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Abstract : Tell al-Wilaya (ancient Kesh?) is one of the few sites to be excavated in the area near Kut in Iraq. The
important findings of an Iraqi expedition in the 1950s made it clear that this area, if investigated systematically,
would yield valuable information on the Tigris-side of the alluvium. To halt the looting that was destroying the
site in the 1990s, the State Board of Antiquities and Heritage mounted a rescue campaign in 1999-2000, which
has resulted in this report. The looting of the offices of the State Board and the Iraq Museum in 2003 made it
difficult to assemble full documentation on the Wilaya excavations, but the sample given here allows a glimpse
of the great potential that Wilaya still would have had except for the resumption of massive looting in 2003.
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Introduction

In 1999, Iraq’s State Board of Antiquities and Heritage (SBAH) decided to excavate
at the well-known southern Mesopotamian site of Tell al-Wilaya (V^l Jj) in order to halt
unauthorized excavations conducted by looters. Excavations sponsored by SBAH commenced
in April 1999, with a second season conducted in 2000. The goals of the excavations were to
salvage information from areas damaged by looters and obtain an understanding of the settle¬
ment’s chronology. At the onset of excavations, the damaged areas were primarily located in
the main mound, which we call here Tell al-Wilaya 1.

The senior author, Salim Younis Hussein (2003-04) published in Arabic a report on
some of the excavations from the two seasons at Tell al-Wilayah (ancient Kesh?). In 2007,
he and Dr. Altaweel established a collaboration aimed at presenting the results in a somewhat
more extensive form and add new sources of data. This article is the result of that collaboration.
Because of difficulties caused by the looting of the offices of the State Board of Antiquities
and Heritage and the Iraq National Museum in April 2003, it is not possible at this time to
present the full results in detail or even to give a complete catalogue of objects. In some cases,
we cannot be sure of the field numbers of objects, although sometimes we can supply the Iraq
Museum number. In these cases, we have created provisional numbers (Wi_A, Wi_B, etc.)
and put them at the end of the catalogue. We also cannot give the dimensions of the pieces,
although many of the illustrations have centimeter gauges that allow the reader to estimate the
sizes. As far as possible, we have given in the catalogue references to parallels for the objects,
and we have indicated our dating for them. The catalogue has been created and expanded by
McGuire Gibson and Alexandra Witsell using a variety of records translated from Arabic by
Altaweel.

* With additional notes and editing by McGuire Gibson.
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Site Background

Tell al-Wilaya is located in the province of Wasit, in southeastern Iraq, 35 km south of
Husseiniah and about 20 km southeast of Kut (Fig. 1). Other sites in the vicinity are Tell Karin
Wayis (o^j0^ Jj ), Tell Arghilya (^J Jj), al-Akhdhar and Ayukhy (^ji1).
At this time, we cannot give the precise location for most of these sites but we do include in
an area map (Fig. 2) some of the mounds in the vicinity as given by Adams (1981) to allow
the reader some points of reference.1

The main mound, Tell al-Wilaya 1 (Fig. 3), has a center point coordinate of 562180,
3575281 UTM 38N. The mound measures 64 ha and has a maximum elevation of 4-5 m

Fig. 1. Map of Iraq with Wilaya underlined.

[The current names of tells in the Wilaya area may be relatively new because, like much of southern Iraq, there
has been marked change in land use. In the British 1/4 inch map of 1942, there are canals running from the
Tigris past Wilaya, and there are several named archaeological sites. Almost none of those names, including
the name of Wilaya, are the same as they appear on Adams’s fold-out map (1981). Since Adams’ survey, the
Wilaya region has been transformed by a large irrigation and drainage scheme, allowing greatly intensified cul¬
tivation and the influx of new people to occupy the land. In situations like this, the new people may not know
the old names of features in the landscape or they may rename them. When conducting the Kish survey in 1966,
I found that the farmers in the Mussayib Project, who were new to that area, could name only a few of the tells.
Only when I encountered a shepherd did I find someone who knew the names that I had on the British-made 1 :
50,000 maps. MG]
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Fig. 2. Map of Wilaya area adapted from
Adams 1981. Sites with no number are
added by C. Hritz from satellite images.

