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Night at the southern marshes of Iraq

Houses and rest home in the marshes of Iraq.



Marsh Arabs in part of their daily life.



Upper photo, Iraqi bread; lower photo, water buffalo grazing.



Dedicated to every member of my delightful

family who wonders if I’m devoting this work

for them.

I am



Preface

I am always fascinated by the southern marshes of Iraq and the way of life that the

Marsh Arabs are living in. This captivation has augmented when I read the works of

the British explorer Wilfred Thesiger, a retired soldier, who spent several years in the

marshes between 1951 and 1957 and published his memoirs, The Marsh Arabs and

Gavin Young, a British journalist, visited the region and befriended Thesiger with

whom he photographed the area during the 1950s. Young published his remem-

brances about the marsh areas in his well-known book “Return to the Marshes”.

These works have created an idea in my mind of writing a book about the marshes of

Iraq and their inhabitants, but in different ways that the previous writers have done.

This was sometimes in the early 1970s and since then and for more than 50 years I

am embracing this idea that accompanied my travels through the countries until I

settled down in New Zealand and decided to put this idea on paper.

The new technology of the internet and fast communication have assisted my goal

in producing my book on the southern marshes of Iraq. Inputting the proposal of the

book and the preliminary contents table, I visited hundreds of literature, videos and

television programs about the marshes of Iraq. Such materials enrich my idea with

several aspects of the marshes ranging from the environment to the Marsh Arabs

lifestyle.

When I decided to edit a book about the southern marshes of Iraq, the idea that I

had in mind is to see this book having information that not have been dealt with

anybody previously. Therefore, I decided the contents of the book should include

wide range spectrum of aspects about the marshes of Iraq including the historical,

geological, environmental, the fauna and flora, the fisheries, the impacts and chal-

lenges that the marshes experiencing, the conservation of the marshes and finally the

daily life particulars of the Marsh Arabs.

The longest chapter in the present book is that on the daily life of the Marsh

Arabs. Although several authors have written on the habits and habitats of the Marsh

Arabs in the form of books and articles in magazines and journal, I decided this

chapter to hold information that has never been told before. Such differences are

placed in attaining facts about the daily life of the dwellers of the marshes
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accompanied by figures. A step that never been presented in any book about the

marshes of Iraq before. This chapter takes more than 4 months to finish as I used to

relate each daily act and habit of the Marsh Arabs to the ancient Mesopotamian and

see whether there is any similarity can be derived. In doing so, I explored an

extensive number of kinds of literature on ancient Mesopotamian and retrieved

from these kinds of literatures what are comparable to the life of their present-day

descendants that inhabit the marsh area in Iraq. Besides, I included several facts

about the daily life of the Marsh Arabs that I assume to be documented for the first

time. Among these are answers for many questions such as, why the number of the

main pillars of the guesthouse “Al-Madhif” of the Marsh Arab and pot of coffee in

this guesthouse is always odd and even? Are the Marsh Arabs recognise several

types of water buffaloes? If so, what are the names of these types? Are the Marsh

Arabs specialised in making different food items such as bread, milk products and

sweets? In order of not ruining the surprise that readers of this book in general and

the chapter about the daily life of the Marsh Arabs in particular, I shall not give the

answers for these questions here and leave it for the readers to discover them while

they are reading this book.

I would like to convey my thanks to all the contributors of this book that agree to

share their scientific work as chapters are written about different aspects of the

southern marshes of Iraq in order make it accessible by the readers in all over the

world. Also, my sincere thanks should go to Springer Publisher that agrees to publish

this book and make my dream a reality.

Auckland, New Zealand Laith A. Jawad
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Historical Perspectives



Chapter 2

Cities in the Water: Waterscape

and Evolution of Urban Civilisation

in Southern Mesopotamia as Seen from Tell

Zurghul, Iraq

Davide Nadali

Abstract Ancient canals, marshes and proximity of the sea heavily characterised
the landscape and environment of the ancient State of Lagash in southern Iraq, from
the mid-fifth to the second millennium BC: indeed the diachronic changes that can
be analysed thanks to geological and archaeological observation and investigation
show how this waterscape definitely influenced the shapes of settlement and the
organisation of ancient societies from a cultural, economic and biological point
of view.

Recent excavations at Tell Zurghul in southern Iraq are giving the possibility to
test, in the field, the presence of water: ancient cuneiform sources, from the mid-third
millennium BC, show the intense programme of the rulers of the State of Lagash in
managing water through the construction of canals and the regulation of marshes
characterised by marine water due to the proximity of the sea. In this respect, human
actions (such as the digging of canals) and natural conditions (such as the reduction
in the fifth millennium and the progressive growth in the fourth millennium BC of
water level) are recognisable in the field, and they of course explain the morphology
of the site in the past and the changes it suffered even in the present: water in fact is
doubtless a fundamental resource for suitable conditions of formation and growth of
a urban centre, but it also limits the possibility of extending occupation on the entire
surface (as, e.g. the exploitation of lands for agricultural purposes).

Keywords Marshes · Canals · Lagash · Mesopotamia · Tell Zurghul · Waterscape ·
Urbanisation · Water

The study of the presence and management of water in southern Mesopotamia
recently increased, thanks to the research that principally focused on the analysis

D. Nadali (*)
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of the morphology of landscape and the detection of ancient canals on the surface,
specifically between the mainMesopotamian rivers, Euphrates and Tigris (Fig. 2.1).1

Indeed, the two rivers strongly characterised and shaped the Mesopotamian land-
scape, particularly if we think of the changes their riverbeds suffered:2 at the same
time, changes to the morphology of the landscape have also been caused by the
anthropic action of digging new canals, a feature that allowed the regulation of
water, the irrigation of fields as well as the transportation and movement of both
people and goods.3

Up to now, little research has been conducted in the field: with the few exceptions
of surveys made in southern Iraq (Hammar district, Dhi Qar, and Basra)4 and

Fig. 2.1 Tigris and Euphrates alluvial watercourses, 8000–1720 BC. (After Pournelle 2003:
fig. 26)

1Pournelle 2013; Wilkinson 2013; Wilkinson and Hritz 2013. The present resarch stems from the
3-years research “Fluid Crescent. Water and Life in the Societies of the Ancient Near East”, funded
by the Italian Ministry of University and Research (PRIN 2017, no. 2017NMK5FE).
2Garzanti et al. 2016: 112–113; Pournelle 2013: 14–16; Ur 2013: 132; Wilkinson 2003: 82;
Wilkinson and Hritz 2013: 20–21.
3Liverani 1990; Widell 2013: 58–59; Widell et al. 2013: 66–73.
4Hritz et al. 2012a; Al-Hamdani 2014a.
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excavation of palaeochannels aimed at their reconstruction and dating,5 studies have
been so far limited to the analysis of CORONA satellite images:6 on the one hand, if
this kind of research allows the possibility of detecting traces of canals on the
surface, it does not allow on the other hand the complete understanding of the
formation and use of those waterways in antiquity. In particular, the real question
concerns the time: that is, when have those canals been dug? How long have they
been used? Assumptions merely based on the observation of satellite images are not
sufficient: a careful analysis and survey directly in the field must necessarily
complete the preliminary considerations. At the same time, cuneiform sources give
very important and useful information on the system of canals and the water
environment of ancient Sumer: excavations of canals, constructions of dams and
the existence of an organised bureaucracy for the management of this complex water
network are extensively documented in the texts of the third millennium BC,
showing not only the high degree of technology but also the constant and necessary
care of the waterways that were used for irrigation, transport and communication.7 In
this respect, it is interesting to point out that the first real developed system of
irrigation network can be precisely identified, in the Early Dynastic IIIb Period, in
the ancient Sumerian State of Lagash that included the cities of Girsu, Lagash, Nigin
(Tell Zurghul) and the yet unidentified Gu’abba.8

Extensive surveys on terrain – that offer the possibility of matching the archae-
ological evidence with the information provided by texts – have been possible only
in recent times: the resumption of archaeological investigations in southern Iraq in
the provinces of Basra, Dhi Qar and Al Diwaniyah provides the opportunity to shed
light on the morphology and formation of the ancient waterscape, taking into
consideration the presence of rivers, the artificial excavation of canals and the area
of the marshes (that must also encompass the study of the ancient marine shore that
should be considered more as a threshold rather than a proper border).9

