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About Bakr Awa

Peter A. Miglus

The site of Bakr Awa (35°13’14”N, 45°56’26”E) 
situated on the outskirts of the city of Halabja is one of 
the biggest ancient settlements in the western foothills 
of the Zagros in Iraqi Kurdistan (AAI 1970, 335 no. 54; 
AASI 1975-76, map 77 no. 14). It consists of a c. 800 x 
600 m large lower city (max. +579 m a.s.l.) and a steep 
citadel mound (max. +595 m a.s.l.) dominating the 
plain (approx. +565 m a.s.l.). The citadel is crowned by 
an earthen parapet wall while the mound is surrounded 
by a moat dug probably in the Islamic period (Fig.  
1).

Bakr Awa is located in the southern part of the Shahrizor 
Plain near the junction of the Tanjaro river into the 
Diyala. It was a highly advantageous position since 
the Diyala, which creates a corridor between central 
Mesopotamia and the Iranian Highland, in this area 
crosses the transversal route of the Shahrizor coming 
from the lands accessed by the Lesser Zab. Moreover, 
the conspicuous feature of this landscape is its economic 
potential and flexibility. The population of this region 
used agriculture, pastoralism, and mixed farming as 
subsistence basis.

Figure 1. Bakr Awa on satellite image (Quickbird 11th October, 2010, Digital Globe Inc.)  
with marked excavation areas. 
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The earliest reference to Bakr Awa was given by James 
Felix Jones (1857, 205-6) who visited this place in 1844. 
In 1927 the site was initially investigated by Ephraim 
Speiser (1926/27, 13), but the first extensive excavation 
by Iraqi archaeologists took place in the years 1960 and 
1961 (Al-Husaini 1962; Madhloum 1965). The new 
excavation at Bakr Awa by the University of Heidelberg 
was carried out during four seasons 2010-11 (Miglus et 
al. 2011; 2013) and 2013-14 (Bürger et al. 2015; Bürger 
forthcoming; Miglus 2015a). It succeeded a survey in 
the southern part of Shahrizor Plain led by the author 
in 2009.

In the time that passed between the two excavations the 
site underwent several changes. The top of the main 
mound has been disturbed and reshaped in the course 
of the 1980-88 Iraq-Iran war, and a wide ramp at its 
eastern slope has been bulldozed for military purpose. 
Afterwards, around 1993, the whole area of the lower 
city has been badly damaged by heavy looting which 
destroyed the upper layers up to 2.5 m deep. Finally, the 
modern village of Bakr Awa eliminated in the 1980s was 
has undergone reconstruction from 2011 onwards.

During the Iraqi investigation two trenches were opened, 
one on the southwestern slope of the main mound, a 
second one in the eastern part of the lower city. The 17 

layers uncovered in the first trench were reported to be 
from the Akkadian to Islamic periods, but the published 
information concerns only the uppermost Islamic Levels 
I-V (Madhloum 1965). The excavation in the lower city 
provided a slightly different stratigraphy: The uppermost 
layers (Levels I-II) have been recognize as Islamic, the 
third (Level III) as an Iron Age horizon dating to c. 800 
BC, and the lower deposits (Levels IV-VIII) as settlement 
remains from the 2nd millennium BC (Al-Husaini 1962). 

The new excavation started 2010 in Area 1 situated on a 
hilltop in the southeastern part of the lower city, and also 
the former Iraqi eastern trench, now called Area 2, was 
reopened. In season 2011 the new excavation Areas 3 
and 4 have been established on the top of citadel mound, 
and two years later Area 5 has been set up at the edge 
of the citadel moat in the center of the site. The work in 
the Iraqi trench on the slope of the citadel mound, called 
here Area 6, should be continued in the next seasons.

Excavation results

The current stage of research in the Areas 1-6 is presented 
by the following stratigraphy table (Fig. 2) which 
illustrates the investigated occupation periods reached 
at the site from the Early Bronze Age to the Ottoman 
period.

Figure 2. Occupation periods reached in the excavation areas 1 to 6 during seasons 2010-11 and 2013-14. 

© Archaeopress and the authors, 2016.

