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The building of the Tishrin dam on the Euphrates, near the village of Yusef Pasha, is
threatening many historical sites - among them the famous Tell Ahmar (ancient Til-Barsip) -
over a distance of about 70 km along the river up to the Turkish border. Tell Ahmar, already
partly excavated by a French expedition directed by F. Thureau-Dangin1, still has much to
reveal in terms of archaeological material and historical information. This is why the
University of Melbourne, aware of the urgency of the task, proposed to the Syrian
Directorate-General of Antiquities and Museums to reopen excavations at the site. I am glad
to say that the project was welcomed and encouraged by the Syrian authorities to whom I
wish to express my warmest thanks2.

A first season was conducted from the 9th of May to the 18th of June 1988 under the
direction of the present writer. The following pages aim to set the results of our first season
against their historico-geographical background.

Tell Ahmar, according to previous finds, had a rather long life. The stratigraphic
sequence, as it may be reconstructed from the French excavations3, comprises the following
phases: Ubaid, Early Bronze Age IV, Iron Age II and III, and Hellenistic. Our own
excavations, as we shall see, add conclusive evidence for earlier phases of the Early Bronze
Age as well as for late antiquity and Byzantine times. Surface collections make the existence
of a Middle Bronze Age, and maybe even Late Bronze Age occupation likely. Only the Iron
Age I has not yet been encountered. But this may well be due to chance.

Tell Ahmar is located in a fertile plain, of about 30 km length and a maximum width of 10
km, that extends mainly along the west bank of the Euphrates (Fig. 1). The borders are a
narrowing of the river's valley to the north, upstream from Carchemish, and to the south¬
east another narrowing of the valley, downstream from Qaraqozaq. On the west and south¬
west, the border is formed by the plateau of Membij that ends in high hills and rather steep
cliffs directly on the bank of the river. On the east, the plateau of the Syrian Jezireh with its
desert-like steppe makes a sharp contrast with the fertile alluvium.

It is a large site, made up of three main parts4: 1. An Acropolis (the main tell), 250m by
150m and originally 25m high above the surrounding plain, on the edge of a terrace
overlooking the flooded plain (Fig. 2); 2. A Middle City extending over several hundred
meters westwards from the Acropolis and slightly higher than the plain to the north5; 3. A
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semi-circular Lower City, about 1200m in diameter, extending to the north of the
Acropolis.

By its size and morphology, Tell Ahmar is very close to Carchemish which is also made
up of three parts - a tell near the river (approximately 280m x 75m and some 25m high), an
"inner" and an "outer city" -, the whole settlement being some 1100m x 950m6-

Recent archaeological surveys provide fresh information on other sites of the Tell Ahmar
area and allow other comparisons7.

If only the Acropolis - which has the longest occupation period - is taken into account,

our site compares with four other sites in the area, namely, on the left bank, Tell Beddayeh
(360m in diameter, 20 or 30m high)8, Tell Shiukh Foqani (200m x 130m, 20 or 25m
high)9, Tell Qumluq (250m x 200m, 20m high)10, and, on the right bank, Tell Amarne
(200m x 200m, 20 or 26m high)11.

According to the surveys referred to above, all these four sites were inhabited in the
Middle Bronze Age, but only Tell Beddayeh and Tell Amarne were also inhabited in the
Early and Late Bronze Age. None of these sites yielded Iron Age I/II material. So, as far as
surface collections can be relied upon, none of these sites seem to have had as long a life as
Tell Ahmar. Only Carchemish displays the same continuity. It is thus very likely that the
history of the area has been dominated by the relations between Tell Ahmar and Carchemish,
while two other sites, Tell Amarne and Tell Beddayeh, played a secondary, although at times
significant, role in these relations.

Geographical factors - as it is usually assumed - could perhaps explain the foundation and
long lasting prominence of Tell Ahmar. The settlement would have controlled a major
crossing point of the river. It is true that, until quite recently, a ferry operated there. The
location, however, does not seem to be the best possible one. Communications with the
west are made difficult by a barrier of cliffs and high hills on the right bank of the river. This
barrier is broken by the Sajur river only, but the river's valley is rather narrow here and not
easily passable. So much so that the two modem roads that come from Membij enter our
area downstream at Qaraqozaq and upstream near Tell Amarne.

Another factor of Tell Ahmar's continuity could have been its control, not only of part of
the river but of the entire area. Its location on the edge of a fertile terrace overhanging the
flooded plain gives quick access to the water, allows easy exploitation of the best land and

facilitates irrigation. Also its view extends a good distance in every direction, allowing
effective control of movement and circulation in a large sector of the plain.

