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Summary

Around the year 1230 BC Assyrian forces conquered the area of modern North Syria. To 
consolidate power in the region and to make use of the agricultural potential of the region, 
numerous agricultural settlements were founded, so called dunnus. One such a settlement, was 
found and excavated at Tell Sabi Abyad, Syria. The settlement was relatively large and appears 
to have been heavily fortified. In this research the settlement was investigated to reveal what 
activities were played out inside. This was achieved by analysing the objects which were left 
behind inside the various rooms and courtyards at the site. Also the way in which these objects 
were deposited was subject to rigorous investigation: were the objects for instance dumped as 
garbage or were they left behind during rapid abandonment following some catastrophe?

The research resulted in a re-evaluation of the nature and use of the Tell Sabi Abyad dunnu. 
It has been revealed that the settlement was used largely for domestic, household activities and 
that it was slowly abandoned. This interpretation is in contrast with the historical view of this 
type of settlement. Historical sources have yielded an image of military forts which served to 
produce agricultural surplus for the empire and to oppress the local population. This research 
has aided in altering the understanding of how the Assyrian Empire consolidated its power in 
newly conquered areas. It illustrates how an occupying power cannot achieve hegemony with 
military might alone. Instead, it requires positive stimuli too.
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 Chapter 1. Introduction 11

1.3.5 Implications for the current research

The research presented here was based on the original peri-
odization of the site. Because the level 5 deposits from that 
sequence covered the majority of activities carried out in 
the dunnu and because it was a horizon which could eas-
ily be followed through the settlement, it was decided to 
focus only on this time-slice. From the detailed analyses 
mentioned above it has appeared that the ‘level 5 architec-
ture and finds’ belong to several different levels in the new 
periodization. Importantly, the new subdivision has indi-
cated that the original Level 5 deposits should be assigned 
to younger levels in the north-west and to older levels in 
the south-west. Within single sectors (see below) the stra-
tigraphy has remained largely the same but the correlation 
between sectors described in this research should therefore 
be taken with caution, for an up to date interpretation 
Brüning and Plug 2016 should be consulted.

1.4 The dunnu

Within its short life span, ca. 1225-1125 BC, the dunnu underwent many architectural mod-
ifications, most notably, the filling up of the moat and apparently an increasing complexity of 
its internal structure. At its apex in level 5 the dunnu housed a large number of workshops and 
residential structures. By contrast, there were a number of moments the dunnu had seemingly 
lost its importance and buildings had fallen into disrepair. The frequency of building activities 
at the dunnu has led to a high-resolution archaeological imprint. Some walls were preserved 
more than three meters in height with vaulted doorways sometimes still in place. Newly laid 
floors were often placed on top of old ones and a great number of seemingly in situ finds orig-
inated from these successive floors in all of the buildings. The short-term and high-resolution 
chronology from the site is rarely available in archaeology. Rather than large-scale processes 
which are usually the object of archaeological research, the archaeological remains of the Tell 
Sabi Abyad dunnu offer insight into short-term events (Braudel 1966; Murray 1999; Lucas 
2008).

Reconstructing the architecture of the dunnu is facilitated by the well preserved 
architectural remains. During and after abandonment large amount of objects were deposited 
on the floors of these houses and other structures. With the collapse of architecture in the 
dunnu, these objects were trapped inside the debris. Judging from some excavated contexts, 
objects may have been left on the floors of some structures during abandonment of houses 
in the dunnu. A grand total of almost 10,000 Middle Assyrian objects were excavated at Tell 
Sabi Abyad. Due to the speed with which objects and architecture were covered by collapsing 
architecture and sediments, later, natural processes which influence the state, location and 

Level Dates
3 …
4 …
5 1184-… BC

6A …-1184 BC
6B 1209-… BC
6C …-1209 BC
7 …

Table 1.3: Possible dates of the 
architectural Levels of the revised 
periodization of Tell Sabi Abyad.
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 Chapter 1. Introduction 15

be viewed as having created the blue print for successive empires such as the Neo-Babylonian 
and Achaemenid empires (Liverani 1987; Postgate 1992; Liverani 2001; Düring 2015b: 1). 

The historical account of Mesopotamia has been described as an alternating sequence of 
imperial domination and relative independence (Barjamovic 2013). This may be a simplified 
view of the past as, for local communities at least, life was not only determined by the actions 
of the imperial powers. Additionally, this historical perspective focusses on the events and 
themes which were important to the ruling elite. The population which was present in these 
areas was however not solely directed by the empire. Life in these communities was for a large 
part not concerned with the topics which appear in the historical documents. By default, the 
historical perspective is biased towards an elite view of society. It could, therefore, be argued 
that a different approach is required in order to investigate the impact of imperial strategies on 
populations in conquered territories. It is believed that the material remains which are analysed 
in archaeological research offer a perspective which is less biased towards the ruling elite.

As a formal element of Assyrian imperial strategy in a peripheral zone of the empire, 
the Tell Sabi Abyad dunnu can inform us about the way Assyria attempted to impose its rule 
on local communities and which effects this had. Whereas historical accounts are largely 
concerned with the elite and the messages they wanted to convey, the material remains provide a 
perspective of activities and individuals in the dunnu, impartial to social or economic standing. 
This study may therefore be seen as yielding a bottom-up perspective of Assyrian imperialism 
(Klinkenberg and Lanjouw 2015).

1.6 Research aims and questions

The aim of this research is to better understand the intended function and actual use of the 
dunnu of Tell Sabi Abyad for the local society and in the Assyrian Empire at large. A thorough 
understanding of its function and use will help in clarifying which imperial strategies were un-
dertaken by the Assyrian Empire in order to control the region. Additionally, it will illustrate 
how local society was influenced by these imperial practices. 

To achieve this the architecture and finds of the site are examined using a comprehensive 
and systematic methodology. How the finds were deposited and how they relate to activities 
will play a central role in this research. One of the aims is therefore to set up a framework for 
the reconstruction of deposition processes in order to reconstruct past activities. 

An additional theme is that the activities in the dunnu have changed through time and 
space. Some activities were performed more in one phase than in another and the location 
of activities within the dunnu also changed through time. The diachronic changes within the 
Level 5 dunnu will be charted to reveal the changing role of the dunnu in the local society 
and in the empire at large. The interpretations based on the archaeological evidence from this 
study will be compared to the information which derives from textual sources. The combined 
evidence will be used to explain the function and use of the dunnu.
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16 Reading Rubbish

In short the main research questions are:

•	 What was the function and use of the dunnu?

•	 What activities were carried out where in the dunnu? 

•	 What are the diachronic changes of these activities? 

•	 How do these activities reflect the position and function of the dunnu in the 
local society and in the Assyrian Empire?

•	 To what extent is the archaeological evidence representative for reconstructing 
activities in the past?

•	 How do the objects from the Tell Sabi Abyad dunnu relate to ancient activities?

•	 How does the information from the archaeological evidence differ from the 
textual sources?
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Chapter 2. 
Methodology

2.1 Introduction

Reconstructing the activities in the Tell Sabi Abyad dunnu is achieved through examining the 
material remains which were left behind at the site in antiquity. This is however not a straight-
forward exercise; there are three main problems with the interpretation of this large dataset 
which need to be addressed. 

Firstly, the dataset is composed of a daunting 10,000 objects and numerous architectural 
elements. All these objects and features were part of densely packed stratified deposits in which 
their relationships are sometimes hard to identify. This large and complex dataset requires a fast 
and reliable data management system. With this, it should be possible to manage and visualize 
all finds and features. Also the numerous characteristics of, and relationships between, finds 
and features should be included in this system. 

Secondly, the objects found during the excavation do not always represent the activities 
which were carried out at the location where they are found. Processes such as the cleaning of 
houses and natural processes such as decay influence the state, location and presence of objects 
and features. Also, some activities might have left behind very clear traces while other activities 
leave no traces at all. The processes which have occurred between the activities in the past and 
the excavation of the material remains are considered to have formed the archaeological record 
and are consequently known as (site-) formation processes (Ascher 1961; Schiffer 1983). Inter-
preting material remains requires an accurate reconstruction of these formation processes. The 
identification of formation processes can subsequently help in understanding the functional 
relationship between the object and the space in which it was found.

The third issue is one of temporality: in the past a large number of activities may have 
taken place in a certain location, which together express the changing meaning and function 
of that space. The number of activities which are consecutively carried out is often higher than 
the number of phases which are recognized in stratigraphic reconstructions. The periodization 
then does not reflect the detailed changes which in fact occur in that settlement. These small 
events which make up an archaeological phase are, however, important for a thorough un-
derstanding of the history of a site. Therefore, a method should be in place which records all 
activities which were carried out in a given space. 

The methodology which is presented in this chapter is concerned with systematically 
investigating the material remains from Tell Sabi Abyad with regard to the problems outlined 
above. To this end a largely digital workflow is employed which ensures the adequate handling 
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18 Reading Rubbish

of large amounts of data (paragraph 2.2). By critically evaluating the formation processes for 
every deposit the depositional history of all objects is determined, aiding the functional rela-
tionship between objects and space (paragraph 2.3). Ultimately, the reconstructed activities are 
charted in a temporal framework, visualizing the order in which activities were carried out in 
each area (paragraph 2.4).

2.2 Digital model of the material remains

The archive of the Tell Sabi Abyad excavations consists of large amounts of folders with paper 
forms and drawings. Also hundreds of A0-sized field drawings were created in the course of 
the excavations. To ensure that the archive will remain intact in the future and to make the 
archive more accessible for research a large scale digitization campaign was set up at the start 
of this study (Klinkenberg 2014). The work included making an inventory of and classifying 
all the available data. Subsequently every document was provided with a unique file name 
which included information about the document and processed by a scanning company. The 
file name was recorded physically on the documents as well as in the digital files to ensure 
that they could be related with one and another in future if needed. The resulting digital files 
were archived in a straightforward folder structure which enables users to easily locate certain 
documents. Additionally, a database was created which contains a wealth of information about 
the documents. This database can, for instance, be used to search for all object forms which 
describe figurines. Also it can be used to locate all documents, forms, drawings or photographs, 
which are related to a certain trench. The entire archive was deposited for long-term online 
and open access storage at the Data Archiving and Networked Services institute of the Royal 
Dutch Academy of Science2.

Interpreting the material remains from Tell Sabi Abyad is undertaken using this digital 
archive in combination with a three-dimensional GIS (3D GIS). GIS and 3D reconstructions 
are widely applied in archaeology (Renfrew and Bahn 1991; Burrough and McDonnell 1998; 
Wheatley and Gillings 2002) and can shed light on many question regarding the spatial dis-
tribution of objects or architectural remains. While they are often considered to be separate 
techniques, in some research like the current, they are explicitly combined (Losier et al. 2007; 
Katsianis et al. 2008; Klinkenberg in press). There is a marked difference between 3D recon-
structions which are made for publications and reconstructions created for use in conjunction 
with 3D GIS. Most 3D reconstructions of archaeological remains focus on specific (monu-
mental) buildings from a site, such as a single temple building. Furthermore, most archaeo-
logically inspired 3D models are focussed on the reconstruction of architecture as it may have 
looked in the past. 

The 3D reconstruction of the Tell Sabi Abyad excavations is different as every archaeo-
logical feature will be reconstructed as it was found during excavation: in their ruined state. 
The model is used by Tijm Lanjouw (2016) to reconstruct the construction history of the 

2 The digital Tell Sabi Abyad archive can be found at http://dx.doi.org/10.17026/dans-294-p94z.
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Chapter 3. 
results

3.1 Introduction

This chapter deals with the analysis of finds and architectural remains from the Tell Sabi Abyad 
dunnu using the methodology set out in the previous chapter. Due to time restrictions for 
the research it was not possible to include all Late Bronze Age phases and all material remains 
from the site in this study. A subset of the data was therefore selected. As the spatial extent for 
the research it was decided to analyse all spaces within the outer dunnu wall (figure 3.1). This 
was done because it comprises a coherent spatial unit according to the architectural layout 
of the dunnu. Also it was believed that these spaces would yield a representative selection of 
data about the function and use of the dunnu. As a temporal framework for this study it was 
decided to focus on Level 5 (from the original periodization, see paragraph 1.3). Unlike the 
preceding and succeeding phases, Level 5 was clearly recognized in every trench of the site and 
has yielded abundant finds and architectural remains. Additionally, it was clear from the outset 
of this research that the dunnu both flourished and deteriorated during this Level. It was there-
fore believed that this would yield a comprehensive view of the changing function and use of 

the settlement at the end of 
its fully functioning life 
span. From the analyses 
described below it is in-
deed clear that within the 
relatively short time-span 
which is discussed, a large 
variety of activities were 
carried out, signalling a 
constantly changing use of 
the dunnu.

