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NEW RADIOCARBON DATES
FOR THE LATER NEOLITHIC
OF NORTHERN SYRIA

RM.M.G. AKKERMANS

ABSTRACT. - A series of f i f t e e n radiocarbon dates has heen obtained from the sites of Damishliyya and Sabi Abyad in the
Balikh valley of northern Syria. These dates allow a more precise chronological assignment of later Neolithic cu l tu ra l developments
in the region, in particular of the introduction of the earliest pottery and the appearance of the Halaf culture.

RÉSUMÉ. - Quiii i mim r / / ( ' \ datations C14 ont été nl>icnuf\ \in !("< w / c \ néolithique* recent* tic Dni>n-,li/n\a el Sabi Ahvad.
*itue* ( /( / / is la haute vallée Ju Bulikli (S\ne du nord). Ces determinations aideront à établir une chronologie absolue plus précise
pour le Néolithique récent, notamment concernant l'introtluction île* premières céramique* cl l'apparition de la culture de Halaf
en Syrie du nord.

Recently a number of radiocarbon dates were ob-
tained for samples recovered from the excavations
at the Neolithic sites of Damishliyya and Sabi
Abyad, both located in the Bal ikh valley of north-
central Syria. The age determinations were carried
out at the Centre for Isotope Research of the Uni-
versity of Groningen (GrN nos.) or through Accel-
erator Mass Spectrometry (AMS) at the Physical
Laboratory of the University of Utrecht (UtC nos.) .
The dates, fifteen in total, add in a significant way
to our understanding of the absolute chronology of
later Neolithic Syria and adjacent regions (1 ) . Basi-
cally these dates serve to date local cultural develop-
ments at the sites of excavation and associated
changes in overall settlement organisation and mate-
rial culture. Especially at the site of Sabi Abyad the
dates closely agree with the stratigraphie sequence
and thus provide a reliable basis for reference in
chronological terms. However, the newly retrieved
radiocarbon results have a much wider impact, be-
yond the individual sites, since they allow a more
precise dating of two major innovations in material
culture, viz. (a) the introduction of the earliest ce-
ramics in the region and (b) the appearance of care-
ful ly made painted pottery generally known as Halaf.
The former innovation seems at first sight hardly to
have touched the local Neolithic communit ies in a
substantial manner : apart from the appearance of
pottery, vir tually no changes in settlement layout and
community organisation or in material culture appear
to have taken place (basically the earlier Pre-Pottery
Neolithic B way of l i fe is maintained) (2). The in-
troduction of fine painted pottery, however, seems

( 1 ) In order to ad|ust the newly retrieved dates to the already
e x i s t i n g chronological frameworks (and so to avoid general confu-
sion) all dates wil l he used in a conventional manner , i .e . unca-
l ih r . i t cd . See Table I for calibrated dates ( w h e n a v a i l a b l e )

(2) AKKERMANS. 1988. 1989h. 1990

to have been associated wi th major changes in
Neolithic society. It coincided with the rise of the
Halaf culture, which spread wi th in a rather short
time over a vast region and which, beside its hand-
some pottery, is characterised by circular buildings
(iholoi) and a variety of typical beads, amulets and
figurines. The introduction and further development
of Halaf took place at a time of major changes in
people-and-land relationships, the main ones being
an increase in population, a continuous trend towards
a dispersed settlement system of small villages and
seasonal camp sites, and a twofold exploitation of
the natural environment with, on the one hand, in-
t ens ive agriculture and, on the other hand, extensive
a n i m a l husbandry and hunt ing (3).

Originally, and on the basis of the results of the
1970 excavations at Tell Assouad in the upper Balikh
region, the introduction of pottery in northern Syria
was claimed to have taken place somewhere around
the middle of the 7th millennium B.C. (4). The
soundings at Assouad led to the distinction of eight
levels of occupation, of which the basal levels VI I I -
VII were without architecture but with pottery,
whereas the upper levels VI-I yielded mud-brick re-
mains but no ceramics (5). A sample from the basal,
pottery Neolithic level VIII suggested a date around
6500 B.C.. whereas another one, from the upper, sup-
posedly aceramic Neolithic level III, yielded a date
around 6700 B.C. (6). However, in recent years the
early dates presented by the Assouad samples have
been repeatedly questioned (7), a doubt which seems

