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10. De!ning the Early Bronze IV pottery assemblage in 
southern Mesopotamia and settlement patterns in the 
QADIS Survey Project

Eleonora Mariani 

Abstract 
!e 2016–2018 % survey project, conducted jointly by the University of Bologna and the Iraqi State Board of Antiquities 
and Heritage (SBAH), has investigated the southeastern quarter of the Al Qadisiyah province. !e main activities conducted 
there included analysis of satellite imagery in order to identify potential archaeological sites, ground-truthing, random 
collection of diagnostic surface materials from sites, intensive collection of diagnostic surface materials at ten sites and some 
shallow test soundings at four sites. !is paper discusses not only the chronological reliability of the current ceramic indicators 
in southern Mesopotamia for the Early Bronze IV period, but also, according to the so-defined pottery assemblage, starting 
from the data of the intensive collection of surface materials carried out at the site of QD049–Bismaya/Adab, integrated by the 
superficial test soundings conducted there, the EB IV settlement patterns in the % survey region.

1. Introduction
!e significant positive development, in recent years, of the 
social, military and political situation in Iraq has led to a 
new prosperous season of archaeological researches in the 
country. In southern Mesopotamia, new research projects 
regarding the study of ancient settlement dynamics and 
landscapes have been conducted (Otto et al. 2018; Lippolis 
2020; Maner, Al-Lami and Zaina in press). Among them, the 
% survey project has been carried out between 2016–
18 by the University of Bologna and the Iraqi State Board 
of Antiquities and Heritage (SBAH), and its general aim is 
to investigate and study the landscape transformations, the 
evolution of settlement patterns and the material culture in 
the Qadisiyah region, along with protecting and enhancing 
the cultural and archaeological heritage of the region 
(Marchetti et al. 2017, 2018, 2019, in press; Marchetti and 
Zaina 2020). 

!e % survey area (Map 1) extends over 1829 
sq. km and is located in the southeastern region of 
Qadisiyah, territorially delimited to the south and east by 
the administrative borders of Qadisiyah, to the west by the 
() survey area (Otto et al. 2018) and to the north by the 
town of Afak.

Starting from the previous surveys carried out in the 
region (Adams and Nissen 1972; Adams 1981; Al-Shukri 
1974), the % project began by georeferencing Adams’ 
maps in UTM 38S Zone with % software, using, in order 
to be as accurate as possible, both the georeferenced points 
on the maps and the most recognizable features of the 
area (e.g., junctions of watercourses). Subsequently, these 
data were combined with di-erent spatial dataset, such as 

declassified Corona, Landsat and satellite imagery provided 
by the Bing Maps Tyle System. 

!e sites were positioned on the newly georeferenced 
maps by Adams, then, using photo-interpretation of satellite 
images, any shifts in site location (1 km at the maximum) were 
corrected. !rough the integration of 1:50,000 and 1:100,000 
topographic maps and .(% satellite imagery provided by the 
local /0, a digital base map was created, essential for the 
identification of archeological and anthropic anomalies. In 
fact, with the support of this tool, we were able to identify 
208 anomalies (Marchetti et al. 2019, 218); this step was 
followed by extensive and intensive surface survey, in order 
to verify on the ground the data obtained by remote sensing. 
Combining these two methods, as underlined by Marchetti 
et al. (2019, 218), 146 settled mounds, corresponding to 120 
single or multi-period archeological sites, were identified. 

In addition, a strategy of survey-resurvey was applied in 
the area: in fact, 57 sites previously investigated by Adams 
(Adams 1981; Adams and Nissen 1972) were surveyed 
and documented again by the % project, in order to 
confirm or reevaluate the chronological attribution of the 
sites previously given by Adams (Marchetti et al. 2019, 220). 
One of the focal points of the project is the documentation 
and study of the region’s material culture, with particular 
regard to the pottery sherds, which are a useful tool both 
as chronological indicator and for determining the limits of 
each site relying on their presence/absence on the surface.

