
Early Mesopotamia
Hassuna, Samarra, Halaf & Ubaid

www.ancient-cultures.info



Mesopotamia is one of the most interesting re-
gions with regard to rapid cultural and scien-
tific development starting about 20,000 years 
ago. Why are 15,000 and not 20,000 years 
mentioned as start of the so-called Neolithic 
Revolution in all publications? Well, the very 
latest research results are not yet included. As 
Neolithic Revolution experts call the important 
change for nomadic hunter and gatherer clans 
to become first semi-settled and later fully 
sedentary farmers and breeders. 

They started in the so-called Fertile Crescent 
in Mesopotamia first farming with domesti-
cated corn as well as first domesticated ani-
mals such as sheep, goat, pig and cattle. New 
research technologies help scientists to push 
the time line of human development ongoing-
ly further back. For more information, please 
read the article Development of Mankind on 
our other website www.paleolithic-neolithic.
com

More Important Articles
How developed our ancestors already were, 
you will understand when you look at four of 
our articles on this website about the oldest 
religious site called Goebekli Tepe, the oldest 
proto-city called Cayoenue, as well as the rath-
er developed settlement of Catal Hoeyuek all 
situated in modern day Turkey and finally the 
famous Natuf Culture in the Jordan Valley go-
ing back some 15,000 years. Similar interest-
ing are the articles about the early cave paint-
ings in southern France or the artfully carved 
animal figurines and first musical instruments 
from the Danube Valley all going back about 
35,000 years. The respective articles are 
Chauvet, German Aurignac and Aurignac Re-
visited and the famous Lion Man Statue.

Mesopotamia History
This fertile area with the famous streams Eu-

phrat and Tigris has been inhabited since a 
long time. First humans left Africa about 1,8 
million years ago and lived along rivers in 
the Near East. Latest discoveries might push 
this time line even further back in pre-history. 
When hunter gatherer clans started to settle 
social structures evolved with an elite and 
priesthood and division of labor allowed oth-
ers to focus on gathering of knowledge and 
communication. 

For example, astrology was started with im-
portant results for farmers setting useful dates 
for soltices, equinox and sycronising moon 
and sun calendar. The first cuneiform script 
was developed here as well including use 
of mathematics helping to erect ever larger 
buildings and religious platforms with towers 
the so-called ziqqurats. Little is really known 
about the early cultures in this region before 
the Sumer started to erect their first cities. Un-
fortunately there are really no interesting ru-
ined sites to be visited from the cultures we 
present in this articles. This is different with 
later emerging civilisations in this region.

Late Neolithic & Early Chalcolithic 
The timing horizon of culrural periods differs 
in the various regions worldwide. Here we dis-
tinguish timewise the Paleolithic Period with 
all discoveries before 12,000 years ago. All 
Neolithic Cultures experts see between 12,000 
to 8,000 BP and call them also the Pre-Pottery 
Neolithic Cultures. The following Late Neo-
lithic or Chalcolithic others also call the latter 
Copper Stone Age which are dated between 
8,000 to 6,000 years ago. The geographical 
area we are talking about includes northern 
Syria, southeast Turkey and all of Iraq. Around 
10,000 years ago many Neolithic cultures ex-
isted, but they were small little known region-
al communities. However, they were already 
rather developed. In this article we only look 
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at cultures, which are older than 5,000 years. 
We plan to publish some more detailed ar-
ticles about the famous Sumer, Akkad and 
Babylon cultures in future.

Culture Timeline 
In the following we just list some of the 
more or less known Neolithic cultures in the 
Near East and start to report on the Jarmo 
Culture. To put the most important cultures 
into a geographical persective from north 
to south along the two rivers Euphrat and 
Tigris we talk about Hassuna, Samarra and 
Ubaid. Funily this is also the historical time 
sequence. And Halaf lies to the west of the 
most northern Hassuna and surprisingly the 
most southern Ubaid played an important 
role towards the end of Halaf. 

Here is the list of cultures and their dating. 
Still today we see different datings from dif-
ferent sources. We have taken a conserva-
tive view and disregarded the scholars indi-
cating an earlier dating. 

