ournal of Research on Archaeometry, 2021; 7 (1): 55-80

DOI: 10.29252/jra.7.1.55 URL: https://jra-tabtiziau.ir/

Absolute (C14 AMS) and Relative Chronologies of
the Little Zab River Basin’s Bronze Age Cultures;
The Genesis of Cultural Identity against the Backdrop of
the Late Chalcolithic Developments Iran by Micro-PIXE

Ghader Ebrahimi?*, Reza Rezalooz, Michael Danti3, Ardeshir Javanmardzadeh?,
Akbar AbediS, Barbara Helwing6
1 Ph.D. Candidate in Archaeology, University of Mohaghegh Ardabili, Ardabil, IRAN
2. Professor, Department of Archaeology, University of Mohaghegh Ardabili, Ardabil, IRAN
3. Researcher at University of Pennsylvania and ASOR; PhD, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia,
USA
4 Assistant Professor, Department of Archaeology, University of Mohaghegh Ardabil, Ardabil, IRAN
5, Associate Professor, Department of Archaeology and Archaeometry, Tabriz Islamic Art University,
Tabriz, IRAN
6. Faculty Member of Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Stiftung PreufSischer Kulturbesitz, Vorderasiatisches
Museum, GERMAN,,

Received: 22/07/2021 Accepted: 21/08/2021

Abstract

Accounting for only a rather limited part of northwestern Iran, the Zab basin has historically
assumed a prominent, strategic role as a bridge between Mesopotamia and the Lake Urmia Basin.
The Zab region has not received due scholatly attention notwithstanding its great importance to the
Early Bronze Age (EBA) research, in particular the regional developments characterizing the Late
Chalcolithic-Early Bronze transition. As a crossroads, northwest Iran links Mesopotamia to
Caucasia on the one hand and the regions to the north to the central Iranian plateau on the other,
hence its important place in archaeology of Iran and the broader Middle East. Meanwhile, the Zab
basin as the home for the major lines of communication linking southern Mesopotamia to the
Urmia Lake basin and thence the mineral rich region of Caucasia is of great importance. Thus, an
inquiry into local cultural developments, #iz. the spread of cultural contacts in the ancient Near
East, at the onset of the Bronze Age, is vital.

Keywords: Bronze Age, Little Zab, Chronology, POW, Accelerator Mass Spectrometry (AMS).

Introduction

Until a decade ago, almost all archaeological works, except for a number of recuse excavations,
lacked question-oriented strategies to explore cultural sequences and interactions. A review of the
archacological investigations in the Zab basin indicates multiple, large-scale researches in recent
years. Of the total 31 excavated sites, only 11 have produced EBA deposits. Despite extensive
excavations at the Bronze Age sites, a regional sequence is still awaited.
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The Tepe Silveh Project furnished the required grounds for looking into an important part of this
region through pursuing the question of

the regional cultural characteristics and evaluating its social complexities. The great significance of
Silveh lies in its Late Chalcolithic and EBA deposits. Despite the persisting work in the last decade,
a relevant regional sequence is yet to be established.

Materials and Methods

The first season of excavation at Silveh began on March 16, 2017 and lasted for 4 months. Seven
trenches were opened, producing artifacts from the early Chalcolithic Dalma (4500 BC), the EBA
(Hasanlu VII), the Parthian and also Islamic periods. Work at the site was governed by two main
strategies. The first and foremost one concerned establishing the sequence of the site and, thereby,
the broader region focusing on the process of late Chalcolithic-EBA transition in the region. To
this end, which informed the present study, a stratigraphic operation was set up at the highest point
of the site and excavated as Trenches I and VI. Additional trenches, often as extensions of the main
ones, also followed to gain further information on the different periods and, more importantly, to
confirm the obtained information on the attested periods. As part of the second major purpose of
the excavation, further trenches were dug for broader studies in relatively larger dimensions.

To explore the sequence, first changes in architectural phases were examined. In the meantime, on
the basis of the architecture exposed in the stratigraphic operation (Trenches I and VI), 9
architectural phases were identified from the earliest residential levels up to the latest level. The
earliest phase represents a relatively large building from the Dalma period with a central feature
akin to a furnace. The succeeding phase, with meager architectural remains belonging to the late
Chalcolithic, provides a picture of the regional culture in this period. Phases III-IX relate to the
EBA transition and represent the major part of the EBA period in the region.

To achieve the desired goals via establishing the exact date of architectural changes and,
consequently, the regional sequence, 14 charcoal samples were obtained for C'* determinations.
Regarding the spatial distribution of the obtained samples, the sampling process was planned so as
to enable reconstructing the beginning and ending dates of individual phases.

Results and Discussion

The resultant radiocarbon determinations for the fifth millennium BC deposits indicate that the

Barbeneh region and the Zab basin was dominated by the well-known Dalma culture, which is
already known from Tepe Lavin. But precise dates from the onset of this period were not available.
The dates for two samples from the upper layers of the Dalma settlement suggest a date between
3960-3020 BCE for the fourth millennium BC layers. This time-span in northwestern Iran and
specifically in the Zab basin is associated with the Pisdeli and the ecarly-middle and late Uruk
periods. These dates from the settlement deposits at Silveh represent the first excavated Uruk
period evidence from this basin and northwestern Iran in general. Previously, related materials were
recorded during the surface surveys. Two radiocarbon samples from Trenches I and IV represent
the fine painted and incised ceramic traditions that would emerge in the wake of the Uruk
expansion in these regions. They gradually evolved into the Painted Orange Ware (POW).

The two samples suggest a prolongation of about 150 years for the period. The EBA in the Zab
basin and southern Lake Urmia region is an archaeological #erra incognita in northwestern Iran. Nine
C!4 samples come from this period. The horizon is known as the POW tradition, where bichrome,
black and red, and occasionally trichrome designs were used to decorate vessels. The radiocarbon
dates from the relevant deposits at Silveh suggest the lion shate of the third millennium BCE as
belonging to this little known culture. At Silveh, the main occupations likewise belong to this
period.

Conclusion

There ate two remarkable points about the cultures of the late fourth and third millennium BCE of
the Zab Basin. Firstly, the region was populated by POW bearers, which maintained connections
mainly to the southern Lake Urmia region but also, to a lesser extent, to northern Mesopotamia.
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Secondly, the Kura-Araxian and beveled-rim bowls materials reported from the regional surveys do
not hint at the regional presence of these two leading cultures but simply indicate cultural
interactions of the POW bearers with these two cultural spheres that prevailed over vast parts of
the Near East.

Thus, the permanent and dominant presence of the bearers of the POW culture in these regions
had utterly prohibited the establishment of any Kura-Araxian or Urukian control over them.
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Fig. 1: The topographic map of the Northwest Iran Plateau
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