!e great majority of sites was documented through 
a non-intensive collection of diagnostic pottery sherds 
(rims, bases, decorated sherds) and materials; afterwards, 
the collected materials were washed and analysed at the 
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expedition house. �e materials, in particular the pottery 
sherds, were then selected and chronologically determined 
in order to de�ne the dating of each surveyed site. �e 
chronological determination of the survey materials initially 
relied on the data from published excavated sequence from 
neighbouring sites, such as Abu Salabikh, Tell al-Wilayah, 
Umm al-Jir, Nippur, Isin, Larsa, Tell ed-Der, Babylon and the 
Diyala region.

�e periodisation of the historical phases in central–
southern Mesopotamia is strictly correlated, in the scienti�c 
literature, with the political events in the region, known 
through the epigraphic documentation, and this applies 
also to art-historical data, such as the glyptic and the 
statuary (Marchetti 2005). However, a periodisation based 
on a historical terminology cannot be superimposed on 
the material culture, as it could be limiting and misleading 
in most cases due to the highly di�erential rates of change. 
Faced with this problem, I decided to use the de�nition of 
Early Bronze IV (hereafter, EB IV, in accordance with most 
terminologies of the Levant) to identify the material culture 
of the phase traditionally called Akkadian.

�e materials from di�erent locations, �rst of all, area WF 
in Nippur, a deep sounding on the West Mound dug between 
1989 and 1990 by the University of Chicago (McMahon 2006), 
were essential for the chronology of the EB IV assemblages. 
Furthermore, the excavations carried out at Umm el-Jir are 
of undeniable importance for the pottery horizons of the 
EB III and EB IV periods. In fact, between December 1966 
and January 1967, �ve areas were opened, among which 
Area B, the stratigraphic pit, and Area D, the most extensive 
operation carried out in the site to expose horizontally EB 
IV period, provided the most signi�cant materials (Gibson 
1972). Parallels have also been sought among the ceramic 
assemblage and small �nds retrieved from excavations in 
the Diyala (Tell Asmar and Khafajah, Delougaz 1952; Gibson 
1982) and in the Hamrin regions (Tell Yelkhi, Bergamini 
2002–2003).

As for the �eldwork routine of the ����� survey project, 
the technical drawing of the pottery fragments and the 
morphological (shape, preservation, measurements) and 
technical (fabric color, inclusions, surface treatment, 
decoration, �ring) analysis of the sherds were the 
standard procedures, followed by their digital storage in a 
standardized database.

To provide an interpretation of the use of vessels, several 
elements, such as the morphological aspects (shapes and 
measurements) and the technological aspects (fabric, 
inclusions, surface treatments and decorations), have been 
taken into account and correlated. Based on this theoretical 
framework, three functional classes1 have been recognized2:

1  �e approach applied by the ����� project to functional classes 
follows the work of P. Rice (1987, 2008-9, table 7.2).
2  For more details on three functional classes, see also Zaina 2013.

 - Simple Ware (SW): this functional class comprises 
the vessels for serving/eating and activities related 
to food production without subjecting to cooking. 
�ese are �red at medium/high (600–900°) 
temperature and are characterised by di�erent kinds 
of decorations and surface treatments.

 - Kitchen Ware (KW): this class encompasses the 
vessels used in the activities involved with the 
processing of foods with cooking. �ese are �red at 
approximately 500° and comprises mostly cooking 
pots, with surface treatments and decoration 
scarcely attested.

 - Preservation Ware (PW): this class includes 
containers used for transport and/or storage of foods 
and liquids, among which jars and pythoi are the 
most attested shapes. Di�erent kinds of decorations 
and surface treatments can be present. 

Subsequently, we proceeded with the analysis of the 
pottery assemblage, in order to identify typologies.

In the present work, a preliminary result of the typological 
analysis on the EB IV pottery assemblage from the ����� 
surface survey and from the test soundings at Bismaya/Adab 
is provided, followed by a regional picture of the settlement 
patterns during the same period.