•  Boreal dated around 9,200 BP 
•  Jarmo lasted from 9,100 to 7,000 BP
•  Pre-Hassuna dated 9,000 to 8,000 BP 
•  Hassuna followed from 8,000 to 7,300 BP 
•  Samarra dated between 8,200 to 7,700 BP 
•  Halaf lasted from 8,000 to 7,400 BP 
•  Ubaid existed from 7,400 to 5,200 BP 

Please be aware that some settlement sites 
were occupied over an extended period and 
used by Sumer, Akkad and Babylon cultures.

Jarmo Culture
The little known Jarmo archeological site 
is also called Qal’at Jarmo and situated at 
the foothills of the Zagros Mountains at an 
altitude of eight hundred meters. It was an 
agricultural community with a dozen arche-
ological layers of mud brick houses built, 
demolished and rebuilt over 2,000 years. 
Experts assume that an average of twenty 
five houses existed here with a maximum 
population of hundred and fifty. The discov-
ered silex sickles and stone cutters as well 
as simple pottery bowls support the farm-
ing community theory. Experts established 
that their diet already included a long list of 
food ítems including emmer, einkorn, bar-
ley, lentils, peas, acorn, carob seeds, pista-
chio, wild wheat and various wild fruits. They 
herded domesticated goat, sheep and cattle. 

3



Domesticated dogs were used for herding and 
hunting. It is assumed that at Jarmo the first 
pottery manufacturing started in the Near East 
about 7,000 years ago. Some experts assume a 
dating of 9,000 BP.
  
Pre-Hassuna Culture 
Here we are looking at a period of 1,000 years 
lasting from 9,000 to 8,000 BP. Experts recent-
ly have divided this period further by different 
pottery classifications into Pre-Proto-Hassuna, 
Proto-Hassuna and Archaic Hassuna all lasting 
each more or less 300 years. The main settle-
ment sites belonging to this period are: Umm 
Dabaghiyah, Yarim Tepe I also called Tell Sotto, 
Tell Maghzaliyah, Tell Hassuna with only the 
first occupation level and Tell Bouqras as well 
as Ginnig.

Umm Dabaghiyah  
This is the oldest settlement site at Jebel Sin-
jar in modern day Syria and was dated to be 
established at a very early stage about 11,000 
years ago. It is situated in northern Iraq and is 
the most southern of all the Pre-Hassuna and 
Hassuna sites. The area has about sixty early 
settlements with an average size of hundred 
meters square. Umm Dabaghiyah has four oc-
cupation layers, which are all from the Pre-Has-
suna Period. The first phase has no houses yet 
and structures consist of round pits with pre-
pared floors for leave huts. During phase two 
first underground storage pits around open 
rectangular yards were erected. In phase three 
small store rooms in double rows along a pas-
sage were added. Interestingly there were also 
rooms for guards. The entrance to the houses 
was from the roof top through a horizontal door. 
This was the same in the earlier settlements in 
Cayuenoe and Catal Hoeyuek. 

During the fourth phase sophisticated build-
ings with outdoor ovens and indoor hearth and 
chimneys were built. Some houses were deco-
rated with painted walls and motifs such as an 
onager hunt, which is a wild donkey species. 
Surprisingly no burials were found in the hous-
ing areas. These were rather common at the 
time in Catal Hoeyuek and Cayoenue. The earli-
est pottery was done by hand from clay mixed 
with straw. It was a simple crude pottery ware 
with knob like handles. Some were decorated 
with human and animal figures, as well as line 
and point ornaments either incised or painted. 
Similar discoveries were made at Yarim Tepe 
in northern Iraq. Tools were made from flint or 
green obsidian coming from the Lake Van area 
in modern day Anatolia. This proves long dis-
tance trade over hundreds of kilometers in this 
case a week’s journey.

Hassuna Culture
Here we are looking at a time period of 700 
years from 8,000 to 7,300 BP. The main sites of 
this period are Tell Hassuna with the second to 
fourth occupation levels. New established were 
Tell Sabi Abyad and Tell Afar. Yarim Tepe I also 
called Tell Sotto plays an important role during 
this period as well. So does Tell Shemshara, 
Tell Arpachiyah and Nippur. Hassuna settle-
ments were still small and did not extend over 
five hectares.