Fig. 3. Satellite image of Wilaya 1.
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Fig. 4. Wilaya 1 map after Madhloom 1960.

above the plain. Tell al-Wilaya 2 (62371, 3574192 UTM 38N), is located 500 meters to the
south (Figs. 2, 10). It is 4.5 ha in size and has an elevation of 5.2 m above the plain. Although
no inscription from Tell al-Wilaya has yet definitively given the ancient name of the mound,
Nicholas Postgate has suggested that it can be identified with the city of Kesh (POSTGATE
1976, 81).

In the late 1950s, Tariq Madhlum (1960) reported on his excavations at Tell al-Wilaya
(Fig. 4) and dated the main levels to the Akkadian and Ur III periods. Subsequently, Subhi
Anwar Rashid (1963) did a re-analysis of Madhlum’s work and, using the Diyala pottery
sequence (Delougaz 1952), he suggested a dating of “Protoimperial” for the material that
Madhlum had called Akkadian. The Diyala sequence, including the “Protoimperial” phase,
has been subjected to close scrutiny in the meantime (Gibson 1982 ; BAHRANI 1990 ; EVANS
2007), leading to a strong argument that “Protoimperial” was really early Akkadian. It is,
therefore, important to present any available new information from Tell al-Wilaya that may
help to determine not only of its settlement history but also the dating of an important set of
artifacts.

After the 1991 war, looting occurred at Wilaya on a major scale. The salvage opera¬
tions by the SBAH in 1999 and 2000 (Fig. 5), brought a halt to the illegal digging for a time,
but since the 2003 war, Tell al-Wilaya has once again been looted almost continuously by
large gangs of men. Today, virtually every area of the site has been damaged, with looters’
excavations going to the lower levels at both mounds. In essence, the site is now substantially
destroyed, which will make it difficult to gain significant new information from it in future
years.
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Fig. 5. New map of Wilaya 1, SBAH 2000.

Excavations

Two of the primary excavation goals of the salvage operation were to obtain further
knowledge on the private houses of Tell al-Wilaya and to gain a better understanding of the
periods of occupation, primarily the middle and late third millennium BC. As will be seen,
most of the archaeological materials recovered from the new excavations, from the debris left
by the looters, and from the surface scatter can be dated to the mid- or late third millennium
BC, but there were some artifacts that evidence settlement in the early third and even the fourth
millennia BC.

Archaeological work began with site mapping of both mounds (Fig. 5). The excavators
decided to place seventeen squares at somewhat random locations around the site with some of
the squares in close proximity in order to expose certain locations in more detail. Squares 1-8
were excavated in 1999, while Squares 9-17 were excavated in 2000. The excavation squares
varied in dimensions, measuring 10 x 10 m, 15 x 15 m, and 20 x 20 m.

Several general characterizations can be noted for all the structures uncovered during
the two seasons of excavations. First, most of the walls were not preserved very high, often
no more than 20-30 cm. The houses exposed had main entrances facing north or northeast,
most probably in order to keep the houses cooler during the hot summers. These residences
were large and included courtyards that were enclosed by a number of rooms. The excavators
assumed that these houses were occupied by multiple families consisting of married sons and
their wives, and that, therefore, the large number of rooms need not be taken as an indica¬
tion that the residences belonged to wealthy occupants. Doorways connecting the rooms were
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that the residences belonged to wealthy occupants. Doorways connecting the rooms were
generally wide, spanning more than a meter in some cases. Some of the excavated loci were
paved with baked bricks, although most of the houses did not have such paving. Mud bricks
used in the architecture included plan-convex and flat-topped bricks (Fig. 6 : a-b). Common
finds in the structures included grill frames that presumably were installed originally in the
walls as screens or windows. Vertical drains, made by stacking up collared rim vessels with
small holes broken through the bottoms, were encountered in a number of loci. Storage pits,
storage bins, storage jars, and benches were also common. Benches were rectangular in
shape, simple in appearance, and made of mud brick. Some of the walls were hollowed, or at
least parts of these walls had noticeable cavities that the excavators speculated were used for
possible ventilation.2 Other common features were doorways that had been blocked with
mudbricks, indicating multiple phases of construction for these structures.3