The archaeological project – a joint expedition of Sapienza University of Rome
and the University of Perugia established since 2014 in the region of Dhi Qar at the
site of Tell Zurghul, ancient Nigin (Fig. 2.2) � also encompasses the study of the
territory and the morphology of the area focusing on how landscape has been
transformed and affected by water. Actually, the entire area of the site (with the
sole exception of the two main mounds, labelled A and B) has been deeply
characterised and transformed by the presence of water: in this respect, the landscape
of Tell Zurghul can rightly be labelled as a waterscape, and one might even advance
the hypothesis that the growth and formation of the settlement strongly depended on

5See in particular in Jotheri et al. 2016 and Jotheri et al. 2018.
6Hritz and Wilkinson 2006; Hritz 2010, 2014.
7Bagg 2017.
8Steinkeller 2001; for a detailed analysis of the “canal which goes to Nigin” that, with its total
length of about 50 km, was the largest canal in the ancient state of Lagash, see Carroué 1986 and
Rost 2011.
9Pournelle 2007, 2013: 19–20.

2 Cities in the Water: Waterscape and Evolution of Urban Civilisation in Southern. . . 17



the presence/absence of water.10 In this respect, for example, the sea ingression, with
the sea level gradually rising during the Holocene Period (about 6000 years BP), led
to the advance of the coastline to close proximity to sites such as Ur, Eridu and Tello
(ancient Girsu);11 in the Ubaid Period (firth millennium BC) – as it has been possible
to recognise in southern Mesopotamia near Tell Oueili and Larsa12 – the sea level
was slightly higher than today, and early Ubaid villages and settlements mainly
occupied exposed surfaces of Pleistocene “turtlebacks”:13 the later process of sed-
iment accumulation therefore hid the earliest occupation levels;14 conversely, the
heavy aeolian degradation revealed parts of archaeological sites dating to even
earlier phases.15 Environmental and natural conditions heavily affected the archae-
ological landscape of the south plain of Mesopotamia,16 particularly taking into

Fig. 2.2 Topographic map of Tell Zurghul (© MAIN)

10Wilkinson and Hritz 2013: 18.
11Sanlaville 1989; Pournelle 2013: 19.
12Sanlaville 1989; Geyer and Sanlaville 1996.
13Hritz et al. 2012a: tab. 1; Pournelle 2003, 2007, 2013: 22.
14As has been recognised in the levels Ubaid 0 and 1 at Tell Oueili (Vallet 1996; Pournelle 2007:
46–48).
15Pournelle 2013: 20; Wilkinson and Hritz 2013: 19.
16The study of the morphology and topography of Mesopotamian sites in the southern plain heavily
depends on the analysis of natural conditions, environment and landscape in a diachronic perspec-
tive, showing changes across time. In this respect, it seems useful to point out the altitude of Tell
Zurghul with the highest point at 12 m asl (on the main Mound A) and the lowest point of �1 m

18 D. Nadali



consideration the role of water and the consequent possible seasons of inundation of
the area (Fig. 2.3).17

Not only do cuneiform sources of the third millennium BC (Early Dynastic IIIb
and Neo-Sumerian Period) testify to the intensive and programmatic actions of the
rulers of the first and second dynasty of Lagash in excavating canals (the “canal
which goes to Nigin” is only one of the most documented and well known).18

Archaeological evidence on the site also shows a massive and almost constant
presence of water that can be clearly recognised in the quite large white bands and
pools (made of sandy soil);19 therefore the presence of water has been long lasting,
and it might be inferred that it deeply affected the morphology of the settlement as
well as the stratigraphy and integrity of archaeological deposits.

Excavations, carried out at Tell Zurghul in the recent years (2015–2017), pre-
cisely showed and pointed out this aspect: on one hand, water was a fundamental
resource for the growth and transformation of the urban centre; on the other,
speaking from a strictly archaeological perspective, water was, indeed it has been
until recent times, extremely invasive: the formation of small rivers during the heavy
winter rains erodes the archaeological deposits, resulting in the presence of strata of
accumulated debris and archaeological materials (namely pottery) that are dragged
downstream from the main mounds and elevations (Fig. 2.4). As previously men-
tioned, erosion by wind and heavy rains, moreover, contributed to the disappearance
of the upper layers of occupation of the archaeological sites:20 taking the original
environment of the archaeological sites of southern Mesopotamia into consideration,
one might evaluate how the presence of water affected the growth and formation of
ancient settlements with the consequent result that if occupation of places has been
favoured by water, it has also been adapted to water; as suggested by Carrie Hritz
and Jennifer Pournelle,21 the system of southern Mesopotamia can be described as
resilient due to the ability of coping and adapting to change. New archaeological