Tell Hassuna 
The main site which gave this culture its name 
is situated in northern Iraq southwest of mod-
ern day Mosul between Jebel Sinjar and Ti-
gris River. Tell means hill and this settlement 
consists of six occupation layers built on top 
of each other and over time beginning to form-
ing a hill. It was common during that time, that 
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houses we regularly demolished and rebuilt 
on top of the rubble of previous houses. We 
already said that the first occupation level 
falls into the Pre-Hassuna Period. Only lev-
els two to four were dated to originate from 
the Hassuna Culture. The fifth and sixth oc-
cupation level were erected during the later 
Samarra Culture. 

Hassuna was an early farming communi-
ty focused on agriculture of domesticated 
cereals and pulses, as well as herding of 
goat, sheep, cattle and pig. The discovery 
of hand axes, grinding stones and baking 
ovens prove this. Houses had either round 
or rectangular rooms still built of mud brick 
around court yards. Later in Yarim Tepe larg-
er houses were erected for extended families 
with several larger rooms supported by mud 
brick pillars and featuring internal yards and 
passages. Again, burials were placed in jars 
away from settlements and not underneath 
floors as it was common practice in other 
cultures during the Neolithic period. Inter-
estingly food was added to the jars, which 
indicate that Hassuna clans believed in life 
after death.

Hassuna Pottery 
The culture developed a more advanced 
pottery production compared to the Pre-
Hassuna Period. The new Hassuna pottery 
style included a cream slip and reddish col-
ors used for decorations. Over 25,000 pieces 
were found at different sites and give a good 
picture of forms and good quality. The forms 
included bowls, jars and tray type shallow 
basins. They also produced well fired pot-
tery containers in round bulky ball form with 
short necks. Decorations included incised 
or painted ware with ornaments in black or 
red paint with lines and triangles. They are 

clearly distinguishable from the older Umm 
Dabaghiya ware. Interesting are the figurines 
of humans with coffee bean or cowry mussel 
typ eyes, which were first used in Jericho and 
spread to a wide area between 11,000 to 7,000 
years ago. Nevertheless, Hassuna people still 
used next to pottery vessels also stone ware.

Tell Sabi Abyad 
This early settlement was started about 8,000 
years ago. Its history spans over 2,000 years 
from the Hassuna via Samarra right through 
to Halaf Culture. The houses were larger 
buildings with many square and rectangular 
rooms. We know that many rooms were used 
as storage rooms, which indicate an early 
long-distance trade between various settle-
ments and contemporary cultures. Here vari-
ous stone seals and over three hundred clay 
seals were discovered. This again is proof of 
a flourishing trading activity as seals served 
as a trader’s signature. In addition, excava-
tors made another interesting discovery. 
They unearthed clay lumps on strings which 
were used to seal bags, containers and doors 
of rooms. These room seals are proof of an 
extended administration and early personal 
property concept.

Tell Shemshara
This is a particular settlement site as it has 
been interruptedly been occupied for over 
6,000 years. The tell consists of sixteen layers. 
Today it is flooded by the Dukan Dam, but due 
to low water levels during certain dry seasons 
further excavations are possible. Before its 
flooding about 1960 archeologists unearthed 
a unique silex dagger measuring thirtyfive 
centimeters. In addition, the typical Hassuna 
pottery as well as stone bowls, bone tools, 
obsidian items and bracelets were excavated 
showing the importance of this settlement in a 
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wider network of the Hassuna Culture.   

Samarra Culture
Here we are looking at a time period of 500 
years lasting from 8,200 to 7,700 BP of which 
the first 200 years Samarra existed con-
temporary with Hassuna and Early Ubaid. 
Samarra is another early culture of perma-
nent farmers and pastoral herders also with 
an important pottery production located in 
modern day Iraq. Its main sites include: Sa-
marra, Tell es-Sawwan with third and fourth 
occupation levels, Tell Sabi Abyad only sixth 
occupation level, Tell Hassuna only fifth and 
sixth occupation levels, Tell Shemshara and 
Yarim Tepe both later levels only, Baghouz 
and Choga Mami. Experts found out that this 
culture had already established a highly or-
ganized social structure and for agricultural 
purposes they used a complex irrigation 
system.

