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21. Tell Zeidan (Raqgqa)

Anas Al Khabour
(Gothenburg University, Sweden & DGAM, Syria)

The Syrian-American mission began archaeological
excavations in Tell Zeidan in June 2008, directed by G.
Stein of the American team from the Oriental Institute
of Chicago University and A Al Khabour of the Syrian
team from the Directorate General of Antiquities and
Museums.

The investigation aimed to study the Ubaid period in
the northern part of Syria and its relationship with older
periods, e.g. Halaf and Late Chalcolithic 1 and 2, and
covering the period between the 6th and 4th millennium
BC.

This period is exceptionally important in shedding light
on the development of societies in Syria, by comparison
with the well-known sites from Ubaid Period, such
as Tell Halaf, Tell Hammam et-Turkman and Tell
Hamoukar. Comparison with southern Mesopotamian
sites, for example Edidu and Tell al-Oueili, where the
appearance of the first political systems, development

of the irrigation system, agricultural advances, temple
developments and changes in burial methods were
equally important.

The site was visited by Mallowan in 1926 during his
investigation of the Balikh Valley, as well as by M. Van
Loon 1983. The Dutch archaeologist Peter Akkermans
studied ceramics from the site, and the Spanish
archaeologist Joaquin Cordoba included Tell Zeidan in
his survey of the Balikh Valley in 1983 during a project
for the University of Autonoma, Madrid. The systematic
excavation of the site was undertaken by a joint Syrian-
American mission in 2008.

The site is located on the eastern bank of the Balkh, close
to its confluence with the Euphrates River, some Skm
to the east of Ragqa. The site is of considerable extent
(600x200m) in the north-east and south-west directions.
It is 15m higher than the surrounding area. Two low
mounds belong to the site and form the lower city. Tell
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FIG. 1 LOCATION OF TELL ZEIDAN TO THE EAST OF RAQQA.
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FIG. 2 PAINTED
CERAMICS FROM
UBEID PERIOD
(FIRST SEASON
REPORT 2007).

FIG. 3 BAKED CLAY
MULLERS (FIRST SEASON
REPORT 2007).

Zaedan is one of three important tells dated to the Ubaid
Period in Syria (Fig. 1).

The excavations at the site revealed finds from the Halaf
and Ubaid periods, as well as the Late Chalcolithic. The
Ubaid Period was represented by house walls made from
bricks and the typical ceramics of this period. The results
of C14 analysis provided a date of 4940-5055 BC for the
Ubaid Period at the site.

The importance of this period is that it could provide
answers to the question of how the Ubaid culture arrived
from the southern part of Mesopotamia and replaced
the peaceful Halaf culture present in northern Syria at
the time. There was no evidence of any destruction or
violence; it was a gradual change and the ceramics of
the Ubaid replaced the Halaf ceramics and are dated to
5400-5500 BC (Fig. 2).
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FIG. 4 BLOWPIPE
MOUTHPIECE FOR
SMELTING COPPER (FIRST
SEASON REPORT 2007).

The results of the excavation confirmed the continuity
of site occupation in the northeastern mound over 500
years of the Chalcolithic between 4500-4000 BC. The
most representative finds of Tell Zeidan are baked clay
‘mullers’, stamp seals, and blowpipe mouthpieces used
in the smelting of copper (Fig. 3).

Tell Zeidan witnessed advanced economic activities.
Imported obsidian originating from Lake Van, around
400km to the north of Tell Zeidan, were found at the site,
as well as pieces of artefacts involved in the smelting of
copper — this metal was transported from Dyar Bakir in
Anatolia, more than 300km away (Fig. 4).

Artefacts from Tell Zeidan reflect elite or higher status
individuals, as well as administrative aspects of the site,
all suggestive of the presence of a governor. These are
represented by a red-stone stamp seal with a deer carved
in it (4.5x5.8cm), similar to Gawra stamps found in the
Musil region in the north of Iraq (Fig. 5).
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A HISTORY OF SYRIA IN ONE HUNDRED SITES

FIG. 5 LATE CHALCOLITHIC STAMP SEALS (FIRST EXCAVATION REPORT 2007).

The archaeological excavations at Tell Zeidan, to the east
of Raqqa, have offered important data about the site, and
the occupation from the 6th to the 4th millennium BC. It
is one of the most relevant sites in terms of representing
the transitional period from the Halaf culture to the
adoption of the Ubaid culture; this was confirmed by the
coexistence of ceramic traditions from both periods, as
well as the transitional phase. The archaeological record
also confirmed the occupation of the site during the Late
Chalcolithic.

The archaeological finds reflected the economic
importance of the site and its relationships with distant
regions, through the imports of obsidian and copper, the
sites demonstrate administrative authorities similar to
the artistic types and materials utilized in other sites in
Mesopotamia.
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