                                                               R.M. Munchaev, Sh.N. Amirov 

Some results of the Tell Hazna I excavations in North-East Syria
With a great interest we have just listened reports of our colleagues headed by Prof. J. Buccellati, which presented some results of study of the well-known now ancient town of Urkesh in North-East Syria. Now let us offer a series of reports on the excavations of Tell Hazna I – a multi-layer site located at the same region of Syria, for many years being studied by the Russian Mission. In contrast with Urkesh, a real town in the true sense of the word, the site presented is a peculiar one – early in age, it mirrors the initial period of urbanism and first states’ formation in this Near East region. However, we have run a few steps forward.
You know well that our activities in Mesopotamia have been started considerably after the west colleagues. In fact, it is just over 150 years ago the first French and German excavations were made here, while our Mesopotamian field investigations have been carried out since 1969. First, in 1969-1980 and 1984-1985, the Soviet Mission worked in Iraq, where there have been studied a series of Early Agricultural sites – from the Pre-Ceramic Neolithic Age to the Early Bronze Age (Munchaev, Merpert, 1981; Bader, 1989; Munchaev, Merpert, 2001, P. 82-85; Munchaev, Merpert, Amirov, 2004, P. 383-396).

Later the IA RAS Mesopotamian Mission moved for the neighboring territory of the North-East Syria – the valley of Habur, the main tributary of Euphrates. Exactly here, in the Syrian Djezireh, the Mission excavated the site of Tell Hazna I in 1988-2010 (Munchaev, Merpert, Amirov, 2004).
Shortly after, in our first report we will give a brief account of many years Tell Hazna I study and the second one will concentrate on one very important aspect of our Syrian investigations, little known to date.

Tell Hazna I – a huge hill, 150-200 m in diameter and over 17 m high, located 25 km to the NEE of the town of Hasake, nearby villages of Aliavi ad Hazna, on the right bank of the Hanzir vadi, flowing Djag-Djag – the left tributary of Habur (fig. 1). The site cultural deposits are about 17 m thick. The first site here belonged to the  transitional stage of the Ubaid-Uruk Culture of Mesopotamia (the late V – 1st quarter of the IV mil. BC), the next one – to the Late Chalcolitic Age and the Nineveh V Period. To those sites attributes the layer part ca. 4 m thick. The part overlaid, which thickness exceeding 12 m, dates to the Early Dynastic First Period (the 1st third of the III mil. BC). It would be a good thing to indicate that 1 km to the south of Tell Hazna I there is one more multi-layer site – Tell Hazna II, surveyed by the Russian Mission as well (Munchaev, Merpert, Amirov, 1993, P. 25-42).
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Fig. 1

At several areas the cultural layer of the Tell Hazna I was opened for the whole thickness – right to the virgin soil. That made possible to examine the site stratigraphy in details, just, for instance, to recognize a number of separate strata and construction periods. That main, investigated by the Mission from 1988 for 20 years, was the upper stratum of the Tell Hazna I, 12 m thick, dating to the late IV – 1st third of the III mil. BC – the Early Dynastic I Period.

To date there has been excavated almost the whole south side of the tell – over 5000 sq.m (fig. 2-3). Also there was investigated the tell north side, rather sharp. The trench going here from the top to the foot revealed the lack of any monumental structures – in contrast with that south. The tell area excavated has produced ruins of about 550 dwelling, auxiliary and cult structures. In spite of the site was built up densely all structures are argued to be erected according to a well-defined concept. Those earliest formed an oval on several successive terraces. One should indicate ensembles of monumental structures, including solid temple buildings as well as huge public buildings, which formed a type of a temenos – a sacred area of the site. All structures, opened at the site to 2000, were published in our first fundamental book on Tell Hazna I (Munchaev, Merpert, Amirov, 2004).
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Fig. 2
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Fig. 3

Anyway, a considerable number of those structures were discovered after the book mentioned has been submitted. Thus, beyond it stays the Tell Hazna I surrounding wall – one of the most impressive architectural objects not only of the site examined but of the IV-III mil. North Mesopotamia in the whole.