[The “hollowing” might also be an effect of building practice in which the outer faces would be laid in brick but
the interiors would be filled, in places, with debris or even ash, as I have seen in Akkadian period plano-convex
brick walls at Nippur. Given the fact that many of the walls at Wilayah were preserved only a few courses high,
there is another possibility. Mudbrick walls tend to decay at the bottoms, due to salt action. Repairs tend to be
made by laying new bricks at the outside faces of walls and filling in the interior behind them with mud mortar,
which would give the appearance of a hollow. MG]
[One has to be very careful in assessing the filling in of doorways. Often, a door that appears to have been
sealed was not really closed off. As the dirt floors of a house rose, new mudbrick sills would be put in the door¬
ways, thus keeping out rain. The laying of two or more sills can look like a blocking of the doorway, but careful
articulation will show the floors running up to the bottoms of sills, against them, and finally over them. These
sills indicate phasing in the buildings, and often one can correlate floors with new sills. MG]
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Tell al-Wilaya 1

Square 1 (Figs. 5,7)

This square was located at the extreme southeast corner of the site, in the vicinity of
Madhlum’s Area I. After excavating 70-80 cm below the surface through deposits disturbed
by looters, Level 2 was reached, and there was intact architecture. In the northern part of the
square was a building with at least seven rooms, courtyards, and hallways (loci 1-6 and 9), but
with relatively few installations (Fig. 8). In locus 6 there was a small rectangular fireplace.
In the southern part of the house (locus 9) was an intrusive vertical drain coming down from
some destroyed later building. It was composed of pierced collared jars, as described above.
Locus 10, a long corridor was disturbed by had three graves from Level 1 (Fig. 9). Each rec¬
tangular grave measured 1 x 2.5 m, and was lined with mud bricks. A vertical drain composed
of ceramic rings intrudes from above into the space just north of the three graves. General
features of the structures in this level include flat mud bricks of 25 x 7 x 18 cm dimensions
and plano-convex bricks measuring 25 x 6.5 x 17 cm. Pottery and other finds show that the
level dates to the Early Dynastic-Akkadian transition and lasts into the later Akkadian.

In Level 1, no clear or intact architecture was found in the northern part of the square,
and only some wall remains and mud bricks were evident in the square as a whole. In the
northern end and just below the surface, were several ceramic kilns. Although the kilns were
damaged, they were relatively well preserved and, with the exception of one round kiln,
all were elliptical in shape. The circular kiln showed evidence of heavy burning and had
numerous types of ceramics near it. In addition to the kilns, there were three conical bread
ovens (tannurs) and a hearth at this level. The southern part of the square had one infant
burial. The jar containing the infant included several smaller jars that contained clay model
wheels. Three other ovoid graves were found excavated from this level into the walls of Level
2. Level 1 likely dates from the late Akkadian into the Ur III period.

Squares 2-4 and 8 (Fig. 5)

Each of these 10 x 10 m squares was excavated to a depth of over 1 meter and had one
clear building level. These two squares did contain a number of graves that were rectangular
in shape and had skeletons laid in a fetal position, facing south. Some of the graves contained
jars or basins as grave goods.

Even though only one level was fully excavated in the squares, a small exploratory
probe (2.1 x 2.56 m) was excavated beneath Level 1 in Square 2. This exploratory probe
reached 3.35 m below the surface. Three levels were found in the probe, with the three
consecutive levels measuring 90.1 cm, 1 m, and 45 cm in thickness respectively. A probe
(2 x 1.6 m) was also excavated in the northern area of Square 3, and this probe reached a depth
of 2.7 m below the surface. Finds in the probe included a stone duck weight. Additionally, one
hearth was found along with round bottomed jars. Evidence of fire was found in the probes of
Squares 2 and 3.
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Fig. 7. Plan of Square 1, Level 2.

Fig. 8. Square 1, from south. Loci 1 and 2 in middle
ground, locus 9 under wheelbarrow.

Fig. 9. Square 1, east end, locus 10 and 3 intrusive
graves and drain.

Fig. 10. Plan of Square 5.

10



S. Y. Hussein, M. Altaweel, Z. Rejeb, Report on Excavations at Teil al-Wilaya, Iraq

Fig. 11. Square 5 from northwest end, with
Rooms 7 and 8 piled with debris.

Fig. 12. Square 5 from southeast, with large
tannur in Room 1 at left.

In Square 4 Level 1, there was a tannur oven measuring 78 cm dm and 30 cm in depth.
A nearby child’s grave (85 x 45x 30 cm deep) was oriented northeast to southwest. In the
southern part of the square, a stone duck weight was found. Square 4 contained evidence for
reed matting, possibly used as roofing material for the houses. Square 8 was later opened next
to Squares 2-4. Some remnants of mud brick walls were found in Square 8 in Level 1, but the
area was heavily disturbed by looter activity and only this one level was exposed.

Square 5 (Figs. 5, 10)

Directly northwest of Square 1 was Square 5 (20 x 20 m), a broad exposure that re¬
vealed a building 300 m2 in size within Level 1 (Fig. 11). The flat mud bricks measured
28 x 17 x 7 cm. The outer walls of the structure measured roughly 1 m in thickness. Locus
11 appeared to be a main courtyard connecting the different areas of the building. Loci 1, 2,
4, and 10 were all directly accessed via locus 11. But locus 3, at the eastern corner, had only
one door, to the outside, and may therefore have been a shop. Locus 1’s doorway to locus 11
was blocked at the last phase of the house.4 Sunk into the living floor of locus 1 was a round
storage jar dated by the excavators to the late Akkadian period. Near the center of the room
was a vertical drain (70 cm diameter), and against the southwest wall was a large tannur bread
oven 90 cm dm (Fig. 12). The northern corner of locus 2 had a simple mud brick bench 30 cm
high. Other tannurs were found in loci 5 and 10. In the southern comer of locus 5 were two
rectangular pits that were conjectured to be some type of basin holder or storage area. There

[Again, this may be a raising of a sill rather than a blocking. MG]
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were hollowed areas within the walls separating loci 2 and 11 and in the southwestern wall of
locus 4. The wall separating loci 2 and 4 seemed to be a later addition, and in the initial phase
the two loci likely formed part of one room. Overall, at least two phases were identified for the
structure from Level 1. Relatively few finds were recovered in the structure.

Square 9 (Figs. 5, 13)

This square (15 x 15 m) was opened in a lower area at the southeastern end of the site,
1.5 meters above the plain. Level 2 was the only level with intact architecture, with walls that
measured 0.80-1 m in thickness and preserved to almost 70 cm high. Doorways were 70 cm
wide. The plano-convex mud bricks measured 25 x 15 x 5 cm or 25 x 10 x 5 cm., and the
entrances to the structures were approximately 70 cm in width. In one of the walls, the bricks
were placed vertically, while the other walls consisted of bricks laid horizontally. The six loci
uncovered appeared to belong to two houses, with House 1 including loci 1-3 and loci 4-6 as¬
sociated with House 2. Locus 3 contained a simple mud brick bench that was coated with mud
plaster, measured 120 x 22 cm, and was preserved to nearly 70 cm in height. In this locus,
debris with evidence of reed matting was presumably from the roof of the structure. In locus 5,
door sockets were located at both doors. Spindle whorls were found in the room.