below sea level: this last datum shows the very special morphological nature of Mesopotamian sites
in the southern alluvium characterised and shaped by the natural actions of water, wind and
accumulation together with anthropic activities. In particular, the morphology of Tell Zurghul
reflects the processes of sedimentation and the Gulf ingression with the continuous changes of
sea level (increasing in the Holocene period, with a retreat to approximately modern sea level at the
beginning of the second millennium BC). See Potts 1997: 33–4; Hritz et al. 2012b; Ur 2013: 132.
17Wilkinson 2003, 76–80, 87. The extensive presence of water covering the surface of Tell Zurghul
has been also documented by some of the first visitors to the site: the American scholar Raymond
Dougherty (1926) could in fact reach the site only by boat; again, at the end of the 1980s, Jeremy
Black (1989–1990) says that to reach Zurghul from al-Hiba/Lagash, it was necessary to travel
around the marshes.
18On the “canal which goes to Nigin,” see the analysis by Rost 2011.
19Soundings in Operation A1 (to the south-east of Mound A) in fact revealed the presence of a thick
deposit of sand corresponding to a place originally occupied by water, maybe one of the streams that
crossed the city. It is interesting to point out that the northern limit of the strata of sand presented
consistent layers of accumulation with materials (pottery) carried by water from the main mound.
20Wilkinson 2003: 81–83.
21Hritz and Pournelle in press.
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Fig. 2.3 Third millennium BC southern Mesopotamia. (After Benati 2015: fig. 2.1)
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excavations in southern Iraq should also start from this premise: shapes and exten-
sion of sites change according to the features and evolution of natural ecosystems,
and water is doubtless the most prominent element to which ancient Mesopotamian
inhabitants and rulers paid specific attention with the construction of new and the
care of old canals for the regulation of hydric resources. This is in fact a precise duty
of Mesopotamian rulers: the care of ancient canals is prerogative for the good
management of cities and territory they received from gods. The management and
control of waterways was so important for Mesopotamian kings that hydraulic
warfare occurred in the mid-third millennium BC between the cities of Lagash and
Umma:22 for a long period, the two cities confronted each other for the control of
Gu‘edenna, a very fertile and well-irrigated portion of land. These events explain
how water was important for the economy of the cities of southern Mesopotamia,
particularly in the area where cultivation of arable lands was possible only, thanks to
artificial irrigation,23 a situation completely different from the northern Mesopota-
mia, the region of Babylonia – as defined by Piotr Steinkeller – to make a distinction
from the southern alluvium that can properly be labelled as the land of Sumer.24

The archaeological excavations at Tell Zurghul concentrated on three areas with
operations that delivered layers of occupation dating to the Late Ubaid Period

Fig. 2.4 Action of rain and traces of salt on the surface (© MAIN)

22I owe the definition of “hydraulic warfare” to Ingo Schrakamp who used these terms in a
communication presented at the workshop “Ancient Lagash– a workshop on current research and
future trajectories” held at Vienna in 2016 within the 10th ICAANE. See also Selz 1998: 312.
23Widell 2013.
24Steinkeller 1999: 290.
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(Area B),25 the final phase of the fourth and beginning of the third millennium BC
(Area A), and finally to the late third millennium BC (Neo-Sumerian phase) (Area D)
(Fig. 2.2). At the same time, an extensive survey has been conducted along the
western edge of the site (Area C) with a collection of pottery sherds showing that the
site has long been occupied up to the very beginning of the second millennium BC
(Isin-Larsa Period in common Mesopotamian chronology): the nature of the soil and
the high percentage of slags so far recovered and registered seem to confirm that this
area has probably been devoted to working activities with the presence of workshops
and kilns for the production of pottery and bricks.26

As pointed out, the morphology of the site and the nature of the soil clearly show
that water was a natural element that deeply characterised and, as we might infer,
transformed the settlement: beyond the canal quoted in the inscriptions of Urukagina
and largely described by Gudea,27 the site has been largely and extensively covered
by water (flooded) in the last century. This situation lasted for years, and only recent
reclamation and climatic changes made the site drier with the presence of water pools
(swamps and lagoons) localised along the margins.28