These advantages, however, are not peculiar to Tell Ahmar. The same can be said about
Tell Qumluq and another, but less prominent site - Tell Aber. (Note that the Arabic name of
Tell Aber means "ford", "crossing"). As far as strategic criteria are concerned, the best
located site of the area is probably Tell Beddayeh. Close to the eastern border of the plain, it
visually dominates all the area and controls access to it from the east.

2



AKKADICA 63

It thus appears that it is a complex combination of geographical factors, rather than any
particularly significant one, that might explain the early appearance of an enduring human
settlement at Tell Ahmar.

The early history of the site reinforces the impression that this particular area may have
looked especially attractive to ancient man. The earliest level reached by the French
excavators dates from the Ubaid period12. According to the above mentioned surveys,
Ubaid settlements existed at Tell Aber and Hammam Seghir as well. It is probably no
coincidence that these sites are the closest to Tell Ahmar - Tell Aber on the same side of the
river and Hammam Seghir just across the Euphrates. It must be noted that Tell Aber also
appears to be the only site of the area, besides Carchemish13, that was already inhabited
during the Halaf period. Clearly then, this area offered advantages to the early settlers.

The 1988 season partly filled a gap in the archaeological record of Tell Ahmar. Several
soundings in the south-east part of the main tell (Area A, cf. Fig. 2) revealed the existence of
a level pertaining to the first stages of the Early Bronze Age. It is too early to give a precise
date, but the presence of reserved slip ware allows a comparison with the Amuq phases G
and H14 .

Four strata (called, from top to bottom, Stratum a, b, c and d ) were identified. They
represent several building phases of one and the same occupation period rather than distinct
cultural horizons. Given the funnel-like configuration of the area, only Stratum c has
yielded a more or less continuous plan, although broken by several later pits (Stratum d has
barely been touched). Two or three fairly square structures with one or two inner rooms
have been identified (Fig. 3). Their exact nature still needs to be clarified. They are probably
domestic devices, although a funerary function cannot be ruled out. They are rather small
for "normal" houses whereas they recall the Early Dynastic I cemeteries at Kheit Qasim15

and Ahmad el-Hattu16 in the Hamrin area. Consistent with this hypothesis would be the
discovery, in Stratum b, just underneath a wall of Stratum a, of a burial with a skeleton in
flexed position, lying on its right side, the head to the west. This could be a tomb dug into
Stratum b from a higher level. Only further excavation, removing the almost complete
structures of Stratum c,could resolve this problem.

The Early Bronze Age IV is represented by a chamber tomb - the famous
"Hypogeum"17- and by several cist graves18, all excavated by the French. Both types are
now very well known in the Euphrates area from Carchemish down to Selenqahiye. We
were lucky enough to be able to identify the remains of the "Hypogeum" (cf. Fig. 2 and 4).
We thus could clear them, and this allowed us to make two important observations. First,
the tomb seems to be connected to, or be part of, a larger structure (this is substantiated by
the existence of a stone wall extending northwards at the east end of the "Hypogeum").
Secondly, enough undisturbed soil is preserved to the north of the "Hypogeum" to allow
an investigation of its stratigraphic correlations. This will be done in the near future.
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Another problem that we shall probably be able to solve at the same time, at least in part,
is that of the relationship between these Early Bronze IV burials and possible architectural
structures.

The level that immediately overlies these tombs was termed "Aramaean" by the French
excavators19, but two clay figurines allegedly coming from this level are clearly late
3rd/early 2nd millennium in date20. Furthermore, the French excavation report mentions
important differences in the absolute elevations of the floors of the buildings that make up
the "Aramaean" level21. These differences could be explained if several different strata were
excavated as belonging to one and the same occupation level. The so-called "Aramaean"
level could therefore fill, at least partly, the gap presently existing at the site between the
Early Bronze Age IV and the Iron Age.

Some evidence may exist for the occupation of Tell Ahmar in the Late Bronze Age.
According to J. D. Hawkins the site would have been mentioned under the name of
Mazuwati in the treaty between Suppiluliuma and Mattiwaza, a name that would have
survived as Masuwari in the 1st millennium B.C,22. Masuwari could thus be the Hittite
name of Tell Ahmar while Til-Barsip would be the Aramaean one23.

The Iron Age is represented so far by scattered chance finds - especially Neo-Hittite
sculptures24 and inscriptions25 - and by the Assyrian palace on the main tell as well as by
several Assyrian reliefs and inscriptions. This is enough to show that Tell Ahmar was a
prominent site both before and after the Assyrian conquest.. The common opinion is that
Til-Barsip, in the early 1st millennium B.C., was one of the main cities of the Aramaean
kingdom of Bit-Adini26. However, most of the sculptures that are not directly related to the
Assyrian occupation resemble Neo-Hittite monuments and, with the exception of a small
ostrakon from the Assyrian north-eastern gate27, the only non-Assyrian inscriptions found
so far are Luwian, not Aramaic.