For the sake of clarity 
the architectural layout of 
the dunnu was divided into 
several sectors. These sec-
tors have in their turn been 
subdivided into separate 
areas (figure 3.1 and 3.2 
below). This subdivision of 
the architecture in sectors 

Fig. 3.1: The architecture of the Tell Sabi Abyad dunnu with 
indication of the location of the sectors within the walls.
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and areas was used in all studies which were undertaken in the framework of the ‘Consolidat-
ing Empire’ project (Brüning and Plug 2016; Düring 2016; Fantone 2016; Lanjouw 2016). 
The extent of the sectors was determined by the architectural layout and functional character-
istics of the general areas. It was for instance decided to group together all spaces in the south-
west which were all in some way related to food preparation. Additionally, the spaces are well 
connected to one and another but are somewhat isolated from the rest of the dunnu. Therefore, 
as the spaces seemed to form a coherent whole, they were defined as the south-western sector.

Within the outer dunnu wall six sectors were defined. Four of these are located in the 
corners of the dunnu (north-west, north-east, south-west and south-east) and two are defined 
as the two structures which stood in the centre of the settlement (the residence and the central 
building). The further subdivision of these sectors into areas was also achieved by looking at 
the functional and architectural relationship between spaces. The areas are designated with 
numbers, for instance ‘area 1 of the SW sector’. 

Within areas one last subdivision was applied. To be able to easily refer to individual 
spaces (rooms or courtyards) in areas, they were assigned a letter in alphabetical order (see 
for instance figure 3.3 below). This system was adopted from the work of Brüning and Plug 
(2016). In their work, naming of spaces commenced with the architectural layout of level 6 
of the dunnu. After a significant change in architectural layout, new names were assigned to 
newly constructed spaces. Therefore the names of spaces in the Level 5 architecture do not al-
ways start with the letter ‘A’. In area 5 of the NE sector for instance, rooms ‘A’, ‘B’ and ‘C’ were 
present in the preceding Level 6 but not anymore in Level 5. The spaces which are discussed in 
the current study are therefore labelled with the letters ‘D’ until ‘H’. Although this may seem 
confusing in the light of the current study, it ensures that the interpretations from the different 
publications can be easily compared.

A notable exception to this subdivision is the central building in which every room was 
assigned an area number (see paragraph 3.5). This numbering corresponds with earlier publi-
cations about this structure (Akkermans et al. 1993; Klinkenberg and Lanjouw 2015) and is 
therefore maintained. 

The discussion below follows the same subdivision into sectors and areas. Each sector is 
introduced, and all areas within are discussed in separate paragraphs. For each area a plan is 
presented which includes the space numbering, all relevant features and the floor level finds 
which are discussed in the text. Additionally, for every area a ‘Sequence of Events’ model is 
presented which illustrates the chronological order in which events have taken place in that 
area. This model also includes references to features such as ovens and bins and deposits from 
that area (see paragraph 2.4). Where relevant these feature names and deposit numbers are 
indicated in the text between brackets, for instance ‘oven AM’ and ‘deposit 27’.

A general trend which is observable in the discussion below is that the architectural layout 
and the construction of features are the most informative lines of evidence for the reconstruc-
tion of the earliest use and the intended function of spaces. Most objects, even those from 
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3.2.4.3 A rich cremation burial

On top of the floor in room B a layer of brown soil was deposited. Through this soil layer a 
small pit was dug in its south-western corner. In this pit a ceramic jar was buried containing 
the cremated remains of two individuals (Akkermans and Smits 2008). The jar was sealed with 
a cloth, which was covered with a clay sealing. Why this was done remains unclear. Apart from 
the two individuals, the jar contained a wealth of personal ornaments and other objects (figure 
3.17). Apart from the personal ornaments, also the remains of animals were found, most in-
terestingly the third phalanx of a lion. It was suggested this might have belonged to a lion-skin 
cloak (Akkermans and Smits 2008: 253). 

