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Abstract: A collection of over 60 small objects of unbaked clay was found in a Khabur Ware period
layer at Tell Arbid. The assemblage included a variety of object types: “spools”, “tokens” and discs
(some decorated with the same cross-and-dots motif, some with punctuations), tetrahedrons,
round model tables and others. The objects were found 77 situ and had clearly been used together
as a set. Parallels for individual objects and an overview of interpretations of other sets of un%aked
clay objects from Northern Mesopotamia and neighboring regions are considered in an attempt
at establishing the function of the discussed assemblage. However, its interpretation remains open
to discussion.
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The collection of over sixty unbaked
clay objects presented in this paper (and
which was also shown in poster form at
the 8th ICAANE in Warsaw in 2012)
was discovered during the 2010 season

of excavations at Tell Arbid.! The find

is unique in terms of both the richness
of object types and the findspot in an
undisturbed, Khabur Ware-period con-
text,” hence its presentation separate from
the preliminary excavation report in this
volume (Bielinski 2013).

THE ASSEMBLAGE

The sixty odd objects of unbaked clay
making up this collection will be presented

beginning with the most numerous types
[Zable 1. As is often the case with objects

of uncertain function, the terms in which

the separate categories have been described,
<« » <« » .

e.g. “spool” and “token’, are largely arbitrary

and refer to the shape of the objects rather

Tell Arbid is a large site (approximately 38 ha) in the Khabur Triangle (northeastern Syria), between the modern towns

of Qamishli and Hassake. Since 1996 it has been excavated by a joint Polish—Syrian archaeological expedition directed

by Prof. Piotr Bieliriski (University of Warsaw). The excavations revealed extensive occupation from the 3rd and 2nd
millennia BC, followed by diminished settlement of Neo-Babylonian and Hellenistic times and some attestations of

use in the Islamic period. Annual excavation reports from Tell Arbid have been published in successive volumes of PAM

(volumes 8-21); for a comprehensive bibliography of the site, see www.tellarbid.uw.edu.pl.

o

The chronological terms used in the present article follow those used in the excavation reports.
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Table 1. Breakdown of the assemblage by type and number

Types of objects B Number of items

" Number of items
with cross-and-dots decoration

1  Arb’10-W-51/58-22-09 2 Arb10-W-51/58-22-60

Fig. 1. Complete “spools” (top) and examples of a typical well-made specimen (1) and a roughly-shaped
one, made of coarser clay (2) (Drawing D. Kossowska and M. Momot; digitizing M. Momot,
A. Szymczak, £. Wojnarowicz; photos K. Kiersnowski, A. Reiche, A. Szymczak; photo processing

E. Czyzewska, M. Wagner)
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than their function. Most of these pieces
were undecorated, but seven of them (11%
of the collection) bore the same type of
impressed decoration, consisting of two
crossing lines with circles (or dots) in the
triangles formed by the lines, and in a few
cases also a central circle/dot at the inter-
section of the lines. Other finds from the
same context included two fragmentary
animal figurine legs(?) and a wheel, all of

baked clay.

TYPES OF OBJECTS

The collection included 15 “spools”, that
is to say, bobbin-like objects, consisting of
a cylindrical, slightly concave shaft with
flattened discs at either end. The discs are
of roughly comparable diameters (from
about 2.4 cm to 3.7 cm), but one is usually
almost completely flat and the other
slightly concave. The height of these items
is fairly uniform: 2.4 cm to 3.5 em [Fig. 1.

The next category of objects, “tokens”
or “pieces’, is more varied, with several
recurring shapes among the 21 items. Eight
examples were round with raised edges,
seven of a uniform size (Diam. about 2 cm)
and one somewhat larger (Diam. 3 cm)
[Fig. 2:1]. Round “tokens” with raised,
pinched edges, resembling crusted pies,
rope or bottle-caps [Fig. 2:2] appeared
in diverse sizes (Diam. from about 2 cm
to 4.3 c¢m). There are four complete and
one fragmentarily preserved specimens.
A round token with impressed indenta-
tions along the edge [Fig. 2:3] is reminis-
cent of this type, but seems to have been

3
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made in a mould, or at least tooled, rather
than formed in the fingers as is the case
with the other examples. Also present was
a plain, round lenticular token with two
minute holes near the edge [Fig. 2:4], and
a straight-sided disc with central impres-
sion [Fig. 2:5]. Another four objects were
decorated with cross-and-dots decoration
[Fig. 2:6] (see below). All were lens-shaped,
differing in thickness and diameter.?

The collection yielded also at least nine
clay discs [Fig. 3].* Four variants were dis-
tinguished: (A) oval, with flat bottom and
raised edge; (B) round, flat, with flattened
edge, with finger impressions (B1) or cross-
and-dots decoration (B2); (C) round/
oval with puncture marks; (D) irregular,
thin and brittle, possibly with impressions
of plant stems [for details, see Tzble 2].

Table 2. Disc variants with dimensions

| No. Type Dimensions in cm |
1 6.5by7.8;H.0.9
2 Disc A Approx. 4.3 by ? (extant); H. 1.2
3_ Fragmentarily preserved
4 Disc Bl 8.5by9; Th.0.7
5 8by 9; Th. 1.2
6_ Dia. about 8 (reconstructed);
DiscB2 Th.0.7
7_ Approx. 7.5 (reconstructed)
by approx. 9; Th. 0.9
8 Disc C 5.5 by min. 3.8; