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Only some 15 years ago Mesopotamian
ceramics of the Iron Age was a relatively neglect-
ed subject. The classic, early excavations of Iron
Age capitals in Iraq and Syria paid scant attention
to humble pots and sherds — compared to grand
architecture and troves of objets d’art. Scatters of
complete vessels and smaller collections were of
course published, and some useful overviews ap-
peared. For the Assyrian heartland, for instance,
the corpus from the graves and tombs in Assur
(HALLER 1954); for the Syrian area the corpora
retrieved from cemeteries and the citadel excava-
tions at Hama (R1s 1948 and RIS et alii 1990).
More recent developments have marked a sub-
stantial change. Historical, philological, and
archaeological interest in the Iron Age, long
overshadowed by the exploration of earlier pe-
riods, resurged in the 1970’s. An important ar-
chaeological initiative was inception of the ex-
cavations and surveys conducted by the German
project based at Tell Sheikh Hamad in Syria (see
www.schechhamad.de), which have produced
detailed analyses of new comprehensive cera-
mic corpora from the Middle Assyrian and Neo
Assyrian periods. Another component has been
the numerous salvage projects, in both Iraq and
Syria, which include excavation of many smaller
sites with Iron Age/Assyrian levels.

Much of the new evidence is now inte-
grated and summarised in a very useful Atlas,

184

authored by S. Anastasio, himself intimately ac-
quainted with Assyrian ceramics from his work
on materials from Tell Bari and the French Habur
survey in Syria, as well as the older Italian ex-
cavation at Qasr Shemamok in Irag. Anastasio,
also author of two other useful surveys of Upper
Mesopotamian archaeology published in the
Subartu series (vols 1 and 13), has developed a
comprehensive typology for the “Assyrian™ ce-
ramics, and its distribution throughout the em-
pire, divided into 7 different regions (Assyria
proper, Western Jazira, Upper Tigris, Central
and Southern Mesopotamia, Cilicia and Western
Syria, Palestine and Transjordan, Western Iran).
Relevant sites in these regions are listed in an an-
notated catalogue in Chapter 2.c (pp. 6-27). The
parameters for the typology is briefly described
in Chapter 3 (pp. 29-33), followed by a more de-
tailed description of the types and sub-types esta-
blished. The plates in Chapter 6 (pp. 81-195) pro-
vide maps, examples of all types and sub-types,
as well as a selection of diagnostic assemblages
from the Assyrian heartland. The Atlas also in-
cludes a very useful bibliography (Chapter 5, pp.
63-80).

The 60 plates are of course central to this
work, and especially plates 6-35, which present
the selection of “ideal” types, all redrawn and
harmonised in AutoCAD. They remind this revie-
wer of a much less ambitious personal work done
in the mid-1990’s, when assembling a compendi-
um of Mesopotamian Iron Age ceramics, for the
purposes of salvage excavations in the Tishrin
Dam Area (Syria). It was somewhat surprising
to observe back then how scattered and inade-
quate the available information was, and hence
now easy to conclude that the Af/as marks a new
departure. Experts will of course have quibbles
over details of typology, selection of materials
etc. etc., but surely we here have a solid base for
further studies.

And it is important to note, as does the
author, that many problems persist, and will re-
quire new information and studies. An important
problem is related to chronology. Anastasio (pp.
3-5) divides his material into 4 periods: IA 2 and
3 are relatively unproblematic, representing the
“Late” (from mid 8th cent. to 612) and “Post”
Assyrian periods respectively. IA 1, on the other
hand represents “Transitional” phases between
Middle and Late Assyrian, roughly 250 years,
while IA 0 is “generic” and “used to describe all
those assemblages ... that can be roughly attribut-



ed to the period .... but with no possibility of bet-
ter definition in reference to one of the three fol-
lowing phases”. And the author concludes : “This
is obviously a purely practical division, dictated
more by the contingent situation and the effecti-
ve availability of repertoires than by actual inter-
pretations of the archaeological data ; it would be
useless, for example, to try to further subdivide
phase IA 1, for the simple reason that we do not
have sufficient material to justify such a definiti-
on”. There seems to be a marked continuity of ce-
ramic traditions in IA 1 into IA 2, but the relative
lack of excavated and published evidence from
IA 1 is a severe obstacle for charting develop-
ments accurately. While Late and Post Assyrian
levels are often close to the surface of sites, they
evidently often cover or seal earlier phases of oc-
cupation, which are consequently difficult to ex-
plore in large exposures, while “Assyrian” sites
abandoned in the 10th or 9th centuries are rare.
The recent resumption of archaeological activity
in a central portion of the Assyrian heartland in
northeastern Iraq may well in time help solve this
problem.

Another aspect, very much relevant for the
concept of an Aftlas, is the spread of “Assyrian”
types and production from the heartland (Region
1) and into the 6 other regions defined. The cata-
logue of sites in these regions in Chapter 2.c is
accompanied by brief but interesting summaries
of the scale and scope of diffusion in each regi-
on, and summed up (p. 61) as follows : “Assyrian
style seems to have ‘penetrated’ especially in
types of vessels intended for everyday and per-
sonal use, and in ‘luxury’ items .... This circums-
tance is certainly not coincidental, and must be
meaningful within the scope of analysis of the
type of relations between Assyria and the popula-
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tion it conquered ....”.

Pursuit of this theme seems indeed to of-
fer many interesting perspectives, as archaeo-
logical evidence increasingly can be matched
with the fairly detailed historical record of the
Assyrian empire and its expansion. On the upper
Euphrates in Syria, for instance, where this re-
viewer has organised salvage excavations at two
sites with Iron Age levels, it seems possible to
define the river itself as a border of penetration.
Middle Assyrian ceramics have been excavated
on the east bank, at Tell Ahmar, but not direct-
ly opposite, on the west bank, at Tell Aushariye
(Eidem, R/A 11: 532-533). Although Aushariye
seems likely to hide the ruins of ancient Pitru
(alias Ana-Assur-uter-asbat), and hence the lo-
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cation of an Assyrian fortress, (re)established by
Tiglath-pileser I (11th cent. BC), the only trace
of Middle Assyrian presence recovered are some
fragments of cuneiform tablets found in the last
(2010) campaign. The early Iron Age is other-
wise represented by a local ceramic assemblage,
similar to material excavated at other sites nearby
(KEHLET 2004). The picture changes, however,
in the 7th cent. BC, when typical Late and Post
Assyrian ceramics are found also on the west
bank sites. Further west, on the other hand, in the
Sajour Valley, Assyrian influence seems to fade,
and this fits the conclusion offered by Anastasio,
namely that in Western Syria: “Pottery produc-
tion always remained local, and .... all that can be
truly recognized as Assyrian is a certain “stylistic
inspiration” (p. 23). The more precise contours
and implications of this “stylistic inspiration” are
certainly of considerable interest, and obvious-
ly merit further exploration. However, potential
local exceptions with specific backgrounds (like
military garrisons, colonies of deportees etc.)
apart, substantial Assyrian impact in terms of ce-
ramics seems confined to a “Greater Assyria” in
the Jezira and East-Tigris regions, This, I think,
underlines a presumed historical continuity, poli-
tically and culturally, from the early 2nd Mill. -
through pivotal Middle Assyrian times - into the
Ist Mill. BC. The “stylistic inspiration”, found
further afield, is a reminder that the Late Assyrian
empire matched and extended limits reached by
the 4th Mill. Uruk “expansion”. How these two
phenomena compare, however, is another story,
worthy of a separate Atlas.
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