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DAEI
The Danish Archaeological Expedition to Iraq is investigating early urbanism in the eastern margins
of Upper Mesopotamia (an area encompassing parts of modern Iraq, Syria and Turkey). Urbanism
– the origin of cities – is one of the greatest milestones in human history. Mesopotamia is home to
the world’s first urban societies, and their formation transformed human lifestyles and the
landscape irrevocably.
The project also assists in monitoring and protecting archaeological heritage on the Rania plain in
the Sulaymaniyah Province of Iraqi Kurdistan in northeastern Iraq (Fig. 1). With support from the
Danish Institute in Damascus the project - a collaboration between the University of Copenhagen
and the National Museum of Denmark - has recently completed its fourth season (OctoberNovember 2015) of archaeological research on the Rania plain with excavations at the twin sites of
Bab-w-Kur and a survey of the surrounding region. The investigations have revealed fascinating
evidence of early urban development in the Zagros foothills; a region which until very recently was
remote and unexplored.

Figure 1. The Rania Plain from the top of Bab-w-Kur (Photo: Henrik Brahe, autumn 2013)
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Pioneering archaeological investigations
The adjacent Peshdar and Rania plains represent an extensive settlement zone within the foothills
of the Zagros Mountains of northeastern Iraq. Remains of past human activities are widely
distributed across both plains, and include settlements and finds from early farming cultures and
complex urban societies. Previous archaeological research on the Peshdar and Rania plains was
limited and comprised of incomplete survey and salvage excavations by the Iraqi DirectorateGeneral of Antiquities and by a Danish excavation project at the site of Shemshara; both of which
were undertaken in the late 1950s prior to the construction of the Dokan dam and its reservoir,
and the subsequent flooding of part of the plain.

Figure 2: Drone images of Bab surrounded by the Dokan Lake (Photo: Henrik Brahe).
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Today hundreds of archaeological sites on the Peshdar and Rania plains are in danger of
destruction either by the inundation of the dam’s reservoir – Lake Dokan – or by expanding
modern cities and towns. Archaeological investigations by the Danish Archaeological Expedition to
Iraq have so far explored a section of the Rania Plain lying within the inundation zone of the lake.
To achieve its goals the project undertakes intensive survey of the landscape to identify ancient
settlements (with fieldwalking and the analysis of satellite imagery) combined with excavations
and targeted soundings at selected sites. Excavations at Bab-w-Kur (Kurdish for ‘father and son’)
and the associated cluster of smaller satellite sites that surround Bab-w-Kur have revealed an
unusually complex occupational history dating to the Late Chalcolithic 2-5 period (4200-3100 BC),
and the survey work has recorded a rich settlement history with a large number of sites dating to
this period (Fig. 2). It is during this period in history that we start to see in the archaeological
record the emergence of complex urbanism –with the rise of cities and significant societal and
economic changes that led to fundamental transformations in human societies– across
Mesopotamia.

Figure 3: The site of Kur on the shore of the lake (Photo: Henrik Brahe autumn 2013).
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The ‘palace of the lizard king’
The twin sites of Bab-w-Kur lie deep within the flood zone of Lake Dokan and are only accessible
for about four months of the year. In 2012 fieldwork at the main mound of Bab revealed the
remains of a well-planned walled settlement dating to the Late Chalcolithic 2-3 period (4200-3700
BC) at the base of the mound, and widespread pottery kilns and trash pits across its surface. In the
following year, the project continued investigations at the neighbouring site of Kur (Fig. 3). Surface
scraping and excavation exposed a large niched building dating to the Late Chalcolithic 3-4 period
(3850-3400 BC) and evidence of systematic trash pitting following its abandonment.

Figure 4: Bab and the huge building complex (Photo: Henrik Brahe, autumn 2015).