In Level 1, there was no significant intact architecture. But tannurs were found at the
northeast end, above loci 1 and 4. One of the ovens in Level 1 measured 50 cm in diameter
and was preserved to a height of 6 cm.

Squares 10 and 11 (Figs. 5, 14)

These two 15 x 15 m squares were located in the western half of Tell al-Wilaya 1. One
clear architectural level (Level 1) was uncovered and 15 loci exposed, forming at least two
houses. Walls were preserved to a greater height in this part of the mound, with some as high
as a meter. Widths of the walls varied between 70 cm and a meter. The mud bricks measured
35 x 25 x 10 cm.

Fig. 13. Plan of Square 9.
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Fig. 14. Plan of Squares 10-11.

In the earlier phase of the first structure, locus 1 served as the main entrance, but the
connection to locus 2 was closed in a later phase. Locus 2 had relatively well preserved walls,
about a meter in height, and the mud mortar was well preserved and easily visible. Locus 9
was another room that seemed to have its doorways blocked in a later phase. In this room, a
large jar was installed directly into the living surface. The northwest wall of locus 11 had a
later vertical drain intruding into it. This locus yielded a copper/bronze dagger with a handle
that had delicate gold decorations (Wi_772, Fig. 46 : m). In the north corner of locus 7, there
were remnants of a grave that contained a bowl, an upper arm bracelet, copper/bronze chisels,
and jewelry made of three gold parts (Wi_1591- 1593?, Fig. 48 : f). Other finds in the grave
included a group of cylinder seals, including one with a cuneiform inscription (not identifia¬
ble). There was also a group of clay tablets in this room. The second house, to the north (loci
3, 15, and 12) was badly damaged. Loci 3 and 15 could have been courtyards that served one
building or different structures. Locus 12 had a doorway only to the outside and may have
been a shop, or perhaps there had been a doorway to locus 11 that was not defined. A large
storage jar was embedded into the floor. The northeast wall of this locus was damaged by an
intrusive vertical drain made up of stacked ceramic rings, each measuring 50 cm in diameter.

Squares 12-14 (Fig. 5)

Square 12 (15 x 15 m) was opened in the northeast side of Tell al-Wilaya 1 and is close
to the highest point above the plain. Initially, this area was chosen because it seemed to lack
damage and appeared to be a favorable area for recovering undisturbed materials. However,
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once excavations began, heavily damaged architecture and debris were found just underneath
the surface, indicating that the area had been illegally excavated at some earlier date. In addi¬
tion to the disturbed architecture that was revealed, a mudbrick platform covered parts of the
square. No clear walls or other intact architectural features were distinguishable, with exca¬
vations reaching 2 m below the surface. This square is the closest that the recent excavations
came to Madhlum’s Area II, where he exposed part of a monumental building of plano-convex
bricks of the Akkadian period (Madhlum 1960, Plan Ila, right). Rashid (1963, 83), using
Diyala pottery parallels, redated this building to late ED III, despite the finding on a floor of
the building an undoubtedly Akkadian seal of the classic hero/animal combat type (Madhlum
1960, Pl. 6, No. 3). Given that the pottery from the building is of types that may have begun
in latest part of the Early Dynastic but also last into the early Akkadian period, it would be
safest to say that this building was “transitional,” but more likely to have been built in early
Akkadian rather than Early Dynastic III, given the classic Akkadian seal found on a floor. The
fact that the building was constructed of plano-convex bricks does not make it Early Dynastic,
since these bricks, although they began in the Early Dynastic, lasted through the Akkadian pe¬
riod.5 It is also important to point out that a number of Ur III texts were found in the building
(Postgate 1976). A photo of the area (Madhlum 1960, Pl. 12, below) shows above the walls
of plano-convex bricks a wall made with flat bricks, which we would assume to be Ur III
walls, given that there is no evidence of later periods on the site.

On the eastern end of the mound, just north of Square 5, the excavators opened Square
13, which was 10 x 10 m. After the removal of 1-2 m of debris no intact architecture was left.
One of the only finds in this square was a large storage jar with a short neck that contained
within it a spherical jar and a dish.