(3) I hid.
(4) CAUVIN. 1974. But see CAUVIN. 1987 fora modified view.
(5) CAUVIN. 1972
( ( > ) CAUVIN. 1974 : 203: a third sample from level III indi-

cated a date of around 10.000 B.C. and was rejected.
(7) LE MIERE. 1979: 40; CAUVIN. 1987: 3.W34
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to be supported by evidence from other excavated
Syrian sites, like Bouqras and Abu Hureyra. Here the
earliest pottery seems to have appeared at the very
end of the 7th or the beginning of the 6th mi l l en ium
B.C. At Abu Hureyra small quanti t ies of pottery were
found in the topmost levels (phase I I I ) , marked by
some mud-brick wal ls and numerous shallow pits
fi l led with occupation debris. The latest radiocarbon
date from the lower, aceramic levels is 6240 ± 77
B.C. and soon afterwards the f i rs t ceramics appeared
at the site (8). The pottery from Abu Hureyra con-
sists of a plain coarse ware which is straw-tempered
and crumbly in texture. Most of the sherds seem to
have been burnished to some degree and some sherds
showed traces of red paint. In general, this pottery
seems to be closely related to that from the Ba l ikh
sites. It has been claimed (9) that the pottery from
Abu Hureyra, Tell Assouad and associated B a l i k h
sites known only from surface reconnaissances is
largely identical to the ceramics found at Bouqras
in eastern Syria. However, Le Mière (10) has clearly
shown that the Bouqras pottery belongs to a different
tradition and more closely resembles the ceramics of
sites l ike Umm Dabaghiyah, Tell Sotto and Yarim
Tepe I in Iraq. Pottery at Bouqras appeared in mixed
deposits in the "virgin-soil squares" from level 7 on-
wards but the larger part of it was found in the top-
most southwestern part of the site. A number of
radiocarbon dates from Bouqras suggest that the pot-
tery found in the upper levels 7-1 of the "virgin-soil
squares" can be dated around 6100-5900 B.C.,
whereas the ceramics from the southwestern area are
of considerably later date, i.e. around 5600-5500
B.C. ( 1 1 ) . Probably the pottery found at Bouqras for
the larger part succeeds that recovered from As-
souad, Abu Hureyra and other sites further west.

A rather late date, i.e. around 61()()/6()()()-570()
B.C., for the earliest Pottery Neolithic of northern
Syria is also indicated by some recently obtained
rad iocarbon dates f r o m D a m i s h l i y y a , a s m a l l
Neolithic site on the west bank of the river Ba l ikh .
At least seven occupation layers were recognised
during excavation, each characterised by small rec-
tangular mud-brick bui ld ings . The basal strata 1-2
can be termed Pre-Pottery Neolithic, whereas the
upper l eve l s 3-7 yielded small numbers of coarsely
f i n i s h e d ceramics with little variety in shape (12) .
The present evidence suggests that Tell Assouad and
Damishliyya were largely identical in material
culture and there can be little doubt that both sites
were simultaneously occupied. Three dates are avail-
able from Damishliyya, all coming from a large pit
ascribed to the topmost strata 5-7. One sample was
taken from charcoal, the others from burnt vegetable

( X ) MOORE, 1982 : 15.
(9) CAUVIN, 1974; MOORE. 1975. 1982; COPELAND,

1979.
( 1 0 ) LE MIERE, 19«l, 19X6.
( 1 1 ) LE MIERE. 19X6 : 120-21, 253-57.
( 1 2 ) A K K E R M A N S . 19X6/X7. 19X8.