Except for these, our only written evidence for this period concerns almost exclusively
the Assyrian conquest by Shalmaneser III28. At that time Til-Barsip was a "royal city"29,
which does not necessarily imply the capital, of the state of Bit-Adini that was ruled by a
certain Ahuni. Ahuni, however, is never said to have been king and his name is never
mentioned in connection with any geographical name other than Bit-Adini, he himself most
often being called "man" or "son of Adini". From these sources, one gets the impression that
the Bit-Adini was a territory dominated by an Aramaean tribe rather than a sedentary state in
the traditional way. If this was the case, the long debated question of who ruled Til-Barsip
first, the Hittites or the Aramaeans30, would be devoid of meaning. The Hittites lived
predominantly in the cities - including Til-Barsip - while the Aramaeans dominated the area
without being as closely associated with urban settlements.

Further excavation in the lower city - where we expect to find most of the Iron Age
settlement - could provide additional evidence on this point. Due to lack of time we had to
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restrict ourselves to the study of the big basalt lion, lying in the fields, of which only the
Assyrian inscription carved on it by the early 8th c. turtanu Shamshi-ilu has been published
so far31. This sculpture adorned the west side of the north-eastern city gate.

We re-erected the fore-part of the lion (Fig. 5) and, together with other fragments, almost
completely reconstructed the whole sculpture that is more than 2.50 m high. Some of its
stylistic features find close parallels in Assyrian lions from the time of Ashumasirpal II. The
proportions, however, have little to do with Assyrian sculpture. We may therefore see in this
lion, as well as in its much more badly damaged eastern counter-part, a local imitation of a
9th c. Assyrian model.

A Persian, or Iron Age III level, as well as an Hellenistic occupation were identified by
the French excavators. A small sounding opened in 1988 to the north-west of the tell, at its
junction with the intermediate terrace (Area B, cf. Fig. 2), confirmed that periods from
Hellenistic, and even later, times were represented at the site. This surely is the Bersiba of
Ptolemy (V.17.5)32.

The site was abandoned at the end of antiquity or in early Byzantine times and apparently
never re-occupied until the past century when a village was built on the site of the Middle
City to the west of the tell.

Part of our team devotes itself to the study of this modern settlement. The goal of this
research is to investigate how a permanent settlement was recreated at the site, and to
discover what its cultural, economic and social structures are. From preliminary results, it
seems that the village of Tell Ahmar is made up of sedentarised nomads coming from several
different tribes. No real ethnic homogeneity exists and, accordingly, no sense of communal
identity among the villagers. An interesting parallel could be drawn between the evolution
experienced by this community - former nomads re-creating a traditional farming settlement
and progressively entering the industrial age - and the Aramaeans of the early 1st millennium
who were also nomads sedentarizing at a moment when the Near Eastern society, passing
from the Bronze to the Iron Age, was converting to a new way of life. Further research will
show to what extent this parallel is valid.
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NOTES

1 F. THUREAU-DANGIN and M. DUNAND, Til-Barsip, Paris, 1936 (hereafter Til-Barsip ).

I especially want to thank Dr A. Abou-Assaf, Director-General of Antiquities and
Museums, as well as his predecessor Dr A. Bahnassi, and Dr A. Bounni, Director of the
Archaeological Excavations.

3 See the "Diagramme de superposition des couches successives du tell" in Til-Barsip
(plates volume).

4 A new map of the site is beeing drawn. See provisionally the map published inTil-Barsip
(plates volume).

Now partly obliterated by the modem village but still clearly visible on the photograph
published by G.L. BELL, From Amurath to Amurath, 2nd Ed., London, 1924, Fig. 16.

6 See the map in C.L. WOOLLEY, Carchemish, II, London, 1921, Pl. 3.

2 These surveys are published in P. SANLAVILLE (Ed.), Holocene Settlement in North
Syria. Résultats de deux prospections archéologiques effectuées dans la région du Nahr
Sajour et sur le haut Euphrate syrien, BAR, Int. Ser., 238, Lyon & Oxford, 1985 (hereafter
Holocene Settlement).

Holocene settlement, pp. 54, 68.

9 Ibid., pp.25, 53, 67.

Ibid., pp.54, 68.

11 Ibid., pp.53, 71. On previous finds made at the site see C.L. WOOLLEY, "Hittite burial
customs", AAA, 6 (1914), pp. 91-92 and Pl. XXII-XXIV.

12 Til-Barsip, pp. 120-24, cf. H. DE CONTENSON in Holocene Settlement, p. 116.

13 Cf. L. WOOLLEY, Carchemish, HI, London, 1952, pp. 227 and 236. See also ID., "The
prehistoric pottery of Carchemish", Iraq, 1 (1934), pp. 146-62.