Square 14 was a 10 x 10 m square located in an area 2 m above the plain, down the
slope from Madhlum’s Area II (Fig. 4). After reaching a depth of 50-80 cm below the surface,
one level was exposed that consisted of gray colored soil mixed with pottery sherds.

Between Squares 12 and 13 was Square 15 (20 x 20 m), in an area 1.5 m above the
plain. At 55 cm below the surface, the excavators found remnants of a north-south wall that
extended 20.9 m. An adjoining east-west wall that stretched 20.6 m was 80 cm wide, and had
a height of 25 cm. The only installation found in the square was a round hearth that had a dia¬
meter of 85 cm and was located near the meeting point of the two walls.

[As evidenced in several operations at Nippur (e.g., McMahon 2006). In the Ur III city wall exposed at Nippur
in Area WC, one Ur III building still employed plano-convex mud bricks. During the time that plano-convex
bricks were used, there was a gradual change of shape. By late in the Early Dynastic Period, and throughout the
Akkadian, plano-convex bricks became progressively flatter, losing much of the convexity. In the Akkadian pe¬
riod the convex surface was often raked with several fingers rather than one or two, as was usual earlier. Baked
plano-convex bricks, known from the Early Dynastic and Akkadian periods, were often of the less-convex type.
MG]
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Squares 16 and 17 (Fig. 5)

On a somewhat high point at the eastern end of the mound, the excavators sank two
squares, 16 and 17. Few architectural remains were found even after excavating nearly 1 meter
in depth. Square 16 did contain a relatively good quality stone cylinder seal (we cannot iden¬
tify it from the notes on hand).

Square 18 (Fig. 5)

Shown on the site plan near Squares 2-4 and 8, cannot be described since there is no
extant information on it.

Square 19 (Fig. 5)

Square 19 was a large operation, but the destruction by looters left little to describe.
It was located at the westernmost edge of the site, on the slope of a rise, just north of the
place where MADHLUM (1960, Pl. 2b) had discovered in Area III a plano-convex palace of
Akkadian date, with remnants of an Ur III level above. Subhi Anwar Rashid (1963, 85)
dated the palace to the Early Dynastic III because it was built of plano-convex bricks and has
architectural features similar to Early Dynastic palaces at Kish and Eridu. He did, however,
allow that the building had to last into the Akkadian period because of the number of seals and
other Akkadian objects found on the floors. We must agree with Madhlum, as did POSTGATE
(1976, 78) on the basis of the inscriptional evidence, that the palace dated to the Akkadian pe¬
riod. The pottery from the building can all be comfortably placed within the Akkadian period,
early and late, and although there are some Early Dynastic seals, we must date the building
by the Akkadian examples found there. The occurrence of a female figurine with her hair in a
bun (Madhlum 1960, Pl. 10 : No. 12, and also probably Pl. 9 : No. 9) and a wooden female
figurine of excellent workmanship (Madhlum 1960, Pl. 7), as well as a female with one hand
to the chest and the other (broken) down to the side (Madhlum 1960, Pl. 9 : No. 6) also
demand a date in the Akkadian (FRANFKORT, Lloyd and JACOBSEN 1940, 206 ; DALES 1960
and 1963, 23f). The finding of numerous crude, flattened, nude female figurines with applied
hair, eyes, and necklaces, and incised pubic triangles (Madhlum 1960, Pl. 9 : Nos. 1-5, 7-8)
fits with Ur III rather than Early Dynastic or Akkadian, pointing to the continuing occupation
of the building some time into the Ur III period, but again arguing for a date mainly in the
Akkadian. The recovery of two “goddess handles” (Madhlum 19670, 9, Nos. 11-10) does not
necessarily argue for an earlier occupation of the building since we can also show that these
jars lasted into the Akkadian period (McMahon 1960).

Square 20

This square on a lower slope of the southwestern edge of the site cannot be described
because of lack of extant notes.

15