Let us indicate the most outstanding feature of structures excavated at Tell Hazna I – their striking state of preservation. Really, some architectural units have survived almost to the original height (Munchaev, Merpert, 2001, Fig. 3,5,7,10-12; Munchaev, Merpert, Amirov, 2004, Tab. 17-53). Whereas the late IV – early III mil. BC South Mesopotamia sites’ cult and public buildings, known to date, are about 1 m in height preserved, those of Tell Hazna I raise for 8 m and over.
Of them the first should be mentioned the massive temple tower – №37 – uncovered in the lower south part of the site, which was the key structures of the cult complex (fig. 4). The tower was adjoined other massive units from the west and east sides (Munchaev, Merpert, Amirov, 2004, Tab. 18-24). Preserved to in height of 8 m, it was built of mud-bricks of a certain standard. The tower socle part 1 m high was dug into the soil, to be made of bigger bricks. (fig. 5) The common clay cover of the tower’s walls was added with a green plaster above. Inside the tower there was discovered a system of three shaft-type chambers, situated by a vertical axis. The tower north and south walls were provided with doorways, through which going a pebble-paved path (Munchaev, Merpert, Amirov, 2004, Tab. 22,24). Its segment going through the south doorway led to the surrounding wall. (fig. 6) On the chamber floors there were found some agricultural tools – querns and sickle blades. Very indicative is that the tower founding included a ritual act – a sacrifice of 3 ungulates, which remains were buried beneath the tower socle (Munchaev, Merpert, Amirov, 2004, Tab. 21,3,4). One more such procedure took place after the tower had been built. This time 12 flint blades of 3 sickles, a rectangular seal, carved with a predator tearing an ungulate, were hidden in one of “windows” along the south wall upper edge. Seals with this science are typical for the North Mesopotamia sites from the very beginning of the III mil. BC (Munchaev, Merpert, 2001, Fig. 8;9,1).
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Fig. 4
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Fig. 5
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Fig. 6

From the east the tower examined was adjoined one more structure, 5,5 m high, a wall of which bearing pilasters (fig. 7). Its faces were covered with a green coating as well. Such walls are a distinctive feature of the Ancient Mesopotamia temple architecture.
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Fig. 7

Tell Hazna I is argued to be not a mere common site, but a site with a well-planed system of monumental cult structures. Among them is standing out the temple tower №37 that appears to be a prototype of a ziggurat, yet not stepped i outline, – the most characteristic Mesopotamia temple structure in time to come. Of 23 ziggurats, known  in Mesopotamia to date, that at Tell Hazna I is the most ancient. At Tell Hazna I there have been unearthed at least 4 tower-type structures, preserved from 4 m to 7 m in height. Behind  one of them (№24), staying along the same line with the tower №37 to the north of the latter, was traced fireplace (Munchaev, Merpert, Amirov, 2004, Tab. 46).(fig. 8).
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Fig. 8

Side by side with temple structures was uncovered rather big and high, – arch-roofed granary, destined to storage a communal grain – wheat and barley (fig. 9). Preserved almost to the original height – 8 m and even more, those structures were scattered over the site, including the sacred area – the temenos. By the way, some seal impressions, discovered in Mesopotamia, represent scenes of such granaries infilling. No doubt, those structures were not mere storages, but also places where the grain was distributed among the local people. That is why we believe Tell Hazna I to be a cult-administrative centre for at least 3 neighboring sites of the Habur valley in the late IV – early III mil. BC.
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Fig. 9

Rich in ruins of various architectural constructions, Tell Hazna I is a site, which planning system and stratigraphy are very complicated to study. Anyway, the close look of data obtained enable us to attribute all the structures uncovered to the certain construction periods.
The Tell Hazna I property of the period in question is that that the almost the whole site was enclosed by a massive wall of standard mud bricks (fig. 10). This wall has been the key object of the Mission investigations last 6-7 field seasons, to be uncovered almost completely: ca 100 m long, the structure has preserved to a height of ca. 8 m, the thickness ranging from 2 m in the upper part to 6,5 m in the foot. First, while there has been unearthed 2 upper meters, the wall appeared to be absolutely vertical, 2 m thick. That is why we have regarded this structure as a fortification one. Anyway, later on the wall was discovered gradually widening from a level of 2 m down – in other words, it had a so-called glacis.(Fig.11-12)  Some east wall segments with a glacis, uncovered completely, were ca. 6,5 m thick at the foot, discovered at 15 m. The glacis has been revealed in the wall west segment as well. The only exception is a short section in the very center of the wall – here it was absolutely vertical from top to bottom.
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Fig. 10