Since 2017, an agreement with geologists from Sapienza University of Rome and
the University of Perugia has been specifically initialled for the study and analysis of
the geological and hydrogeological aspects of the site and, more in particular, of the
white areas made of sandy soil to detect the persistence of water as well as the period
of formation of either natural or artificial aquatic surfaces (Figs. 2.5 and 2.6).
However, information gathered from geological soundings can then be compared
with the data of cuneiform sources of the first and second dynasty of Lagash – thus
having the possibility of mapping in the ground the public works of digging canals
since the mid-third millennium BC. At the same time, results of geological analyses
can supply important and fundamental hints for the comprehension of the develop-
ment of the settlement across time:

• How and when was the site occupied?
• Was it extensively occupied in all periods?
• Did water prevent the occupation of some areas of the site?
• Did water force and therefore guide the process and progress of occupation and

growth of the urban centre?

These are only a few questions that new archaeological and geological investi-
gations at Tell Zurghul and in the area of the ancient State of Lagash can answer. In
few words, as a very preliminary assumption, the extensive presence of marshes and

25Nadali and Polcaro 2016.
26Area C is also extensively characterised by the presence of drain pipes that could in fact be
attributed to domestic structures no longer visible and preserved or, in fact, to workshop and
activities related to the use and management of water (drainage). See McMahon 2015; see also
George 2015.
27See Heimpel 1998, with references to aquatic environment and canals of the ancient city of Nigin.
28Still today in winter time, pools of water can be seen on the western and north-western margins of
the site, but not directly touching and covering the site.
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Fig. 2.5 Elevation core locations, Tell Zurghul (© MAIN)

Fig. 2.6 Sounding, Operation A1, showing the sediment of sand in the lower city (© MAIN)
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regularly excavated canals might have shaped the region more generally, and the city
more specifically, with emerging places and hills occupied by buildings. Geological
investigations are essential to verify and clarify where and how water was present at
the site. Marshes of the southernmost alluvium of Mesopotamia were characterised
by marine water, with an impact on the ecosystem (flora and fauna) and the possible
use of water for irrigation.29

In the northern sector of Area B, excavations brought to light a structure made of
three rooms connected to each other. Two filling layers of soft sandy grey soil
covered the floors: those two layers are characterised by the presence of many fishing
net clay weights, shells and fish vertebras and some preserved fish skins. Two sickles
and two grinding stones, almost complete, were also found together with a small
worked crystal. This archaeological evidence from Area B confirms that Zurghul,
during the Chalcolithic Period, was largely covered by marshes of brackish-marine
water. This explains in fact the recovery of fish vertebras (Fig. 2.7) of “bull shark”
(Carcharhinus leucas), one of the few species that are able to go back upstream in
the rivers and that could perfectly live in a brackish-marine environment.30 At the
same time, the presence of the typical Ubaid sickle (Fig. 2.8) can be also connected
with the waterscape of the region: sickles in fact, instead of being used for agricul-
tural purposes (at least not exclusively), were employed to cut reeds in the marshes,
thus making the movement on boats and the fishing easier. Interestingly enough, at

Fig. 2.7 Area B, the rest of shark vertebras in situ, sector B North, 2017 (© MAIN)

29Wilkinson and Hritz 2013: 23–4, 27–8.
30Jawad 2018.
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Tell Zurghul, clay sickles have been found in association with the vertebras and
some fishing net clay weights.

Salinisation of soil affects the exploitation of lands for agriculture:31 the surface
of Tell Zurghul is characterised by a thick stratum of salt, and it is interesting to note
that this does not completely cover the surface of the site, but is located on precise
spots – most precisely, salt is present in the western sector of the site, on the inner
and outer side of the elongated elevation identified and surveyed in Area C. Once salt
is removed, thick strata of silt (humid clay), often without consistent evidence of
archaeological materials, are found, and they can be interpreted as the result of
alluvial deposits created by the movement of water across the ancient city.