inclusions in two sherds (13) . The charcoal sample
yielded a date of 5750 ± 90 B.C., closely supported
by one of the sherd samples ind ica t ing 5720 ± 60
B.C. The other sherd sample, however, is consider-
ably older, suggesting a date of 5970 ±110 B.C.
These age difference may be due to the nature of
the context from which the samples were taken :
some mix ing of artefacts of various date can well
be expected in the case of refuse pits. It may also
be the case that the pit was in use for a considerable
period of time, par t icular ly if one takes into account
i t s huge size and depth (the sherds came from differ-
ent elevations). Whatever the case, it seems clear
that the Damishliyya-Assouad pottery is, indeed, of
much later date than suggested or ig ina l ly by the As-
souad radiocarbon samples and that it is in much
closer agreement wi th the available dates from the
sites along the Euphrates. Originally, the pottery of
Tell Assouad was compared by its excavator to that
of Amuq phases A-B ( 14), but both Copeland and Le
Mière have correctly stated that the Assouad and re-
lated Balikh pottery are not s imilar to the Amuq and
Levantine Dark-Faced Burnished Ware ; they suggest
that the pottery from Tell Assouad, and therefore the
comparable ceramics from Damishliyya, preceded
the Amuq A assemblage (15). However, according to
some radiocarbon dates from Ramad III and Labwc
II -A, Amuq A pottery appeared in the early 6th
mi l l enn ium, i.e. around 6000-5900 B.C. (16) , and
when taking the Damish l iyya dates into account this
pottery may therefore very well be contemporary to
our Bal ikh ceramics. So far only a few parallels have
been found outside the Balikh area for the ceramic
assemblages from either Tell Damishliyya or Tell As-
souad. A strong regional var iabi l i ty in pottery
development is indicated. In the Balikh region itself,
intersite differences are noticeable, which are to be
expected within a domestic mode of pottery produc-
tion (17).

In the l ight of the Damishl iyya dates, it appears
that the sites of Damishl iyya and Assouad were
deserted around 5700 B.C. At that time, numerous
other settlements in the Balikh valley were also
abandoned and a f lour ishing Pottery Neolithic-
society seems to have come to an end (18). It is
tempting to relate this collapse of local Neoli thic
society to the general trend towards communi ty
desertion in the early 6th m i l l e n n i u m B.C. ( t h e so
called hiatus palestinien), but I strongly feel tha t a
s imi la r gap in occupation was in fact non-existent

( 1 3 ) The age determination was done through Acce le ra io r
Mass Spectrometry (AMS) at the Physical Laboratory of the Uni-
vers i ty of Utrecht. Of each sherd, three samples were taken for
analysis ; the data presented here are an average.

(14) CAUVIN, 1972. Later Cauvin rejecled th i s view and
agreed w i t h the comments brought forward by LK MIERE, 1979;
cf. CAUVIN, 19X7

( 1 5 ) COPELAND, 1979; 266; LE MIERE, 1979: 3X
( 1 6 ) MOORE, 1982.
(17 ) AKKLRMANS, 1990.
( I X ) AKKLRMANS, 1989h, 1990
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I K . . I. - Location of the three Neolithic Ka l ikh sites with ra-
dioearhon dates, and other Syrian sites mentioned in the text

in northern Syria. Part of the assumed trend towards
site abandonment in vast areas of Syria and the
Levant at this t ime ( 1 9 ) is w i t h o u t doubt in agree-
ment w i t h the present state of research, al though, for
that matter, we do have evidence tha t numerous
set t lements were given up in the Balikh valley as
well, the reasons for which are s t i l l unclear. On the
other hand, a l though many sites were abandoned, the
present evidence suggests that the val ley as a whole
was not left u n i n h a b i t e d ; occupation in the region
seems to have contracted to several larger sites. At
present, only a few sites ind ica te a continuous oc-
cupation throughout the 6th m i l l e n n i u m B.C.. one of
winch is Sabi Abyad.

Sabi Abyad is located about three ki lometres
northeast of Damishliyya. The site covers an area of
about four hectares and has y ie lded e v i d e n c e of per-
manent occupation for a considerable period of
t i m e (20). Three major phases of occupation have
been recognised, v i / . a pre-Halaf Neol i th ic phase
(Levels 8-7). followed by a transi t ional stage (Levels
6-4) and a topmost Larly l l a l a l ' period (Levels 3-1).

At present, twelve radiocarbon dates are avai lable
from Sabi Abyad (Table 1 ). Hour samples stem from
the northeastern mound (UtC-1010, UtC-1011, UtC-
1012, GrN-16806), whereas the remainder comes from
the southeastern area of excavat ion . With two excep-
tions (sample GrN-16801. which is definitely too old,
and sample UtC-1010, which seems to be too young).
the samples are in agreement with the stratigraphie
sequence and as such seem to be highly reliable.