Tell es-Sawwan 
This Samarra site is situated in central Iraq 
and very close to Samarra in its south. Only 
the third and fourth occupation levels were 
erected during the Samarra Period. The 
settlement features many large buildings 
and was surrounded with a protective wall 
against possible attacks. Later a moat was 
added around 7,500 BP. That is an interesting 
indication that its inhabitants gained suffi-
cient wealth from trading which they needed 
to protect. Houses were still built with mud 
bricks in an unusual three-winged T shape 
and also in a rectangular form. 

Samarra Burials
Burials here were placed now under the 
floors of houses with rich funeral gifts. The 
deceased were buried in mats in a fetal posi-
tion. And the bodies were covered with red 
powder which seems to be part of an ances-
tral cult and was also used in other regions. 
The funeral gifts consisted of stone pots and 
jewelry. Later pottery items were added as 
well as clay and alabaster figurines with the 
typical coffee bean eyes.

Samarra Pottery 
This culture was famous for its fine quality 
pottery with painted black and red motifs 
including animals and human figures. Geo-
metric patterns were added and arranged in 
symmetrical patterns of two to six decora--
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tion bands. Vessel necks were often decorat-
ed with human figures. Pottery finds include a 
beautiful shallow bowl with six dancing wom-
en moving in a circle in frontal standing pose. 
The women feature broad hips, bent arms 
and fingers and are painted with long flowing 
hair. Above the row of women, we see another 
row of large scorpions, which is the symbol 
of love goddess Ishtar. This incredible piece 
is the earliest pottery item designed in this 
tradition later becoming very important. No 
wonder that Samarra pottery was an export 
hit in the Near East. Some scholars are of the 
opinion that Samarra ware influenced potters 
of other cultures in the region.

Tell Sabi Abyad
Only the sixth occupation level was built dur-
ing times of the Samarra Culture. At the end 
of this period this settlement was burnt down. 
The reasons for this are unknown. It was a 
dense settlement with rectangular houses 
with many rooms built close to each other. 
Might this have been the reason of total fire 
destruction and Sabi Abyad was finally given 
up? Or was it attacked and destroyed? Many 
stone and clay seals have been excavated, as 
well as older clay tokens used for accounting 
and indication of goods. These early token 
pictograms finally evolved into Sumerian cu-
neiform writing. Please see our article on First 
Script.   

Halaf Culture
Here we are looking at a time period of 600 
years lasting from 8,000 to 7,400 BP and its 
entire culture existed contemporary with Sa-
marra. Halaf consisted of small communities 
with settlements of less than one hectare 
extension. The economy was based on sea-
sonal pastoral activities. The main sites were 
Tell Halaf, Tell Arpachiyah, Chargar Bazar, 
Tell Brak or Nagar, Domuztepe, Yarim Tepe II, 
Khirbet eah-Shenef and Tell Sabi Abyad. New 
research results indicate that Halaf was not 
invaded by Ubaid, but peacefully taken over. 
The latter period therefore is called Northern 
Ubaid. One has to look at the geographical 
distance between the two locations to under-
stand the later rising importance of Ubaid.

Halaf Seals
Seals always indicate a strong trading activity 
of its inhabitants. Halaf seals were mostly of 
the stamp seal type measuring two to three 
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centimeters. They were either round, square 
or rectangular with a button shape with 
pierced back handle to be worn on a string 
around the neck of traders. The designs in-
cluded geometric patterns with parallel and 
crossed lines or checkerboard. Some fea-
tured already horned animals, but no com-
plex scenes yet, as they later became very 
common for seals.

Tell Halaf
The main site which gave this culture its 
name is situated in northeastern Syria in 
the Chabur Valley. This site became most fa-
mous for its important discoveries of huge 
beautifully engraved and sculptured stone 
king statues. These were excavated by Ger-
man von Oppenheim and the biggest collec-
tion of these impressive king statues can 
be seen at a museum in Berlin since a few 
years again. Unfortunately, all statues were 
bombed into small pieces during World War 
II. It took over fourty years to puzzle them 
back into their original form again. 

Tell Sabi Abyad
This settlement was occupied from Hassuna 
via Samarra to Halaf times. The tell has elev-
en archeological layers for the Halaf Period 
starting from Early Halaf to Pre-Halaf with 
a transitional period inbetween. During this 
culture the settlement consisted of rectangu-
lar buildings with numerous rooms forming 
houses measuring up to two hundred square 
meters. Archeologists excavated massive 
buildings with stepped entrances and white 
plastered façades with niches and benches. 
One building seems to have been a typical 
trader’s home with twenty small store rooms 
on its ground floor.