An inscription of Urukagina (Early Dynastic IIIb) states that “For Nanshe [the
patron deity of Nigin] he constructed the Nigin-Going-River, built the Eninnu at its
beginning, Sirara House at its end” explaining that he further “extended it for her into
the midst of the sea”.32 The words of the ruler of Lagash show that the ancient city of
Nigin, still in the third millennium BC, laid on or was very close to the sea: the
indication of Urukagina is the proof of a wide work of hydraulic engineering with the
canal entering into the sea or, as we might suppose, flowing into the marine delta of
the southern alluvium that was characterised by marine incursion into the swamps of

Fig. 2.8 Area B, clay sickles and group of fishing net clay weights from the sector B North, 2017
(© MAIN)

31Powell 1985; Sanlaville 1989: 8; Widell 2013: 58; Wilkinson 2013: 37, 40, 43.
32Heimpel 1998: 153.
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the region. Also Gudea refers to the Canal Going to Nigin: the waterway linked the
northern city of Girsu to the southernmost city of Nigin of the ancient State of
Lagash – used for transportation and on occasion of religious ceremonies,33 the canal
surely shaped the landscape of the entire region, being a connection between
the three cities of the State and even reaching the sea or seashore as it was during
the time of Urukagina. Again, texts from the period of the Third Dynasty of Ur show
the existence of a harbour and shipyard at Nigin or in the surroundings of the city.34

The location of the ancient Gu’abba, the harbour of the State of Lagash and the trade
centre where merchants and goods from the Indus Valley reached Mesopotamia, is
still a matter of debate.35 Based on the analysis of the description and measures given
in the cuneiform sources, one might be suppose that the ancient canal excavated by
Gudea coursed on the eastern side of the city, coming from the North: observing the
satellite image of Tell Zurghul, it is possible to detect a canal on the eastern side,
although it is difficult to ascertain whether it corresponds exactly to the ancient one
that presumably ran into the city reaching, as Gudea says, the mountain – presum-
ably corresponding to the main mound of the site – where the temple Sirara of the
goddess Nanshe was built.36

For that reason, the programmed geological and hydrogeological analysis in the
field aims to precisely detect the real extension of waterway, the ancient trace and the
identification of the levees that surely were quite impressive in dimension if one
thinks of the total length of about 50 km of the canal, indeed the largest one in the
ancient State of Lagash.37

The dense network of canals crossing the landscape of central and southern
Mesopotamia is not only clearly visible from aerial and satellite images, with the
traces of waterways and pools of water; direct observation in the field is a necessary
integration of the distance analysis, with the possibility of verifying the implications
on the environment and morphology of ancient settlements. The excavation of canals
required a huge involvement of large investment and labour:38 the operation was a
social, political and cultural activity having different levels of function and impact.
The excavation of canals was a duty of Mesopotamian rulers, but indeed it was also a
real necessity for the management and exploitation of arable lands: texts of the third
millennium BC, from the Early Dynastic Period to the time of the Third Dynasty of
Ur, clearly point to the attention Mesopotamian rulers paid to the care of old and the
excavations of new canals. Texts also enlist the names of the positions of appointed
employees, and they give the total amount of specialised workers that were specif-
ically devoted to this office. Moreover, cuneiform sources also show that the general

33Rost 2011.
34On the Sumerian mar-sa, its function and management, in the time of the Third Dynasty of Ur, see
Alivernini 2013a, b.
35Vermaak 2008.
36Huber Vulliet 2009–2011.
37See the reconstruction in Rost 2011.
38Steinkeller 2013.
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idea of a system exclusively based and depending on the central management and
administration of the regulation of water sources must be questioned, having texts
and data that in fact document the existence of different levels of action and people
that were involved in the planning of the irrigation and regulation of the correct flow
of waters (from the main rivers to smaller canals, with the construction of ditches,
dykes and dams).39

The analysis of the environmental landscape where the cities of the ancient State
of Lagash arose and developed allows researchers to reconsider the role and impor-
tance of the presence (one might even say the predominance) of water around the
sites, at least for the area of southern Mesopotamia with the very interesting and
special environmental condition of the presence of rivers, artificial canals and the
sea. However, the old view of the hydraulic society of Karl A. Wittfogel applied to
ancient Mesopotamia should not be reformulated according to the archaeological
evidence:40 in this respect, the complex hydraulic system of southern Mesopotamia
is not (at least not only) a derivation of city-states and political powers that
transformed and used water to build and support their socio-economic system; in
fact, it might be said that the contrary is true, that is, the waterscape of southern
Mesopotamia worked as a prerequisite or even a fundamental condition to make
city-states grow and enlarge their power to the level of regional and territorial states.
The pre-existing hydraulic landscape (or waterscape) of ancient southern Mesopo-
tamia contributed to the birth and the economic growth of cities, marking the
development of social and political complexity.41

