Mesopotamia. The first up-draught kiln – 
the type identified in Level 4 at ‘Uwaili – 
is documented in Level 10 at Yarim Tepe 
I, in a context characterized by an Archaic 
Hassuna assemblage (Merpert and Mun-
chaev 1993: 104). Later, in Levels 5 and 
4 at Yarim Tepe I, 13 up-draught furnaces 
occupy the same production area. Proba-
bly, they did not work all at the same time, 
but they appear concentrated in a specific 
area, within a yard at the periphery of the 
dwellings (Merpert and Munchaev 1973: 
96-97, pl. 36). The three kilns discovered 
in a courtyard at Tell es-Sawwan Level 
IIIB and associated with the production 
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of Samarra pottery (Abu al Soof 1971: 
4, pl. 1, 5-7, 12-13) share these features. 
The same spatial organization can be 
observed at Tell Abada 3, in a context 
dating from the Choga Mami Transition-
al phase, with three firing structures lo-
cated in open areas near a house (Jasim 
1989: 85-86). Did the large workshop of 
‘Uwaili Level 4 obey the same criterion 
of segregation from the inhabited areas of 
the site? Therefore, in Level 4, are hous-
es, if any, located far from the furnaces? 
Otherwise, did the open area where the 
kilns were located have an internal orga-
nization somehow corresponding to the 
layout of the houses? In this case, were 
dwellings at a short distance and had 
kilns associated with each of them as it 
is largely documented for the Ubaid 2-3 
period? (Jasim 1985). This raises the ques-
tion of the stratigraphic relation between 
our Level 4 and the Ubaid 1 vestiges ex-
cavated in the 80’s. Indeed, we know that 
at least two large tripartite Ubaid 1 hous-
es, Building 90 just above Building 37-41 
and Building 34 more to the north-east, 
existed nearby (Forest, Vallet and Breni-
quet 1996: 45, pl. 44-45; Vallet 1996: 
116-117, pl. 4 and 7). The extension of 
the trench should allow finding answers. 
In any case, a careful reconstitution of 
ceramic techniques and a study of their 
spatial distribution within the workshop 
will offer insights on the mechanisms that 
governed the organization of work.

Another very interesting result is the 
first perspective on the organization of 
the Ubaid 0 village. Grill structures with 
a design somehow similar to those of 
‘Uwaili Level 5 date back into the PPNB, 
with examples at Çayönü radiocarbon 
dated to the late 9th and 8th millennium 
BC (Özdoğan 1999: 41; Redman 1983). 
Even if they are already attested in a 
Halaf context at Yarim Tepe I (Yoffee 
and Clarke 1996: 96), these constructions 
are mostly considered a hallmark of the 
Ubaid because of their large diffusion 

starting from the second half of the 6th 
millennium BC. Therefore, it is not sur-
prising to observe their large occurrence 
in an Ubaid 0 level, as already stressed in 
the 80s (Forest 1991: 95-96, 101; Forest, 
Vallet and Breniquet 1996: 42-44). How-
ever, until now there was a tendency to 
assume that these grill structures, located 
in the middle of the inhabited area, served 
as common storage areas (Forest 1996a: 
146-147), replaced by smaller grana-
ries attached to specific houses during 
the Ubaid 1 period (Forest, Vallet and 
Breniquet 1996: 43). Current results from 
Level 5 at ‘Uwaili suggest that this trend 
began earlier than imagined, each (small) 
barn being already associated to a specific 
house at the end of the Ubaid 0 period, in 
a configuration in rupture with the large 
collective granaries of the previous lev-
els (Level III in particular, Forest, Vallet 
and Breniquet 1996). The layout of the 
(late) Ubaid 0 village includes juxtaposed 
granaries probably connected by shared 
working areas and, in the same time, be-
longing to distinct integrated units com-
posed of a dwelling and a storehouse 
across little alleys. If confirmed in the 
next campaigns, this type of organization 
would seem to imply a far from “com-
munal” management of resources and 
might suggest an incipient complexity 
based on an emerging social competition 
between family groups. An evolutionary 
dynamic therefore seems to be at work 
since the formative period of the Ubaid. 
In this case, the combined studies of the 
architecture and the spatial distribution of 
ceramic chaînes opératoires could offer a 
deeper perspective on the ways of segre-
gation, interaction and integration of the 
various households in the village. Indeed, 
Level 5 structures are not only much bet-
ter preserved than expected (even in the 
upper sector of the Tell), but also relative-
ly easy to reach on a large surface. In the 
next campaigns, this could allow to exca-
vate a wide portion of the Ubaid 0 village.
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Fig. 1 – Aerial view of Tell el ‘Uwaili, from the northwest (June 2019).

Fig. 2 – Aerial view of the L-shape implantation of the excavation squares.
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Fig. 3 – Plan of the excavated structures.

Fig. 4 – Piles and pierced platform of Building 37 (2019), from the north.
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Fig. 5 – Aerial view of the platform-terrace 1000 on the top of the tell, south-east oriented.

Fig. 6 – Section of Level 4 Kiln 14 in the alley between Building 37 and Granary 1 (2019).
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Fig. 7 – Granary 2 with juxtaposed Granary 1 and Building 37 in the background.

Fig. 8 – Aerial view of the central hall and northwestern wing of the domestic building B110.
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Fig. 9 – Ceramic sherd TO1019.1.

Fig. 10 – Internal bottom of plate with black painted motifs.
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Fig. 12 – Ceramic sherd TO64.1.

Fig. 11 – Ceramics sherds 1013.3.



SUMER LXVI 36

Fig. 13 – Ceramic fabrics observed with digital microscope.

 Fig. 14 – General
composition of plant as-
 semblage from ‘Uwaili.
 Chaff remains include
glume bases and spike-

let bases.
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Plate I – Ubaid 5 ceramics.
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Plate II – Ubaid 1 ceramics.
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Plate III – Ubaid 0 ceramics.
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