( I 1 ) ) Sec. tor example . MM.l.AART. 1975: 67-69; MOORE.
I «HO : 99.

(20) l;or a general i n l r o d u c l i o n In t he v i l e , see e g. AKKER-
MANS. 1987. l9K<)b . l WO

The earliest phases of occupation so i'ar uncovered
at Sabi Abyad seem to date from around 5300 B.C.,
but since virgin soil has not yet been reached, i t is
expected that ear l ier levels w i l l be found. Some sherds
closely resembling the Assouad-Damishliyya pottery of
the early 6th mi l l enn ium were found on the surface of
the site and. in disturbed contexts, in the trenches of
excavation. These ceramics strongly plead for a con-
tinuous occupation at Sabi Abyad throughout the 6th
mil lennium B.C. The lowes t l e v e l s thus far reached in
e x c a v a t i o n mus t have been contemporary to phase B
of the Amuq in western Syria. The best comparisons
are found in the characteristic Amuq Dark-Faced Bur-
nished Ware, which occurred in small quanti t ies at Sabi
Abyad and which was found on the surface of some
other sites in the Bal ikh region ( 2 1 ) . The Dark-Faced
Burnished Ware vessels d i f f e r from the other burnished
pottery m shape, temper, colour and decorative pattern,
and clay analyses h a v e made i l c lear t h a t these vessels
are import products t rom western Syria or southeastern
Turkey (22). In the Syrian Je/irah the closest parallel
to the ear l ies t ceramics of Sabi Abyad is probably sup-
plied by the Alimontn lironii' wares of Tell Halai and
Tell Habesh(23) .

The remaining figures from Sabi Abyad date either
from the "transit ional" period from the Alt-
nii>n<>chroinc-\\kc Neol i th ic in to the Halaf period, dated
around 5200/5150-5100 B.C., or from the topmost
Early Halaf period which can now be firmly placed
between about 5100-5000 B.C. Conventionally. Halaf
is said to begin around the middle of the 6th millen-
nium B.C. but this v iew can no longer be maintained.
The present data suggest that the often-mentioned
figure of 7570 ± 35 BP (5620 B.C.) from Tell
Halaf (24). said to date the transition from Alt-
imnwchrome to Halaf. is much too old and can safely
be rejected (25). In teres t ingly enough, the "transi-
tional" period is characterised by. among other things,
the appearance of careful ly made and busily painted
(sometimes painted-and-incised) ceramics, some of
which closely resemble Samarran pottery from north-
central Iraq (26) . Apparently t h i s Samarra-l ike pottery
preceded the appearance of t rue l l a l a l ceramics at the
site. Samarran or Samarra-derived pot tery is s t i l l found
in the Early Halaf period, when characteristic Samarra
t ra i t s occasionally appear m combination wi th Halaf
features even on the same vessel (27) . A number of
radiocarbon dales t rom Tell as-Sawwan and re la ted
s i t e s sugges t a dale in the l a t e r 6 th m i l l e n n i u m .
i.e. about 5300-5000 B.C., for the Classical Sa-

( 2 1 ) A K K H R M A N S . i w < >
(22) LE MIERE, l W
(23) Cf. VON OPPENHEIM and SCHMIDT. 1943; DAVID-

SON. 1977
(24) VOGEL and WATERBOLK, I9M
( 2 5 ) Ear l ier . WATKINS and CAMPBELL. 1987 444. among

others, had a h e a d v expressed s t rong douhls r e g a r d i n g the eon cel-
ness öl the Tell H a l . i l sample

(26) A K K I R M A N S . I989a. I ' i ' K i
( 2 7 ) ihi,l. l i g IV : 22. nos 152. 158
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TABI.M I
Radiocarbon dates from later Neolithic sites in the Balikh valley, Syria (note : dates of Assouad after Cauvin 1974)

SITE

Assouad

Damishliyya

Sabi Abyad

LAB. NO.

Mc-864

Mc-865

Mc-607

UtC-1094/
1095/1096

UtC-1097/
1098/1099

UtC-1124

GrN-16804

GrN-16800

GrN-16801

GrN-16802

GrN-16803

UtC-1008

UtC-1009

GrN-16805

UtC-1010

UtC-1011

UtC-1012

GrN-16806

MATERIAL

chaff in
sherd

chaff in
sherd

charcoal

burnt grain

charcoal

burnt seeds

burnt seeds

burnt seeds

charcoal

burnt seeds

burnt wood

burnt wood

burnt wood

charcoal

charcoal

LEVEL/
STRATUM

vm,i

111,1

VI

5-7

5-7

5-7

1

2

3

3

4

4

8

8

(Halaf n.e.
mound)

(pre-Halaf
n.e. mound)

(pre-Halaf
n.e. mound)

(pre-Halaf
n.e. mound)

CONVEN-
TIONAL
DATE B.P.

8450 ± 120

8650 ±120

12,5001160

7920 ±110

7670 ± 60

7700 ± 90

6975 ± 30

7005 ± 30

7465 ± 35

7065 ±30

7075 ±25

6930 ± 80

7080 ± 80

71 45 ±30

6670 ± 100

7150 ± 90

71 70 ±90

7225 ±30

CONVEN-
TIONAL
DATE B.C.

6500 ± 120

6700 ± 120

10,550 ± 160

5970 ±110

5720 ± 60

5750 ± 90

5025 ± 30

5055 ± 30

5515 ± 35

5115 ±30

5125 ±25

4980 ± 80

5130 ± 80

5195 ± 30

4720 ± 100

5200 ± 90

5220 ± 90

5275 ± 30

CALIBRA-
TED
DATE B.C.

7050 - 6610

6560 - 6440

6610-6440

5951 - 5768

5959-5818

6390-6189

5977-5818

5979-5889

5954-5664

6074 - 5883

6077 - 5976

5640 - 5480

6090-5960

6100 - 5970

6097 - 6003

marra (28). When comparing these figures with both
the radiocarbon dates and the ceramic sequence of Sabi
Abyad, it not only becomes clear that the rise of Sa-
marra in Iraq must have preceded that of Halaf in Syria
but also that both cultural complexes must have been
in existence contemporaneously for at least some time.

Interestingly enough, whereas at present no
direct relationship between a pre-Halaf stage and the
Halaf period can be established for northern Me-

(28) Tell as-Sawwan levels I I I A to V , see, e.g., MEl.LAART,
1975 : 154; COPELAND and HOURS, 1987 : 407.

sopotamia (29), such a l ink now does ex is t for the
Syrian Je/.irah. Tell Sabi Abyad has given solid proof
of a gradual and uninterrupted, local development of
Halaf out of an earlier Neoli thic cul ture, and in this

(29) So far. any l inks between Halaf and Hassuna appear to
have heen based on incorrect chronological a s s i g n m e n t s . Actual ly ,
at all the excavated s i tes y i e l d i n g both Hassuna and Halaf levels
of occupation, like Tell Hassuna. Haj j i luk , Tell A/./.o, Nineveh.
Yarim Tepe I and Kharabeh Sha t t am. i t appeared that the Halaf
s t ra ta belonged to the l a t e r stages ol the Halaf period, which clear
ly indicated a hiatus in occupation. Cf. COPELAND and HOURS,
1987: 407; WATKINS and CAMPBELL, 1987 : 4.U //
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respect seems to confirm the (admi t ted ly poorly
f o u n d e d ) sequences provided ea r l i e r by Tell H a l a f
and Tell Hahesh near the Syro-Turkish horder. At t h e
l a t t e r s i tes , t h e hasal leve ls yielded so-called All
monochrome pot tery exclusively, at a later stage fol-
lowed hy a mix tu re of hoth Altmonochrome and
painted Hala t pottery un t i l in the upper levels the
Allnionix /ironic f i n a l l y disappeared (30). In th is re-
spect, and when taking into account that Halaf in
Mesopotamia does not seem to appear before about
.5000 B.C. ( 3 1 ). i t seems clear that the Syrian J c / i r a h
de f in i t e ly forms part of the Halaf heartland, perhaps
even consti tutes the region of origin (32).

Peter M.M.G. AKKERMANS
National Museum of \ntiqii ilie\

P.O. H0\ 11114
2301 EC Leiden, the Netherlands
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