The operation carried out at Tell Zurghul since 2015 on the top and south-western
slope of Mound B led to the identification of phases of occupation that can be dated
to the Ubaid 4 Period (ca. 4800–4500 BC):42 although evidence is still too scanty to
present comprehensive conclusions, the data so far unearthed in the area of Mound B
are intriguing if historical period (Ubaid), morphology of the mound and archaeo-
logical evidence (architecture and material culture) are taken into consideration and
matched together.

Mound B has a surface of nearly 0.7 ha, with an altitude of nearly 4 m on the
surrounding level of the lower city (Fig. 2.9). It has been very briefly investigated by
Robert Koldewey, with a trench on the south-eastern slope and a square sounding on
the top.43 The presence of well-preserved and undisturbed Ubaid layers just below
the surface of the mound is not surprising: wind and heavy rains can contribute to
the remodelling of ancient mound.44 Interestingly, the preliminary data pointing to
the occupation of Mound B of Tell Zurghul in the Late Ubaid Period fits in with the

39On the administrative organisation and technical terms of the management of water in ancient
Sumer, lastly see Schrakamp 2017.
40Wittfogel 1955, 1957. See also the critical reconsiderations by Liverani (2013: 162–8, 280).
41Algaze 2001; Wilkinson et al. 2015.
42Nadali and Polcaro 2016.
43Koldewey 1887: 416, 429.
44Pournelle 2013: 20.
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results of the survey of Abdulamir al-Hamdani that revealed that the area of Lagash
was occupied in the Late Ubaid Period with settlements of no more than 3 hectares,
mainly located around the city of Girsu and Bad-Tibira, as well as al-Hiba itself, and
the southern city of Tell Zurghul, and having the shape of turtlebacks emerging from
the water.45

The settlement dated to the Late Ubaid Period so far excavated at Tell Zurghul
seems to have the characteristic of a small turtleback mound: it might be inferred that
the proximity of Tell Zurghul to the sea, within a waterscape characterised by
marshes, definitely forced the occupation of the pre-existing natural mounds; at the
same time, earlier phases of occupation,46 as well as levelling and rebuilding, led to
the increasing and enlargement of both the mound and the settlement, with a second
lower hill to the south-west. The large presence of clay cones on the surface, mostly
found within gullies, indicates the existence of public buildings, the pottery being
coherent with the Ubaid phase.

Surrounded by marine marshes, the mound has been extensively occupied, and
further research will be conducted to verify the real extension of Ubaid layers,
encompassing the area at the foot of the mound: in fact, from a general observation
and first investigation of the area, Mound B, at least according to the stratigraphy of
the area,47 has not been reoccupied and covered by later structures, although
Koldewey collected later materials on the surface and in the deep soundings he
excavated during his brief exploration to the site in 1887.48

Excavation in Area A, to the south of the main mound, revealed layers of
occupation from Late Uruk to the Early Dynastic I, thus showing an uninterrupted

Fig. 2.9 General view of Mound B, from North-East (© MAIN)

45Al-Hamdani 2014b; Hritz et al. 2012a; Nadali and Polcaro 2016: 82.
46Sherds dating to the phase Ubaid 2 have been collected on the surface of Mound B: this datum
therefore points to the previous occupation of the area.
47Nadali and Polcaro 2016.
48Koldewey 1887; Huh 2008: 245–6, 252, 752.
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sequence from the end of the fourth to the third millennium BC: earlier occupation
has not been detected, and one might therefore wonder and infer whether Tell
Zurghul could thus have been made of several hills (turtleback mounds) or spots
emerging from the surrounding waterscape of marshes.

Further study of the morphology and occupation of the site on its whole surface
might in fact show that settlements moved from one spot to another according to the
extension, presence and absence of water in each period: not only climate changes
and natural sedimentation, but also anthropic actions (dams, canals, irrigation and
reclamation) heavily affected the environment and the presence of water around and
within the site. In summary, water on the one hand favoured the birth and growth of
the settlement(s), but on the other hand, it might have forced and conditioned people
to choose available and emerging places adapting to the changes, either natural or
generated by man.
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