Arch
ae

op
res

s O
pe

n A
cc

es
s



231

P. A. Miglus: About Bakr Awa

1. Early Bronze Age (Early Tigridian) Horizon

The 3rd millennium BC remains excavated in the eastern 
part of the lower city date from the beginning of the 
Early Dynastic as well as from the Akkadian and Post-
Akkadian periods. The Akkadian and Ur III layers had 
also been reached in the former Iraqi trench, Area 6, on 
the main mound (Levels XVI-XVII), but no details of 
the material found at this location were reported. 

1.1. Early Dynastic I layers

In two deep soundings in Area 2 the earliest layers of 
the site consisted of several floors and a few sparse wall 
remains (Miglus et al. 2013, 65-7). This deposit was in 
total c. 1.5 m thick and contained numerous Scarlet Ware 
sherds and related painted pottery. Although the Scarlet 
Ware is characteristic in the eastern Tigris region for the 
Early Dynastic I-II (following the ARCANE terminology: 
Early Tigridian 2-4 / Early Central Mesopotamian 1-3) 
period, up to now the lands on the Tanjero and upper 
Diyala did not appear on the painted pottery distribution 
maps (cf. Rova 2014; Del Bravo 2014). The new finds 
from Bakr Awa fill this gap. 

Two radiocarbon samples taken from the oldest and 
third oldest floor levels confirm the dating of the earliest 
settlement in the lower city to 2890-2860 respectively 
2830-2820 cal BC. On the latter floor a jar rim bearing 
an imprint of a cylinder seal came to light (Miglus et al. 
2013, 65-6 fig 30d) (fig. 3 a). Sealed storage jars like this 
specimen were found on several sites with Jemdet Nasr 
and Early Dynastic I occupation in the Hamrin region: 
Tell Gubba (Ii 1988, figs. 6-23 pls. 29-38), Tell Ahmed 
al-Hattu (Sürenhagen 1984, fig. 7; 2011, fig. 18. 9 a, b 
and 20 no. 1-7), Kheit Qasim (Lebeau 1984, fig. 3-5), 
Tell Madhhur (Watson 1984, fig. 24 no. 10-4), Tell Sabra 
(Tunca 1987, pl. 106-7), and Tell Yelkhi (Boehmer 1985, 
fig. 2). Furthermore, two sealings on clay and terracotta 
fragments of similar date have been found in the deep 
soundings.

Surprisingly, the painted pottery from both deep 
soundings was associated with numerous fragments 
of beveled rim bowls. Initially, pieces were thought be 
later intrusions in the younger layers. However, it later 
became apparent that the lowermost Early Dynastic 
occupation layer in the eastern area of Bakr Awa rests 
directly on the virgin soil (at c. 570.30 m a.s.l.). An 
alternative supposition, that this material was transferred 
from another location, is hardly probable because apart 
from the beveled rim bowls no other Uruk pottery types 
have been found here. It looks as if this particular kind 
of pottery was still produced in the early 3rd millennium 
BC in the Shahrizor region, a phenomenon which was 
already observed at Tell Gubba in the Hamrin region 
(Fuji 1981, 160-1). This fact is contrary to the opinion 
that in the Tigris region the beveled rim bowl production 

must have come to an end already in the outgoing Uruk 
period (cf. Rova 2014; Helwing 2014).

Neither during the old nor the new excavation at Bakr 
Awa were any Uruk settlement layers uncovered. A few 
well preserved Uruk specimens have been published by 
Al-Soof (1985, 90, 183 chart III, 186 pl. III bottom) as 
found in Levels II-V of this site, but these levels date 
to the 1st respectively 2nd millennium BC. Therefore, 
it must be supposed that the pottery Al-Soof referred to 
originates in another site. The entries in the inventory 
of the Iraq Museum in Baghdad specifying its location 
as ‘Shahrizor’ (without mentioning Bakr Awa) seem to 
support this assumption.

1.2. Akkadian and Post-Akkadian layers

In the higher layers of the 3rd millennium BC no specific 
evidence for the late Early Dynastic (Early Tigridian 
4-5) was discovered. It could be a regional problem 
(cf. Lebeau 2014, table on p. xi), and probably the late 
Early Dynastic settlement at the site was less intensive 
than in the beginning and in the last centuries of the 3rd 
millennium BC. But the Akkadian occupation is striking: 
In Areas 1 and 2 foundations laid with large stones were 
excavated in layers containing the typical Akkadian and 
Post-Akkadian pottery known from the lower Diyala 
and central Tigris region (Miglus et al. 2013, 62-5). In 
Area 2 they constituted three building levels having a 
total thickness of c. 1 m (between +573.40 and +572.30 
m a.s.l.). The only partially preserved wall sections 
do not allow reconstructing any building plans, and 
a freestanding single-room unit about 3.10 m wide 
and 5.30 m long, presumably a small shrine, was the 
only exception. Its ground plan brings to mind small 
single-room temples built in the eastern Tigris region 
during the 3rd millennium BC. The best comparative 
examples are the sanctuaries in strata V and IV at Tepe 
Gawra (Akkadian / Ur III) which also had foundations 
constructed of stones (Speiser 1935, 14-8 pls. V-VI).

The entrance to the supposed shrine equipped with a pivot 
stone was located in the southern wall. It was walled up 
in the final occupation phase. The original floor of the 
room was paved with large flagstones, the younger one, 
separated from the first by a thin layer of white organic 
substance, was of beaten mud. On the inner and outer 
walls remains of clay plaster were observed. The only 
fixed installation in the room was a mud bench or table 
in the northeastern corner. In the northwestern corner, 
a round flat basin with a spout (a libation installation?) 
was placed on the younger floor. Sediment accumulated 
under its bottom has been dated between 2270 and 2040 
cal BC. In the area outside the building, which was paved 
with pebbles and pottery sherds, some fireplaces were 
excavated. A production zone with several ovens and fire 
places surrounded by thick ash deposits extended further 
to the East.
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In Area 1 only the uppermost stone foundations have 
been excavated (in the first preliminary report, Miglus 
et al. 2011, 147-8, they were wrongly regarded as 
Middle Bronze Age structures). It consisted of four big 
rooms and a stone paved courtyard with an open sewer 
which seem to belong to two separated building units. 
Between them two big ovens were located. The 14C 
date from the southern one ranges between 2140 and 
2030 cal BC. Another radiocarbon sample collected 
in the layer covering the stone foundations provided a 
possible dating from 2030 to 1890 cal BC. In this latter 
archaeological context dated to the turn of the Early to 
Middle Bronze Age a previously unknown burnished 
pottery painted with reddish vertical stripes came to 
light. 

Concerning the political situation of Bakr Awa in the late 
3rd millennium BC one can only speculate. At this time 
in the western Zagros foothills two political entities, the 
principalities of Lullubum and Simurrum, are attested. 
Bakr Awa and the Shahrizor Plain were presumably 
under the control of one of these states co-existing in 
this region for some centuries. For a while the region 
was dominated by the Akkadian rulers, and afterwards 
the Gutian king Erridu-pizir led a campaign against 
Lullubum and Simurrum (Altaweel et al. 2012, 10; 
Kepinski et al. 2015, 53-5; Sallaberger and Schrakamp 
2015, 42, 45, 127-9). 

2. Middle Bronze Age (Ur III / Isin-Larsa / Old 
Babylonian) Horizon

Towards the end of the 3rd and at the beginning of the 
2nd millennium BC archaeological remains at Bakr Awa 
testify to a remarkable economic prosperity. The material 
culture was related to those in other Mesopotamian 
regions. According to the textual evidence at the turn 
of the 3rd millennium BC the region around the city 
of Bakr Awa was firmly embedded in the political 
landscape of Mesopotamia. The regional principalities 
Simurrum and Lullubum were target of several military 
operations of the rulers of the Ur III Dynasty, and their 
territory was temporarily under the political control of 
Ur (cf. Altaweel et al. 2012, 10-1; Kepinski et al. 2015; 
Sallaberger and Schrakamp 2015, 50-1). During the 
demise of Ur the Shahrizor region belonged for a time to 
Simurrum having a large territorial extension under the 
rule of Iddi-Sîn und (An)Zabazuna (Frayne 1990, 19.1, 
19.2; Shaffer et al. 2003; Frayne 2009-11).

This prosperous period of the city and its situation 
thereafter are reflected in the deposits in Areas 1, 2 and 6. 
In the first two areas architectural remains and numerous 
burials have been excavated. Results concerning the 
corresponding layers in Area 6 investigated by the 
former excavators have not been reported, but the 
material is at least partly known from the inventory of 
the Iraq Museum.

2.1. Building remains from the Ur III to Isin-Larsa 
periods 

The early 2nd millennium BC architecture at Bakr Awa 
shows a new trend in building plans and construction 
techniques obviously adopted from Babylonia and 
the lower Diyala region. The stone foundation method 
was abandoned, and the houses were built wholly of 
sun dried mud bricks instead. Occasionally for special 
constructions burnt bricks were used. The best example 
is the main architectural unit excavated in Area 2 
showing three occupation levels. The upper parts of 
its walls and the uppermost pavements had already 
been uncovered by Iraqi archaeologists, and because 
of its areal extent and the mud brick altar installed in 
the main room the building was thought to have been 
a temple (Al-Husaini 1962, 153-4). The results of the 
re-investigation of the original occupation level and a 
comparison with contemporary private architecture of 
southern Mesopotamian cities (Miglus 1999, 23-56) 
shows that the building has definitely to be regarded as a 
large residence of a wealthy family or an official (Miglus 
et al. 2013, 53-5; Miglus 2015a). Measuring not less 
than 660 sqm it was even bigger than the comparable 
large houses from the same period uncovered at Larsa 
and Ur (Miglus 2015a, 234-6).

The house was completely built of mud bricks. Only its 
western part, where the ground was uneven, and beneath 
the courtyard where a gravel layer was laid, and a few 
wall sections had stone enhancements or were partially 
founded on older stone structures. The location of the 
entrance proposed by Iraqi excavators in the eastern 
façade is uncertain. A central courtyard of c. 11 x 10.5 m 
paved with pebbles and mud plaster was surrounded by 
rooms. The most important of these were the reception 
room and the main hall forming the western part of the 
building. The first one was originally paved with burnt 
bricks, the second with small pebbles. The main hall 
had two significant installations: a mud brick table at 
the rear wall similar to the altars known from the main 
rooms at Ur (Woolley and Mallowan 1976, 29-30 pls. 
43-6) or Tell Harmal (Bürger and Miglus forthcoming) 
and a large rectangular hearth constructed of clay and 
pottery sherds and bordered by bricks in the center of the 
room of a kind found at Tell Jokha (Al-Harbi et al. 2011, 
61-2 fig. 14, 29), Nippur (McCown et al. 1967, 38-9), 
and Tell Halawa (Yaseen 1995, 30 pl. 6, 9A). Smaller 
rooms at the other sides of the courtyard contained 
ovens, fireplaces and ceramic jars serving for storage, 
supply, and production purposes. A doorway in the 
northern wall of the biggest northern room gave access 
to a second only partially excavated courtyard in side-
on position indicating that the house could have had a 
bigger extension than previously supposed.

Architectural remains in Area 1 presumably belonged to 
two rather large building units, but since they have been 
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only partially recovered no complete plans can be worked 
out. Nevertheless, the building technique, installations, 
pottery and artefacts found inside correspond with those 
from the houses in Area 2. Among the objects excavated 
on two floors directly beneath the eastern building unit, 
two cylinder seals providing connections of Bakr Awa 
residents to the lower Diyala and southern Babylonia 
deserve special attention. Both seals are made of chlorite 
and bear a similar representation. The first one, coming 
from the younger building floor (Miglus et al. 2013, fig. 
18), shows a date-palm altar flanked by two worshippers 
who raise one hand, and additionally a crescent and 
two vertical depicted snakes (Fig. 3b). The second 
seal, found on the older floor, offers a similar worship 
scene completed by different elements: two crescents, a 
waterfowl (goose?) and a scorpion (Fig. 3c). 

Comparable specimens from Ur were dated to the Ur III 
period by Collon (1982, 139-43 no. 338-55 pl. XLII) who 
presumed, that the date-palm symbol could derive from 
the Urnamma stela. Gailani Werr (1988, 27 cat. 130k, 
131j pl. XVII) gave the same opinion in case of Isin-
Larsa seal impressions from Tell ed-Dhibai. Another seal 
from Tell Bismayah in the lower Diyala region came to 
light in a building complex (Level II) together with a 
mace head bearing an Urnamma inscription (Khairi and 
Ahmed 1987-88, 29 fig. 87). Frankfort (1955, pl. 67 no. 
716) suggested for a related seal with erased inscription 
found on the surface at Tell Asmar the Isin-Larsa 
style. Another seal with worshipper at date-palm altar 
representation from Susa dated by Amiet (1972, 220 pl. 
159 no. 1702) to the Ur III/Shimaski period could be 
younger, according to Roach’s (2008, no. 2725) ‘Popular 
Elamite (Old Babylonian/Sukkalmah) Style’.