Tell Arpachiyah 
This settlement site is situated on the out-
skirts of modern day Mosul in northern 
Iraq and lies close to ancient Akkad capital 
Nineveh. It is also called Tell Reshwa. Ar-
pachiyah is a rather small tell and was main-
ly occupied during Halaf and Ubaid periods. 
The site has no large buildings, but only 
small round rooms. Some rooms have a rect-
angular annex room called tholoi. Archeolo-
gists also excavated a burnt house, obsid-
ian jewelry, seals and lots of pottery items. 
It seems to have been an important pottery 
manufacturing site.
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Domuztepe
This small Halaf site is situated today in 
eastern Turkey. Interesting though is the 
content of an excavated refuse pit, which led 
to various discussions and assumptions. In 
this refuse pit archeologists discovered thir-
tyeight human skeletons and over thousand 
animal bones. They established that it was 
not a funerary pit or mass grave. And they 
also found out that humans were intention-
ally killed and possibly eaten. Were possibly 
ritual killing and meals practiced here? We 
don’t know. What we know deceased were 
buried in a flexed position with pottery items 
as funeral gifts. Which proves the fact, that 
the others were ritual killings.

Famous Halaf Pottery
This culture produced the most significant 
and impressive pottery ware. The pieces 
show a high level of artistic talent and the 
Halaf artisans manufactured elegant multi-
form vessels such as poly and multi-chrome 
medium sized cups, bowls and jars. Deco-
rations included human and animal figures 
such as cattle, bull heads some times only 
horns, birds, snakes and elaborate geomet-
ric designs with floral motifs with first time 
flowers, trees and branches. The artisans 
gave their ware a burnished finish. It is not 
surprising that Halaf pottery were prestige 
items and influenced potters with their art 
across the region.

Typical Ware 
Examples of innovative Halaf pottery were 
found at Yarim Tepe II. Here the first anthro-
pomorphic figure was found representing a 
naked woman in standing position with long 
hair. This unique vessel is believed to have 
inspired the violin shaped female figurines 
later produced and used in many offering 
cult activities. A second zoomorphic bulbous 
vessel in form of a pig is another perfect ex-
ample of the high quality Halaf pottery man-
ufacture. Another example was discovered 
in Arpachiyah. This small bowl was painted 
outside with geometric patterns and two 
small human figures standing beside large 
pottery vessel. The inside decoration shows 
two episodes of domestic scenes with weav-
ing women and men hunting a lion. In addi-
tion, Halaf artisans produced beautiful figu-
rines representing a seated naked mother 
goddess with hands supporting her breasts 
decorated with painted red lines and dots.
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Ubaid Culture
Here we are looking at a period of 2,200 years 
lasting from 7,400 to 5,200 BP. The main 
sites were Tell el ’Oueilli, Tell Abu Shahrayn, 
Hadji Muhammed, Chogar Mami, Tell Abada 
and Tepe Gawra. Again, Ubaid is a great ce-
ramic culture and its influence was extend-
ing north, west and east. Experts called it 
the Ubaid Migration. At the time the cultural 
development in the region had progressed 
tremendously. The Ubaid Culture prepared 
the way for enourmous growth in popula-
tion resulting later in numerous city states 
and strong fully organized social structures 
to create the first empires in Mesopotamia 
such as Sumer, Akkad and Babylon. Finally, 
this culture was replaced by Uruk one of the 
new emerging large city state cultures. 

Ubaid Timeline
Archeologists divided this culture into five 



phases mainly based on its ceramic items and 
the sites were these styles, forms and designs 
were excavated. It starts with the early Ubaid 
settlements of Ouelli and Eridu followed by 
Hadji Muhammed, Tell Ubaid and finally a pe-
riod called Late Ubaid.

Ubaid State Organization 
It was the first larger state organization with 
huge settlements surrounded by small villages 
to support them. This was the first step to the 
later Sumer and Babylon state hierarchy. He-
reditary leaders were responsible for adminis-
tration, management of temples and granaries, 
including mediation of intra group conflicts 
and maintaining social order. These chiefdoms 
were either secular or priesthood based. It was 
the first well developed and most complex so-
cial system and state organization in the re-
gion.