[image: image16]

[image: image17] Fig. 11


[image: image18]
Fig. 12

The question is what was the structure revealed destined for? One could not cite any analogies known at Syria and Mesopotamia sites of the IV-III mil. BC. At the same time such structures have been discovered at those of the later period. So, we suppose the Tell Hazna I massive wall main destination was not to fortify this site, but to protect it against floods and strong cold winds in the sprig and autumn – winter time. By the way, even now the area around Tell Hazna I is flooded in rainy years, especially in the west and east. No wonder, the site was “strengthened” most right from those sides.
A great attention was paid to the communication system of Tell Hazna I, first of all – to the supposed main entrance to the site in the surrounding wall east segment(fig.13-14). Its “evolution” was traced during the whole period it had stayed in use. The gateway was ca. 1,2 m wide. Originally it had been provided with a 3-stepped stone stair from the outside. The stair was adjoined with a ramp, bordered with mud brick walls from the both sides. As a matter of fact a way leading to the site was maintained well for the whole period of usage. Just for instance, it was firmly rammed and covered with a gravel-and-sherd mixture. From the outside the gateway was attached with a special chamber for guards. From the gateway there was started a narrow path. Paved with a small stone pieces and gravel, it crossed the site from the east to the west, probably right to the vadi.
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Fig. 13
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One should mention side-streets (fig.15), leading to the inner (south) space of the site and communicating its various areas. The “high street” appeared to be a path between the surrounding wall and the first line of site constructions. Most probably, it was the main way for cult ceremonial processions at Tell Hazna I.
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No doubt, Tell Hazna I was a proto-city site, built up with a well-planed dense system of monumental temple and household structures. Absolutely obvious is that such a great construction needed a lot of mud bricks. Those facts put forward a question if it was possible to realize without people mobilizing, mainly by compulsion.
Moreover, huge Tell Hazna I granaries are clear evidence of well-fixed system in grain storage and distribution. That is very important fact clarifying a certain social-economic level of the local society, typical exactly for the Early State Period.
The time of Tell Hazna I was the time of the early civilization formation and first city-states appearance in Mesopotamia. We believe the material obtained attests the process just mentioned developed not only in the South Mesopotamia, but in its north area as well. However, in contrast with the south zone in the Habur valley it had been stopped for a some time due to aridization.
So, our investigations of Tell Hazna I as well as several other Habur valley sites enable to argue Syria was not a remote area of the Near East World, as it has been considered just recently, but an integral element of it, evolving side by side with other territories. That is the main significance of Tell Hazna I as a historical and archaeological object.
To date there have bee excavated over 70 burials, most of which dating to the mid  of the III mil. BC. Our field activities have produced a considerable data on palaeobotany and palaeozoology as well as a lot of various archaeological artifacts. Unfortunately, because of a time limit all those materials could not be examined in details within the report. Let us only note the most numerous finds’ group – the ceramics – has been carefully studied and wholly published. Now is preparing an issue of the Tell Hazna I anthropomorphic and zoomorphic small plastic art collection, including over 300 figurines of various animals and many other clay items. The second volume on Tell Hazna I will presented all architectural objects, discovered at the site after 2000 (in particular, the surrounding wall), metal artifacts, a wonderful set of Ancient Mesopotamia seals, numerous agricultural tools (suffice it to say there has been found over 3000 flint and obsidian sickle blades).
So, the Tell Hazna I excavations have produced rich and various material that enable to study both some specific aspects of the archeology of the Khabour valley and Syria Djezireh and key problems of the social-economic and cultural-historic evolution of North Mesopotamia and Central Asia in the IV-III mil. BC. Of them one should indicate the contacts between the Near East ad Caucasus in antiquity, which will be examined in our next joint report.
                                                                  Text was translated by Avilova L.I.
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