2.2. Burials

Until now human remains of 40-43 individuals in 30 bur-
ials have been excavated in the recent fieldwork in lay-
ers from the first half of the 2nd millennium BC. About 
20 more graves came to light during the Iraqi excava-
tions. Among these different burial practices are attested: 
single and collective burials, burials in pit graves, pot 
graves, brick tombs, and burials under the floors of pri-
vate houses and outside of the living quarters. Most of 
the grave goods, especially bronze weapons and toggle 
pins, jewelry as well as pottery vessels found inside, dis-
play close affinities to middle and northern Mesopotami-
an types, but also connections to Babylonia and Iran. The 
burials are studied in detail by U. Bürger (forthcoming) 
and R. Fetner (2011; 2014a; 2014b; 2015).

2.2.1. Brick tombs from the Ur III to Isin-Larsa Periods

Under the early Middle Bronze Age houses some burials 
have been excavated in different locations. In the large 
house in Area 2 there was a pot burial of a baby found 
under the lowermost floor in one of the service rooms 

and at least two individuals buried in a vaulted brick 
tomb beneath the courtyard (Fig. 4). This latter position 
is unusual in terms of Babylonian practice, since in the 
south the tombs were normally located beneath main 
halls (Miglus 1999, 74). The tomb contained pottery from 
the Ur III / early Isin-Larsa period, bronze weapons, and 
a bronze bowl. A skeleton of a dog, probably a sacrifice, 
lay in the shaft beside four ceramic bottles and a bowl 
(Bürger forthcoming).

Another brick tomb dating to the early 2nd millennium 
BC with remains of at least eight individuals has been 
excavated in Area 1 (Miglus et al. 2011, 149-53; 2013, 
56-62). Their skeletons were scattered by looting and 
badly damaged by fallen bricks. The tomb inventory 
consisted of pottery and cooper vessels, bronze weapons, 
toggle pins of bronze and silver, and numerous stone 
beads. In this case, too, the tomb was located under the 
courtyard and in its entrance shaft three sacrifice animals 
(two goats and a pig) had been deposited. Furthermore, a 
baby pot burial has been found on the bottom of the shaft 
right at the bricked-up entrance to the tomb chamber.

An especially interesting feature of the Bakr Awa tombs 
is their construction. They were roofed by a pitched-
brick vault resting on a base of limestones. The burnt 
bricks used were specially formed for vaulting. The 
pitched-brick vault technique which is already known 
from the late 3rd millennium BC constructions at 
Tell ar-Rimah seems to have found its way into the 
Mesopotamian sepulchral architecture in the early 2nd 
millennium BC. The tombs at Bakr Awa are among the 
oldest constructions of this type. Two other tombs roofed 
by a pitched-brick vault dating from the 20th century BC 
have been found at Tutub (Khafajah Mound D) on the 
lower Diyala (Hill et al. 1990, 222-3 pl. 58b). Between 
the 19th and 17th century BC such tombs were built in 
the Sinkašid-Palace at Uruk, in large houses at Larsa, 
at Umma, Sippar/Tell ed-Der, Tell Mohammad on the 
lower Diyala river, and Tell Mohammed Diyab on the 
Khabur (see Miglus 2015b).

2.2.2. Graves from the later Isin-Larsa to Old Babylonian 
Periods

During the Isin-Larsa period the cityscape of Bakr Awa 
changed. The built-up area decreased, and in the eastern 
periphery in the place of the former private houses a 
cemetery arose. The shift from the house burial tradition 
to the new burial custom reflects a sudden social change 
on the part of the population of Bakr Awa at this time. 
This development can be observed in both eastern 
excavation areas. Most of the graves were pit burials 
with modest grave goods. Better equipped burials have 
been found above the large building in Area 2, which can 
be understood as an indication that in subsequent times 
this location was still related to a higher social status 
(Bürger forthcoming).
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Figure 3. Cylinder seals and sealings from the 3rd and 2nd millennium BC: a) BA 2328/9 – Early 
Dynastic sealed vessel rim, 1.4 cm wide; b) BA 1161/1 – Ur III/Early Isin Larsa chlorite seal, 2.1 x 1.1 
cm; c) BA 1291/1 – Ur III/Early Isin Larsa chlorite seal, 2.3 x 1.1 cm; d) BA 2143/2 – Late Bronze Age 
seal of frit, 2.1 x 1.0 cm; e) BA 2154/2 – 15th-13th cent. BC seal of frit, 2.2 x 0.9 cm; f) BA 2615/3 – 

clay bulla, 4.9 x 3.4 x 2.1 cm, sealed with a 15th-14th cent. BC cylinder seal.
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2.3. Cuneiform tablets