These valuable items 
may be indicative of the 
high status of the interred 
individuals. As cremating 
the deceased was consid-
ered a non-Assyrian cus-
tom (Tenu 2005), it is 
implied these individuals 
originated from a differ-
ent cultural background. 
As the main administrator 
of the dunnu, the steward 
Tammitte, bears an Ana-
tolian name, Düring et al. 
(2015: 44) have suggested 
that this burial could be 
his. Perhaps the other in-
dividual was his wife. If 
this burial can indeed be 
equated with Tammitte it is 
tempting to suggest that he 
was interred in what used 
to be his residence or office.

Division of the area

After the deposition of the tablet-rich soil a new loam floor was constructed in all rooms. On 
top of this floor the function of the apartment seems to have changed completely. The bath-
room could not be used anymore; it was buried under the soil deposit. Additionally during or 
after the construction of the floor the area was divided in two by the blocking of the doorway 
(P) between room C and D. A new doorway (B) was constructed on the southern side of room 
C. It is unclear what the function was of rooms B and D in this new phase. In room D only a 
dug-in cremation jar, supported by two smaller vessels, was discovered. No other objects indi-
cate the function of these spaces. 

Fig. 3.17: Vessel from room B in area 3 of the north-
western sector with several necklaces which were found 

within (from: Akkermans and Smits 2008: fig. 2).
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Fig. 3.77: Architecture and floor level finds from area 2 of the south-western sector.

Fig. 3.78: Sequence of Events of area 2 of the south-western sector.
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Chapter 4. DisCussion

4.1 Introduction

In this chapter an evaluation is made of the methodology which was conceived and employed 
for this project. Both the advantages and limitations of the dataset, the digital approach and 
the method of determining depositional processes at the site are presented. Following this, the 
results from the analyses which are derived from the methodology, described in the previous 
chapter, will be discussed. These results, the activities in the dunnu during Level 5, are catego-
rized around the themes of subsistence, food preparation, production processes, administra-
tion, war and peace, storage, domestic life and abandonment of the houses in the settlement. 
This general subdivision is also used in the subsequent paragraph which deals with an exam-
ination of the textual evidence which was found at the site. As most of this material has not 
been published yet, the discussion is limited to those fragments which were published in several 
articles and book chapters. Lastly, the evidence for the function and use of the Tell Sabi Abyad 
dunnu is discussed in the context of the Middle Assyrian empire. A short description of several 
analogous sites is given which is compared to the combined archaeological and historical evi-
dence from the Tell Sabi Abyad dunnu. 

4.2 Reconstructing activities at Tell Sabi Abyad

4.2.1 Introduction

For this research a number of methodological issues were addressed, the 3D spatial nature of 
the evidence, the large quantity of data, depositional processes and the complexities of relating 
the objects to activities. Several methods were successfully devised to counter the problems 
with interpreting the large, complex dataset of Tell Sabi Abyad. In particular the systematic 
analysis of depositional processes has yielded fascinating results. In this paragraph the advan-
tages and limitations of these methods are discussed. 

4.2.2 A digital approach

To be able to work with the large amount of data which was generated by the excavations at 
Tell Sabi Abyad, it was decided at the outset of this research to convert all the documentation 
to digital files. A major project was launched to scan all the excavation documentation. This 
has resulted in a digital archive which is available online. A database was created which aids 
in searching the vast dataset of the Tell Sabi Abyad excavations. To improve accessibility, the 
archive was deposited online in open access (Klinkenberg 2014). This project was unique in 
its scope and outreach for Near Eastern excavations and has proven to be instrumental for the 
research of the Tell Sabi Abyad excavations.
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For the current research the resulting digital archive was used to create large GIS files con-
taining all spatial information, and databases containing information about the architecture 
and objects from the site. All these data were combined in a 3D GIS model of the settlement 
which was used to perform the analyses described above. Although the use of 3D models and 
3D GIS in archaeological research has been widely applied and discussed before (Wheatley and 
Gillings 2002; Katsianis et al. 2008; Klinkenberg 2014; Smith et al. 2014), it is worth men-
tioning some of the advantages and limitations which are particular to the current research. 

There are two main advantages to the approach which was employed here. Firstly, the 
3D GIS system enabled the use and accessibility of large amounts of data. The data, such as 
object forms, photos and excavation plans could be retrieved and visualized in the 3D GIS, 
making it easy to combine several types of evidence when trying to resolve an archaeological 
issue. Secondly, the system allowed for the visualization of 3D spatial relationships between 
features and finds. This has on multiple occasions been central to reconstructing the mode of 
deposition of certain deposits. 

Unfortunately, the 3D visualizations only contain information which was added to the 
digital dataset, and it disregards other potentially important elements. In the case of Tell Sabi 
Abyad, only the items which were recorded as ‘small finds’ were taken into account as the re-
maining material was not fully available for study. In some cases this has led to the situation 
where a house floor was considered almost empty according to the database while photographs 
of the area revealed a floor littered with broken artefacts. Because these broken artefacts were 
not registered as objects there was no information available about for instance their damage 
pattern and size classes. This means that the object could not easily be included in the quan-
tified analysis of deposits. The presence of large quantities of damaged objects is however im-
portant for the interpretation of these deposits. Therefore the information from photographs, 
field reports and trench sketches were also included in the final interpretation of a deposit. The 
presence of non-objects is however not visible on for instance the 3D visualizations which were 
used in this research. Ironically, although the 3D model is a mere schematic representation of 
certain elements of the excavated situation, it is often easily taken as ‘whole truth’ because of 
its attractive appearance. This paradox should therefore be kept in mind when viewing such 
visualizations.

4.2.3 Reconstructing modes of deposition

4.2.3.1 Introduction
When excavating large ruin mounds like Tell Sabi Abyad often the remains consist of a se-
quence of buildings or courtyards. The floors of these structures have, in favourable conditions, 
revealed large amounts of seemingly in situ finds which were covered with thick layers of soil, 
artefacts and rubble on top of them, so called ‘roomfill’. However, both of these hypotheses 
concerning artefact contexts are problematic. First and foremost, the degree to which the floor 
level artefacts can be related to the use of that house is questionable; this is discussed below. 
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4.3.8 Storage

4.3.8.1 Large scale grain storage
Products which were imported or produced in the dunnu had to be stored somewhere before 
use or export. Several architectural features such as the ‘silo’ built against the north wall of the 
central building (Akkermans 2006: 204; Fantone 2015: 224) were interpreted to have stored 
large amounts of grain. The agricultural yield of the lands surrounding the dunnu was esti-
mated at 1 million litres (Wiggermann 2000: 195). This amount would have far exceeded the 
storage capacity of the known silos from the ground plan of the dunnu. 

Clear evidence for the storage of grain was found in the residence, where large quantities 
of charred grain were found in the courtyard. Although this constitutes the most dramatic 
evidence for storage, it is unlikely that it was the main function of the building. The residence 
most likely did function as a residential structure in the first stages of its existence and can 
therefore not be viewed as the main storage facility of the dunnu. 

In a recent publication it is suggested that the higher floors of the central building would 
have perhaps carried the weight of agricultural surplus (Klinkenberg and Lanjouw 2015: 172-
3). In this article it is argued that the extreme thickness of the walls if the central tower must 
have carried a large weight. As this thickness is not necessary for additional floor levels on top, 
the 3D model which was created illustrated the roof of the structure as the main storage space 
of the dunnu. Although the open character of the reconstruction of the top structure should 
perhaps be reconsidered, the notion of the building as central storage facility remains viable. 

Fig. 4.19: Distribution of jars, pot stands and the 
density of jarstoppers in the Level 5 dunnu.
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Chapter 5. ConClusion

On the basis of the find material from the Tell Sabi Abyad dunnu, this study has systematically 
demonstrated the function and use of all spaces in the settlement. The study has revealed that 
within the walls, most activities in the past were related to domestic use, food processing and 
administration. Especially the importance of domestic use of the settlement is in stark contrast 
with the previously assumed imperial role of the estate. To investigate these issues, for this 
study a systematic approach for the identification of modes of deposition was developed. Im-
portantly, this approach has demonstrated that the contexts in which cuneiform tablets were 
found, are far from straightforward. In consequence, the functional and temporal relation 
between texts and other archaeological remains are compellingly problematized. 

In this chapter the results of this study are discussed in line with the research questions 
which were posed in chapter 1. The first main question was ‘What was the function and use 
of the dunnu?’ In order to answer this, three sub-questions are discussed: ‘What activities were 
carried out where in the dunnu?’, ‘What are the diachronic changes of these activities?’ and 
‘How do these activities reflect the position and function of the dunnu in the local society and 
in the Assyrian Empire?’.