2. The Early Bronze IV pottery assemblage
�e whole corpus of the ����� survey project EB IV ceramic 
assemblage consists of 861 sherds, coming from 19 sites 
(Fig. 1). Among the ����� survey materials, it was possible 
to identify EB IV diagnostic types through parallels and 
comparisons with published strati�ed materials. �e most 
represented class is Simple Ware, which is characterised 
by a highly �red (even, in some cases, over-�red) greenish 
fabric, with small (<0.5/0.5–1 mm) sporadic (<3/3–10%) 
mineral or mineral and vegetal inclusions. Among open 
shapes, a widespread type, which is present within southern 
Mesopotamia pottery assemblages through all the Early 
Dynastic and EB IV periods, is the conical bowl with plain 
rim, straight sides and �at string-cut base (Fig. 2). �is shape is 
characterised by slight morphological variants through time, 
mostly concerning height and diameter. Comparisons can 
be found from many sites, of which the most representative 
are Nippur, area WF, levels XIX–VI (McMahon 2006, pl. 76, 
pl. 123.8–14, pls. 124–5, pls. 129–131, pl. 140), Umm el Jir 
(Gibson 1972, �g. 44: B-7:1, B-8:1 and 3, B-10:1–3, �g. 46: 
D-III: 4, 7–8), Tell Asmar (Delougaz 1952, B.002.200b), and 
Tell Yelkhi (Bergamini 2002–2003, tav. 1 and tav. 2.1–11). 

Typical EB IV sherds include also conical bowls with a 
thickened rim beveled on the outside and �at string-cut base; 
the sides are generally straight (Fig. 3). Parallels are attested 
mostly at Nippur, where the shape is well known from levels 
XIVa–VIII of the WF sounding (McMahon 2006, pl. 84.5, 
pl. 85.2, pl. 87, pl. 125.9–10, pl. 142.2–3, pl. 153.7, 9 and 11). 

Other diagnostic open shapes include large size bowls with 
everted triangular rim and curving sides (Fig. 4) and large 
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size bowls with elongated triangular rim and decorated with 
horizontal applied ridges and comb-incised wavy lines (Fig. 5). 

Another diagnostic type, that undoubtedly is very 
distinctive in southern Mesopotamia during the EB IV, is 
the krater with ridged rim decorated with comb-incised 
wavy lines on the sides (Fig. 6). !is shape has been widely 
documented in the % survey area, especially at QD049 
–Bismaya/Adab and recalls the specimens retrieved at Tell 
Yelkhi, in the Hamrin region, broadly attested from the EB 
IV through the MB,I levels (Bergamini 2002–2003, tav. 7.3, 
9–14 and 30–1). 

Among closed shapes, the most diagnostic type is the 
jar with triangular rim, short angled neck and shoulder 
decorated with horizontal applied ridges, which is a typical 
EB IV shape, although some specimens are also corroborated 
during the MB,I period (Fig. 7). !is type is widely attested 
in southern Mesopotamia and in the Diyala region, as shown 
by parallels from Nippur (McCown and Haines 1967, pl. 81.9, 
McMahon 2006, pl. 110), Tell Yelkhi (Bergamini 2002–2003, 
tav. 11.26–27, tav 12, 7–8 and 13–20), Tell Sabra (Tunca 1987, 
pl. 54:2 and 4) and Tell Asmar (Delougaz 1952, C.466.450; 
D.465.360, D.465.550, D.466.360).

!e double-ridged rim jars, which are characterised 
by a thickened rim with an applied ridge just below it, are 
commonly attested during the EB IV period (Fig. 8). Parallels 
are shown with specimens from area WF at Nippur, where 
the type is widely attested starting from the EB IV levels 
(specifically from level XVIIa; McMahon 2006, pls. 105–6). 
Furthermore, jars with a multiple ridged rim (Fig. 9) are 
broadly attested and represent a hallmark of the EB IV 
period (McMahon 2006, pl. 120.5–6; Bergamini 2002–2003, 
tav. 9.8, tav. 17.2 and 4). !e EB IV pottery assemblage in the 
% region also encompasses jar with rectangular everted 
rim with short vertical neck and high shoulder (Fig. 10), 
which can be corroborated by the evidence from Nippur 
(McMahon 2006, pl. 119, pl. 120.1–4), Umm el-Jir (Gibson 
1972, fig. 45: B-18:3, fig. 46: D-I:8 and D-III:3) and Tell Yelkhi 
(Bergamini 2002–2003, tav. 16.2, 18–19, 21–22, tav. 17.10–
11). Another diagnostic type is represented by the medium 
size jar with everted triangular rim, on a medium or long 
slightly flaring neck (Fig. 11). Among the EB IV shapes found 
in the % survey area, also oval rim jars are attested. !is 
rim has two variants, both corroborated by the evidence at 
Nippur (McMahon 2006: pl. 102: 2, 6, 8–12, 14–17), Umm 
el-Jir (Gibson 1972, fig. 44: B-7 and 16–20) and Tell Yelkhi 
(Bergamini 2002-2003, tav. 16.1, 3, 6, 8, 20, and 23–4): one 
is characterised by a flared neck of medium size, while the 
other presents the same rim on a short neck with a high 
shoulder (Fig. 12). !e EB IV horizon comprises also jars with 
plain rim, slightly flared short angled neck and high shoulder 
(Fig. 13). !is type is very common in southern Mesopotamia 
from the Early Dynastic through the EB IV periods, although 
the specimen with the rim on a short-angled neck is mostly 
attested during the EB IV period (Nippur: McMahon 2006, 
pl. 98.6–14; Tell Yelkhi, tav. 11,1, 2, 4, 9, 11; Diyala: Delougaz 
1952, D.546.540a, D.546.540b). Typical EB IV closed shapes 

encompass also jars with a band-rim on a short/medium 
angled neck (Fig. 14), which are very common at di-erent 
sites, such as Nippur (McMahon 2006, pl. 117.1–3, 5–8, 10–
12), Umm el-Jir (Gibson 1972, fig. 43: B-6: 2–4) and the sites 
of the Diyala region (Delougaz 1952, B.555.540b, C.555.510).

3. Intensive surface collection and test 
soundings: Bismaya/Adab 
Although the great majority of sites was documented through 
a non-intensive collection of materials, we carried out an 
intensive surface survey at eight medium-sized and large 
sites, which showed extensive superficial structural evidence. 
In order to characterise these features, it was crucial the use of 
aerial documentation: during the six campaigns of the % 
project, a team of topographers mapped these sites with DJI 
Phantom 3 and 4 Pro UAVs (Unmanned Aerial Vehicles), 
with the aim of better understanding the layout of these 
sites. In particular, drone imagery at QD049–Bismaya/Adab 
revealed the presence of a large building, probably a public 
complex (Fig. 15), to the north, and houses to the northwest. 
!us, we carried out an intensive surface collection at the 
site, followed by some superficial test soundings. !e aim 
both of the intensive surface collection and the soundings 
was not just to identify on the ground the structural evidence 
detected through UAV imagery, but rather to provide more 
accurate chronological data for them. 

QD049–Bismaya/Adab lies on the eastern branch of the 
ancient course of the Tigris River in the southeastern region 
of the % area. !e maximum settled area consists of 
460 ha and, according to the new research carried out by 
the % project, it corresponds to a large multi-period 
megacity, extending for 2.5  x 1.2 km (Map 2). !e site has 
greatly su-ered from illicit digging and systematic looting. 
During the 2017 and 2018 campaigns, we documented the 
looted evidence, integrating satellite and drone imagery, 
ground-truth investigation and test soundings/scraping in 
three di-erent spots; the results revealed the catastrophic 
situation at the site: more than 18,000 illicit pits have been 
mapped, corresponding to 90 ha of site looted (Marchetti and 
Zaina 2020, 214). However, this dramatic situation didn’t only 
entail new challenges, such as the mapping of threats and 
the elaboration of new strategies for the preservation of Iraqi 
cultural heritage, but also provided us with new opportunities: 
in fact, as in the case of the EB IV pottery assemblage in the 
northern sector of QD049–Bismaya/Adab, several materials 
have been brought to light by illicit digging, that otherwise we 
would have never seen during the surface survey. 

!e % survey team carried out three superficial test 
soundings in the site: Soundings A, B and C. !e preliminary 
data provided by the intensive surface collection of materials 
in the northern sector highlighted a concentration of pottery 
sherds dated to the EB IV period. !e three areas scraped 
superficially confirmed on one side the presence of structures 
related to a large public complex, probably of palatial nature 
(Soundings A and B), and on the other side revealed evidence 
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of domestic architecture (Sounding C), with the excavated 
pottery assemblage confirming the results of the intensive 
surface collection. 