A small Old Babylonian cuneiform tablet inscribed on 
one side was found in room 104 of the large building in 
Area 2 (Level VIII) during the Iraqi excavation. Another 
document which came out in a higher layer (Level 
VI) could be younger. According to the entries in the 
inventory of the Iraq Museum, three more tablets which 
were excavated in Area 6 on the citadel mound in the 
uppermost Old Babylonian layer (Level XI) can be dated 
to a similar period to the latter document. The content  
of these texts is unknown, and until now it was not 
possible to trace these documents in the Iraq Museum 
collection. 

3. Late Bronze Age (Kassite/Hurrian) Horizon 

3.1. Building remains and finds

The settlement transition of Bakr Awa in the mid-second 
millennium BC is up to now unclear, but it obviously 
depended on political changes in the region. In the 
following period the city was at least temporarily under 
Kassite domination (Fuchs 2011, 255; Altaweel et al. 
2012, 11-2), possibly at times it could also have been 
controlled by Hurrian rulers of the kingdom of Arrapha. 
The ceramic repertoire reflects this Hurrian-Kassite 

neighborhood. Some vessel shapes and other small 
finds are still in the northern Mesopotamian tradition of 
material culture. Surprisingly, no examples of painted 
Mittani ware (Nuzi Ware or younger Khabur Ware) were 
attested. Instead, some forms have their best comparisons 
in the Hamrin region (the late Kassite occupation at Tell 
Yelkhi and Tell Zubeidi). Even fragments of the bases of 
Kassite goblets were among the pottery. 

In Area 1 the Late Bronze Age horizon was relatively 
indistinct and without any significant architecture. On 
the other hand, Area 2 provided remains of solidly built 
architecture. Ten rooms have been uncovered during the 
Iraqi excavation (Al-Hussaini 1962: 147-8); they were 
completely made of mud bricks, with the floors of beaten 
mud, and in one case, of burnt bricks. However, the 
remains were not sufficiently well preserved to construe 
a comprehensible building plan. The recently excavated 
architectural remains in the western part of Area 2 
belonged apparently to two building units. The eastern 
one consisted of two rooms – one was a storage room 
containing broken storage jars and numerous smaller 
vessels; in the other two cylinder seals of frit (Fig. 3d-
e). were found in the fill above the pebble floor (Miglus 
et al. 2013, 49-51). The latter are distinctive examples 
of the contemporary North Mesopotamian glyptic 
(Miglus et al. 2011, 156 fig. 32-3). A thick façade with 

Figure 4. Entrance to brick tomb BA 2500.
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buttresses and an adjoining courtyard or square belong 
to the second building unit in the western section of Area 
2. The only partly excavated room behind the wall was 
filled with ash deposits and burnt debris. This structure 
seems to have been part of an official building, and a 
group of secondary burnt cuneiform tablets found in  
the close proximity are presumed to be a part of its 
archive.

3.2. Cuneiform tablets

In the eastern part of Area 2 Iraqi archaeologists found 
twenty cuneiform tablets lying in a few rooms of Level 
IV (mostly in rooms 54-56, above the large building 
of Isin-Larsa period; cf. Al-Husaini 1962, 160 plan 2). 
Only one tablet, a copy of the Babylonian Almanac, has 
been published (Matouš 1961, 17-66 pl. I-II). During the 
last two seasons 17 more tablets, originally belonging 
to the same archive, were uncovered in the western 
section of Area 2. They were found in a secondary 
context disturbed by the early Islamic occupation, but 
approximately in line with the Late Bronze Age building 
layer. The paleography and the contents show that the 
texts must have been written in the second half of the 2nd 
millennium BC. 