14 R.J. BRAIDWOOD & L.S. BRAIDWOOD, Excavations in the Plain of Antioch, I,
Chicago, 1960, pp. 275-77, 354-55, 413 (cf. J. MELLAART in J. MATTHERS [Ed.], The
River Qoueiq, Northern Syria, and its Catchment, I, Oxford, 1981, p. 155).

13 J.-D. FOREST, "Kheit Qasim I. Un cimetière du début du troisième millénaire dans la
vallée du Hamrin, Iraq", Paléorient, 6 (1980), pp.213-20.

16 D. SÜRENHAGEN, "Ahmad al-Hattu 1979/80", MDOG, 113 (1981), pp. 37-48.
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Til-Barsip, pp. 96-108. On the date of the "Hypogeum" see S. MAZZONI, "Elements of
the ceramic culture of early Syrian Ebla in comparison with Syro-Palestinian EB IV",
BASOR, 257 (1985), p. 9. The date proposed by H. KÜHNE, Die Keramik von Tell
Chuera, Berlin, 1976, pp. 41-42, 70, is probably a bit too high (late Early Dynastic).

18 Ibid., pp. 108-10.

19 Ibid., pp. 94-95.

20 Til-Barsip, p. 95 and Pl. XXXIII/25 (= L. BADRE, Les figurines anthropomorphes en
terre cuite d I'dge du Bronze en Syrie, Paris, 1980, p. 297 and Pl. XXXI, cf. p. 77), Pl.
XXXIII/26 (omitted from her catalogue by L. BADRE, op. cit., p. 25, but compare with her
Pl. V/104; XXX/1; LVI/67; as well as with W. ORTHMANN, Halawa 1977-1979, Bonn,
1981, Pl. 51/5).

21 Between the 17.14m and 15.92m contours of the French excavations {Til-Barsip, p.
85), hence a 1.22m difference between the highest and lowest "Aramaean" floors.

22 J.D. HAWKINS, "The Hittite name of Til Barsip: Evidence from a new hieroglyphic
fragment from Tell Ahmar", Anatolian Studies , 33 (1983), pp.131-36.

23 The name formerly read Bar-sip in an inscription of Gudea (Statue B, VI, 59, cf., e.g.,
E. FORRER, "Barsip", in RLA, I [1928], p. 402) is now read Bar-me (cf. A.
FALKENSTEIN, Die Inschriften Gudeas von Lagas, I, Rome, 1966, p. 51, n. 5). The
identification of Tell Ahmar with KTK mentioned in the Sfire inscriptions, proposed by A.
LEMAIRE & J.-M. DURAND, Les inscriptions araméennes de Sfiré et TAssyrie de Shamshi-
ilu, Geneva & Paris, 1984, pp. 47-51, still awaits confirmation.

24 On these see W. ORTHMANN, Untersuchungen zur Spathethitischen Kunst, Bonn,
1971, pp. 46-48 (see also GEiïGTLNordyrisch-südanatolische Reliefs, Copenhagen, 1979,
pp. 52-55, 93-95).

25 Cf. H.S. SADER, Les états araméens de Syrie depuis leur fondation jusqu'd leur
transformation en province assyrienne, Beirut, 1987, pp. 77-81.

26 See, most recently, H.S. SADER, op. cit., pp.47-98.

27 Til-Barsip, p.131.

28 The relevant sources are conveniently collected by H. S. SADER, op. cit., pp. 47-77.

29 Cf. Y. IKEDA, "Royal cities and fortified cities", Iraq, 41 (1979), pp. 78-79.

30 Cf., most recently, J.D. HAWKINS, "The Neo-Hittite states in Syria and Anatolia", The
Cambridge Ancient History, III/l, 2nd Ed., 1982, pp. 384-5; Y. IKEDA, "Hittites and
Aramaeans in the land of Bit-Adini", in T. MIKASA (Ed.), Monarchies and Socio-Religious
Traditions in the Near East, Wiesbaden, 1984, pp. 27-36; H.S. SADER, op. cit., pp. 77-80.

31 F. THUREAU-Dangin, "L'inscription des lions de Til-Barsip", RA, 27 (1930), pp. 11-
21; Til-Barsip, pp.142-51.

32 Cf. R. DUSSAUD, Topographic historique de la Syrie antique et médiévale, Paris, 1927,
p. 462.
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Fig.l Main archaeological sites of the Tell Ahmar Area.
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Fig. 2 The main Tell with indication of the areas
excavated in 1988.
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Fig. 3 Early Bronze Age structures exposed on the Acropolis.
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Fig. 4 The "Hypogeum" seen from the west.

Fig. 5 Re-erected fore-part of the basalt
lion of the north-eastern gate.
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