4. Settlement patterns during the EB IV 
!e % project surveyed and identified nineteen 
settlements dating to the EB IV period (some of which had 
also been previously investigated by Adams). !e site of Adab 
is, in this period, a major urban site of regional importance, 
together with Nippur and Umma; then we have several 
small to medium-size settlements, such as QD013–Tell 
Jidr/Karkara, QD019, QD020a, QD033–Umm al-Hafriyat/
Maskan-ili-Akkade(?). In the % survey area, very few 
settlements of EBIII continued to be occupied in EBIV. 
!e high number of sites settled during the EB IV period 
shows an overall increase of the total settled area during the 
MB,I period. Most sites in the % area during the EB IV 
period can be classified as small rural settlements, which 
underlines an increase in the rural population, as compared 
with the previous EB III period (Marchetti et al. 2019, 224). 
Furthermore, during the EB IV period, there seems to be 
an abandonment of the network of subsidiary channels 
crossing the floodplain between the Tigris and the Euphrates 
(Marchetti et al. 2019, 224), with settlements now clustering 
along the major waterways, in particular along the Tigris.

!e EB IV landscape is characterised by a harsh overall 
decrease of settlements when compared with the EB III 
period, marked by a major urban density, and with the 
MB, I situation, when the number of settlements grows 
sharply (Map 3). In addition, during the EB IV period, the 
sites in the % region are characterised by a reduction 
of the total settled surface. !e EB IV overall decrease finds 
reflection in the changes connected to the 4.2 KA BP event, 
a major climatic shift towards drier condition, with the 
consequent decrease of water availability that overtook the 
Mesopotamian floodplains starting from 2250 /1. (Cookson 
et al. 2019; Rost 2017, 12; Weiss 2017). !is event had a strong 
impact on the communities located along the branches of the 
Tigris and the Euphrates, causing a reduction of settlements 
connected to the branch of the Euphrates flowing to the 
south of Nippur and a relevant clustering of sites along the 
southern branch of the Tigris.

5. Conclusions
!e preliminary analysis of the % survey project EB 
IV pottery horizon and settlement patterns allowed us to 
put forward hypotheses about the archaeological landscape 
in the region during that period. It was possible to identify 
with far more precision than in the previous surveys the 
EB IV pottery assemblage, thanks not only to the study of 
published excavated sequences from neighbouring sites, 
but also because of the presence of a large amount of EB IV 
materials on the surface, due, in most cases, to illicit digging 
(as for QD049–Bismaya/Adab and QD123). Otherwise, it 
would have been much more di2cult to recognize the EB IV 

horizon on the surface of multi-period archaeological sites 
such as QD049–Bismaya/Adab.

Although the results of the EB IV pottery analysis in the 
% region are still preliminary, they underline a strong 
unity of material culture with the excavated sites of southern 
Mesopotamia, such as Nippur, Umm el-Jir and Tell al-Wilaya, 
and a durable connection with the Diyala and Hamrin 
regions; a further step will be to investigate and clarify the 
modes of connection between the two regions. 

From the results concerning QD049–Bismaya/Adab, it is 
evident that the site held a major importance during the 
EB IV period. !e occurrence of a large amount of EB IV 
pottery brought to light by illicit digging and the presence 
of a large building, probably pertaining to a public complex 
of palatial nature, emphasises the importance of the site 
during the EB IV period.

As for EB IV settlement patterns, the situation in the 
% region underlines, on the one hand, a harsh decrease 
of settlements in the Mesopotamian floodplain, which seems 
strictly correlated with the 4.2 Ka BP event, the resulting 
reduction of water availability caused by a drier climatic 
condition, and the subsequent abandonment of the subsidiary 
channels flowing between the Tigris and Euphrates branches 
during the previous EB III period. On the other hand, if we 
suppose a correlation between the network and extension of 
the sites and state power, the decrease of settled sites during 
the EB IV period may suggests a contraction of the central 
state power in our region, followed by a strong reorganisation 
of the state apparatus during the MB,I period. 
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Map 1. Map of the area surveyed by the QADIS project, 2016–18. 