The collection comprises administrative documents, one 
letter, fragments of divination texts (extispicy omina), the 
almanac tablet already mentioned, and other fragments 
with unclear content, as well as two sealed bullae. The 
administration documents mention different procedures 
concerning fields, villages, people, crops, livestock, and 
copper, for example delivery of ploughs, grain supply, 
organization of harvest work. A number of towns and 
villages under the supervision of administrative officials 
are listed. 

The bullae, which were originally fixed to a string, had 
been sealed with the same cylinder seal (Fig. 3f). The 
seal representation is divided horizontally by a row 
of eight-petalled rosettes. In the upper field two goats 
lie opposite each other flanking a volute tree. Other 
elements are birds, a straight-horned animal, a calf, a 
nude female figure, and a ‘ball-and-staff’. Below, a lying 
goat reverses its head to the left towards an attacking 
lion, and another goat with its head reversed right and 
a scorpion are also shown. At the top of the impression 
a groove and traces of a fine guilloche pattern were left 
by a metal cap of the seal. The style and the motifs of 
the seal are comparable to the iconography on the tablets 
from the Šilwa-Teššup archive at Nuzi (Stein 1993). The 
one complete preserved bulla bears a short inscription 
referring to male kids.

In some texts there are personal names with the element 
‘Teššup’, indicating the presence of Hurrians at Bakr 
Awa, but names of Babylonian origin, such as Warad-
Uruk and probably Iddin-Marduk are also mentioned. A 

small group of texts deserves special attention because 
they appear to be written in an undetermined language.

The ethnic and linguistic background of Bakr Awa is 
still not well known. The city was probably inhabited 
by different population groups, but the Hurrians were 
obviously one of the predominating. Already in the 
Akkadian and Ur III periods rulers or high officials of 
Simurrum bore Hurrian names (Puttim-atal, Tappan-
Daraḫ, Kirib-ulme). Hurrians were also among the 
servants of Iddi-Sîn and (An)Zabazuna (Teḫeš-atal and 
Zili-ewri). 

4. Iron Age (Assyrian/Median-Achaemenid) Horizon

4.1. Assyrian / Median level 

The 1st millennium BC horizon in the eastern part of 
the lower city corresponds with the Iron Age II-III und 
is composed of two layers (Al-Hussaini 1962, 146; 
Miglus et al. 2011, 143-7; 2013: 47-9). The older one 
dates from the 8th to 6th century BC. The excavated 
remains contained only a few architectural structures, 
most notably extended stone pavements lying in the 
similar height in Areas 1, 2 and 5. In Area 3 a strong 
mud brick wall came to light in a depth of 5-6 m, but no 
related occupation floor has been recognized. In Area 6 
at the southern slope of the citadel mound the former 
excavators did not ascertain any Iron Age remains.

In Area 4, in the upper part of the eastern citadel slope, a 
wall of red mud brick which was exposed by the modern 
ramp has been investigated (Miglus et al. 2013, 79-81). It 
was a foundation at least 6.5 m thick which presumably 
carried a pre-Islamic fortification wall. Both the brick 
size and pottery sherds found within the wall and indicate 
a dating to the Iron Age, but it is still unclear whether it 
was built in the Late Assyrian or Post-Assyrian period.

From the 9th to 7th century BC the Shahrizor Plain 
belonged to Assyria as a part of its province of 
Mazamua/Zamua (Radner 2006-08, 51-2; Altaweel et 
al. 2012, 12-4). According to Speiser, Bakr Awa may 
possibly be identified as Dūr-Aššur, an Assyrian fortress 
founded upon the conquered city of Atlila c. 880 BC 
by Ashurnasirpal II. (Grayson 1991. A.0.101.1 ii 85-6). 
However, the proposed identification is not confirmed 
by any evidence. Neither artefacts nor pottery from  
the Iron Age occupation layers prove Assyrian  
presence at Bakr Awa. They reflect a local, Non-Assyrian 
tradition.

The diagnostic pottery are two types of bowls made of 
a fine reddish slipped clay. The first type is a carinated 
bowl with flat base (Miglus et al. 2011, pl. 1a-c) which 
can be compared with similar vessel forms from south 
Urartian sites, corresponding to type 20 distinguished 
by Kroll (1976: 118-119). The second type with rounded 
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body (Miglus et al. 2011, pl. 1a-c) has analogies in 
Urartian and Median material (Kroll 1976, 111 – type 
1; Young and Levine 1974, fig. 45 no. 23). Fragments of 
this latter bowl with applied bovid heads are especially 
remarkable (Miglus et al. 2011, pl. 2a-d).