Ubaid Temples 
Temple buildings were well planned with a tri-
partite concept including central wide hall and 
two side rooms. It was the first three ship lay 
out principle. Temples were much larger than 
residences and were erected with stronger 
walls including buttresses. This was done to 
protect the value items kept there as temples 
had an important storage function. Burials 
of children now were done in pottery vessels 
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under the floors of houses. For example, over 
one hundred such burials were discovered at 
Tell Abada.

Ubaid Economy
For first time Mesopotamia became a main 
cultural force in Near East. Ubaid experienced 
major technical developments in many fields. 
Erecting extensive canal networks for agricul-
ture and flood management was only one of 
them. This gave them the ability to farm larger 
fields for their ever-growing population. The 
result was that fewer workers were needed for 
agricultural activities. So, more people became 
available for multiple artisan works, important 
trading activities, many construction projects 
and for the new job description administrator. 
From 6,800 BP onwards the first textile produc-
tion started. Ubaid traded afar including with 
Cilicia in modern day Turkey, the Levant area 
and Mediterranean coast including northern 
Palestine, western Iran and the southeast Gulf 
region.

Ubaid Seals 
Seals were an important means of communica-
tion for all trading activities. They functioned 
like a signature pressed or rolled on wet clay 
tablets to leave their imprint. They were worn 
on a leather string around the neck by all trad-
ers. A large number of stamp seals were found 



at all Ubaid sites. The seals are showing 
geometric patterns, also horned animals, 
snakes, vultures as well as human figures. 
Of special interest are the zoomorphic seal 
motifs depicting humans with animal heads. 
Experts assume they were representing the 
Master of Beasts motif which symbolize 
strength via control of wild beasts. 

Tell al ‘Ubaid
This important settlement was also called 
Obed or Obeid and was situated opposite Ur 
on the river banks of Euphrat. It is neverthe-
less a small site measuring 500 by 300 me-
ters not more. Archeologists excavated kilns 
for pottery manufacture. After the Ubaid Pe-
riod the site became a cult center during the 
Jemdet Nasr Period with a temple being built 
for goddess Ninhursag. The unearthed stone 
statue from King Kurlil and a cementery with 
hundred graves also fall into this period.

Tell Abada 
This small Ubaid settlement site is situated 
northeast of modern day Baghdad. Sofar ten 
large T shaped houses were found and ex-
cavated. Typicaly the T shaped central hall 
is flanked by two rooms. Archeologiusts dis-
covered various kilns in the court yards. In 
antiquity houses were normaly both work-
shops and living quarters as well as store-
rooms for produced or traded goods and raw 
materials.

Tepe Gawra 
This site was a cult center with three temples 
erected around a central plaza. Their walls 
were painted in red. This seemed to be a holy 
color as often divine figurines were painted 
red as well as red ochre was used frequently 
for covering deceased bodies in funeral cer-
emonies. Also, few copper items were found 
here such as rings and chisel.

Eridu or Tell Abu Shahrayn 
This was the first Ubaid settlement later to 
become a real city including a large cem-
etery. Archeologists established that de-
ceased were buried laying on their back fully 
stretched out and not in a flexed embryo like 
position laying on their side as it was previ-
ously common practice.

Ubaid Pottery
Ubaid artisans are believed to have devel-
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oped the potter’s wheel. They manufactured 
elaborate painted early ceramic ware. During 
this culture pottery ware eveloved to real ce-
ramic ware. Experts distinguished Ubaid ce-
ramic items into five different phases. They 
produced hard fired bowls, pedestal bowls, 
deep goblets and various jars from buff col-
ored clay. The decorations included black 
painted horizontal bands and wavy lines. In 
addition, other clay objects were manufac-
tures such as sickles, nails, spindle whorls 
and even sling shot stones.

Important Ubaid Figurines 
Unaid was also famous for their elaborate fe-
male and male figures which were found in 
many tombs. They were standing figurines 
with elongated lizard like heads. Some times 
the figures were covered in bitumen. A rea-
son for this treatment is not known. The figu-
rines were crafted with coffee bean or cowry 
mussel like eyes, broad chest, slim waist 
and joined legs. Some females were holding 
a baby on their arms.
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