Fig. 1. Histogram displaying the frequency of sherds from the sites that showed evidence of EB IV in the QADIS survey area. 
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Fig. 2. Conical bowls with plain rim.

Fig. 3. Conical bowls with thickened rim.

Fig. 4. Large bowls with everted triangular rim.
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Fig. 5. Large bowls with elongated triangular rim and incised/combed decoration.

Fig. 6. Kraters with ridged rim and incised/combed decoration.
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Fig. 7. Jars with ridged shoulder.

Fig. 8. Double ridged rim jars.

Fig. 9. Multiple ridged rim jars.
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Fig. 10. Rectangular rim jars.

Fig. 11. Jars with everted triangular rim.

Fig. 12. Oval rim jars.

Fig. 13. Jars with vertical plain rim and high shoulder.

Fig. 14. Band rim jars with high shoulder.
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Fig. 15. Drone "ight at QD049, Bismaya/Adab. evidence of a large building in the northern sector.

Map 2. Topographic map of QD049, Bismaya/Adab, with the ancient structures identi!ed through drone "ight and ground-truthing. 
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Map 3. Reconstruction of settlement patterns in the QADIS survey area through the EB III, the EB IV and the MB I periods, integrated with 
Adams 1981 and Adams and Nissen 1972.
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Arabic Abstract  

ُُوأنمρΎُ ُريϬϥُ˸ُالن˴ُُيΑϥ˴ُُمϼُُΎدُ Α ُُجنوϊُُϲϓُ ُΏالراΑ ُُرϛΑ ُ المُ ُيونίُ الΑرُ ُالλόرُ ُمΎΧُُϥرالϔ ُُمجموϋة ُُتΣديدُ  ُ.˹١
 ُϻست ُا ُϥΎρدُ ُيϛϷُياϲُϓُُ ωُُمشرو ΢دسيةُُمسΎُالق(·ُليونوراϲنΎريΎم)ُُ

  الهيئة   مع  ن  التعاو  ب    بولونيا  جامعةَ   أجرته    الذي  ،)١́˹٢- ˿١˹٢(  (QADIS)  القادسية  مس΢    مشروع    قام

فيب    ) SBAH(  العراقي  راث والت    ل϶ثار   العامة .  القادسية   حافظة  م    من  الشرقي   الجنوبي  حي  ال  التحقيق  

يتْ   التي  الرئيسية  طة  النش    وشملتْ  ن أجل     ناعيةالص    القمار    ور  ص    تحليلَ   ناكه    أ جر    الثرية    ع  المواق    تحديد  م 

ل  جمع  الو  الميداني  ق  والتحق    ملة حتَ الم   االعشوائي  العي نات     جمع  الوع   المواق    ن م    ة ييص  تشخ  ال  ية سطح  لمواد  

كث ف  ل عي نات     قياس الع مق   عمليات    بعض    وإجراء    مواقع    عشرة    من  فة كث  م  ال  يةيص  تشخ  ال  سطحية المواد  ال  الم 

خت بارية     سيراميك ال  رات  ؤش   م  ل    الزمنية   الموثوقيةَ   البحثية  الورقة  ههذ   ناقشْ ت    لا و.  ع  مواق    أربعة    السطحية في الا 

  فقا  و    أيضا    ناقش  ت    بل  ،فحسبْ   الرابع  ربك   الم    البرونزي  العصر  فترة  ل    النهرين  بين  ما  بلاد   جنوب    في  يةالحال  

  QD049  موقع    في  يتْ جر  أ    التي   السطحية   لمواد  ل    ف كث  الم    ع  ي جمت ال  بيانات   من   بدءا    دةحد  الم    خارالف    وعة  مجم  ل  

لال   و  ،بْ دَ أَ   /   بسماية  – ن خ    يتْ جر  أ    التي   السطحيقياس الع مق  خت بار   المس΢ لا     عمليات  التي تم  دمجها م 

 . )QADISالقادسية � مس΢ منطقة   في عالراب   ر بك   الم   البرونزي  العصر  في يطان ست  الا   أنماط  و ناك ه  
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