4.2. Achaemenid level

In the younger Iron Age layer in Areas 1 and 2 human 
remains of c. 10 individuals have been excavated buried 
outside of the living quarters in graveyards. Most of the 
individuals had been buried in simple earth graves, only 
two, one adult and one child, in vessels. The individuals 
lay in crouched position without any regular orientation. 
They were provided with a few grave goods, among 
them a small handled jar and a bronze kohl tube dating 
them into the Achaemenid Period (Miglus et al. 2011, 
fig. 16; 2013, fig. 9). It was impossible to determine 
either the level from which the burials were dug or the 
grave cuts. The occupation level of this period seems  
to have been exposed to erosion on the surface for a  
long time. Asa result, the next layer with its Early  
Islamic walls and installations lay directly above the 
skeletons. 

5. Sasanian / Parthian period

There was no evidence for Parthian presence at Bakr 
Awa. Some Sasanian pottery occurred in secondary 
context, but it was not possible to identify any related 
occupation layers. Also the Iraqi excavators did not report 
any finds or architectural remains between Iron Age and 
Islamic levels. The former assumption of Sasanian and 
Parthian layers (Levels 9 and 10) in Area 3 on the citadel, 
suggested in the second preliminary report (Miglus et al. 
2013, 75-6), must be corrected. The pottery collected 
in the layers concerned was Early Islamic, and a 14C 
sample from burnt beams in Level 10 provided a 2-sigma 
dating 675-725 AD or 740-770 AD, i.e. the period of the 
Umayyad or early Abbasid Caliphate.

6. Islamic Horizon

The most impressive evidence from the Islamic period 
was provided by the excavations in areas 3 and 6 on the 
main mound. In Area 6, during the old excavation seven 
building levels have been cut on the southern slope. Five 
are published (Madhloum 1965). They show a densely 
built edge zone of the citadel joining the fortification 
wall. The excavation in Area 3 in the center of the 
citadel resulted in a stratigraphic sequence of ten main 
layers from Early Islamic times to the most recent past 
(Miglus et al. 2013, 69-78). The modern and Ottoman 
remains were poorly preserved and damaged by several 
pits. Substantial architectural structures appeared in the 
Middle Islamic horizon (Level 6) approximately 2.5-3 
m deep, and probably a large building complex built 
of burnt bricks existed here during this time. The Early 

Islamic Levels 8-10 contained stone architecture with 
monumental features.

In contrast, the lower city Islamic horizon consisted of 
up to four occupation layers. Scanty building remains 
were perforated by a vast number of modern looting 
pits as well as old storage and garbage pits. These latter 
installations, scattered buildings with poorly constructed 
walls, and a large number of bread ovens between them 
gave the impression of a rural settlement around the 
citadel.

Some areas of the lower city were also used as cemeteries. 
Graves of 32 individuals buried on two cemeteries have 
been excavated in Area 2 and Area 5 (Fetner 2011; 
2014a; 2014b). Graves in Area 2 were very destroyed. 
They lay directly below the surface and the upper 
parts of the burial pits were not recognizable because 
of lootings. In Area 5 the grave pits were protected by 
coverings of flat stones, and the skeletons stayed intact. 
According to the Islamic burial custom all individuals 
were buried in extended position on a side and facing 
Mecca, in this case to south-west, and they did not 
contain any grave goods. For this reason, and because of 
unclear stratigraphic position, the accurate dating of the 
cemeteries was not possible. 

The repertoire of pottery involves coarse ware and storage 
jars as well as thin ware, modeled fine ware, and different 
sorts of glazed pottery vessels with sgraffito decoration, 
and painted porcelain. Among the excavated finds there 
was a large number of glass artefacts, especially arm 
rings and vessels in different forms, and metal objects 
like iron nails and blades. The dated coins came from 
secondary contexts: a cooper coin of the Atabeg of 
Erbil, Muzaffar ad-Din Gökböri (1190-1233), from the 
uppermost layer of the Iraqi trench on the citadel, and 
a silver coin of the Ilkhanid ruler Taghaytimur (1336-
1353) from the surface close to Area 3. 
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