Excavations at Bab in 2015 uncovered a huge building complex - possibly dating to the Late
Chalcolithic 4-5 period (3700-3100 BC) - on the summit of the mound (Fig. 4-11). The building has
a cruciform and symmetrical layout, and consists of a large central room with corridors and a
series of flanking rooms. Two large rectangular hearths were found in the central room of this
complex. These and the food preparation tools found in subsidiary rooms adjacent to the central
room may point towards a formal use for this complex – perhaps as a palace or residence for a
local ruler (Fig. 12). It is unusually large and well-laid out for the period, and potentially holds great
significance for understanding the changes society was undergoing at this time. The name we have
given to the building was inspired by the unusual motif of a lizard on a clay sealing found at the
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site. Contemporary large multi-room and formal complexes are not well known from Upper
Mesopotamia, but examples have been found at Habuba Kabira South in Syria, Arslantepe in
Turkey and Tepe Gawra in Iraq. Interestingly, the groundplan for the famous “Eye Temple” at Tell
Brak in Syria bears striking similarities to the layout of the building at Bab. Further excavation will
shed light on the potential similarities between the large complex at Bab and the elite or public
structures found elsewhere in Mesopotamia in this period.

Figure 5 and 6: Revealing the complex at Bab and the excavation of soundings into the rooms of the complex
(Photos: Henrik Brahe, autumn 2015).

Figure 7 and 8: A visit by seven Kurdish TV stations to Bab in 2015 and team breakfast at Bab in autumn 2015
(Photos: Henrik Brahe, autumn 2015).

Survey and heritage management on the Rania Plain
Important archaeological remains belonging to the Late Chalcolithic period have also been
recorded by the project’s survey work. In the autumn season of 2013 and spring season of 2015 in
the region around Bab-w-Kur, the project recorded a large increase in the number of sites dating
to the Late Chalcolithic period and unusual cases of sites clustering together into larger entities.
We consider this patterning to represent evidence of small-scale urban sprawl across the Rania
Plain – a phenomenon which is known in past Mesoamerica and present African urban societies
but is still only just beginning to be identified and understood in Mesopotamian archaeology.
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The Danish Archaeological Expedition to Iraq is also concerned with the assessment of damage to
the archaeological heritage of the Rania and Peshdar Plains. Since the 1950s the archaeological
heritage of the plains has suffered extensively from damage by the waters of Lake Dokan, the
practices of agricultural intensification and modern urban expansion. These processes have
recently started to rapidly gain pace. Today, many archaeological sites are at risk of damage or
even complete destruction. As a result, the project has began an initiative using UAV microhelicopters, commonly referred to as drones, to monitor and record damage to the archaeological
sites and landscape of the plain.

Figure 9-11: Collecting soil and flotation samples, sorting macro finds from flotation samples
and recording the many surface finds from site (Photos: Henrik Brahe, autumn 2015).

Future work
A new phase of investigations on the Rania plain by the Danish Archaeological Expedition to Iraq
will begin in 2016. Its aim is to explore and expand our understanding of the anatomy and
temporal development of early urbanism at the margins of what was once Upper Mesopotamia.
This research will include studies of the morphology of the urban landscape, the spatial and socioeconomic organization of early urban societies, and it will establish a fine-resolution chronology
through scientific sampling and dating methods for the urbanisation process visible in the region.
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About DAEI
The Danish Archaeological Expedition to Iraq (the former University of Copenhagen Archaeological
Project in Iraq) is a collaborative project between the University of Copenhagen and the National
Museum of Denmark. The project is directed by Tim Skuldbøl (University of Copenhagen,
Denmark, Carlo Colantoni (University of Leicester, England) and Mette Marie Hald (National
Museum of Denmark) and has a number of affiliated researchers from Denmark, USA and Europe
who contribute to the study of archaeological remains. Further information: see
www.facebook.com/babwkur and www.urbarch.tors.ku.dk

Figure 12: The ‘palace of the lizard king’ (Photo: Henrik Brahe, autumn 2015).
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