Answering these questions was achieved by an examination of the archaeological evi-
dence from the site. To ascertain to what degree this was possible the second main question 
was posed: ‘How representative is the archaeological evidence for reconstructing activities in 
the past?’. This issue was tackled by answering two additional sub-questions. These were: ‘How 
do the objects from the Tell Sabi Abyad dunnu relate to ancient activities?’ and ‘How does the 
information from the archaeological evidence differ from the textual sources?’.

Both themes, the function and use of the dunnu and the representativeness of the archae-
ological record, were successfully addressed by this study. The representativeness of the archae-
ological record was investigated by a reconstruction of the depositional processes of objects 
which were found at the site. To this end a comprehensive methodology was devised and con-
sistently applied to the deposits of Tell Sabi Abyad. The results from this study were compared 
to the literary evidence. This in turn has resulted in a critical overview of the probable function 
and use of the dunnu of Tell Sabi Abyad. 

A comparison with six other settlements (Giricano (Dunnu sa-Uzibi), Qabr Abu-al 
‘Atiq, Tell Fekheriye, Tell Chuera (Harbe), Tell Umm ‘Aqrebe and Tell Schech Hamad (Dur 
Katlimmu) has illustrated that the dunnu was a multi-purpose settlement, used as a road station 
for the military and traders, and to govern the surrounding agricultural lands. Work in and 
around the dunnu was administrated in detail by the presence of local representatives of the 
empire who resided in the dunnu. On several occasions the dunnu was used by large groups of 
visiting officials for political meetings and feasts. Although during these events the dunnu was 
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transformed into a political centre, these events were of short duration and did not influence 
the long term use of the settlement. The enduring function and use of the dunnu was that of 
a domestic centre and for agricultural production and food processing. Its imperial role must 
therefore be considered not only in terms of military and political significance, but also for its 
central place in the local society.

5.1 The representativeness of objects 

Many processes have had an effect on the representativeness of the archaeological record from 
Tell Sabi Abyad. These processes can be divided into three stages in the past. Firstly, those which 
occurred before the deposition of artefacts, such as cleaning, reuse and recycling are of major 
influence. Secondly, the manner in which objects were deposited (are they discarded as refuse 
or are they part of a catastrophic collapse for instance?) has clear implications for the degree to 
which they are representative of activities at their location of discovery. Lastly, processes which 
occur after deposition such as decay and erosion but also the excavation techniques at the site 
have an effect on the interpretation of archaeological remains. The pre- and post-depositional 
processes which occurred at Tell Sabi Abyad were similar throughout the site. The processes 
behind the actual deposition of objects are however different from deposit to deposit. In this 
study therefore a methodology was developed to identify the influence of these processes on the 
archaeological deposits from Tell Sabi Abyad. 

The methodology comprised of a characterisation of typical deposits which can be rec-
ognized in archaeology (based on Schiffer 1987). Nine typical deposit types were recognized: 
primary-, secondary-, provisional- and de facto refuse, ritual caches and banking caches, human 
burials, catastrophe deposits and loss refuse. These deposit types were defined on the basis of 
eight characteristics: their context, object variety, structuring, size, use-life, damage, replace-
ment cost and relation to space (see table 2.1). A secondary refuse deposit for instance can be 
characterized as containing mainly damaged or fragmented objects. Subsequently, archaeolog-
ical deposits from Tell Sabi Abyad were compared to these ‘typical deposits’. This allowed for 
a systematic interpretation of the depositional history of the objects from the dunnu. In turn, 
the interpretation of the depositional history revealed to what degree the deposit could be used 
for the reconstruction of activities in the area it was discovered in. 

Most deposits which were analysed for this research were secondary refuse deposits. These 
often consisted of damaged or fragmented tools such as pieces of grinding stones. Because these 
objects were simply discarded, their representativeness for identifying activities in the past is 
often limited. In some cases however, secondary refuse deposits were discovered which dis-
played a remarkably homogeneous object assemblage. In particular several tablet-rich deposits 
which were interpreted as secondary refuse deposits, consisted of only administrative objects. 
These were therefore interpreted to have been deposited in proximity of their place of use. An 
interpretation as secondary refuse consequently does not necessarily signify a low degree of 
representativeness. 
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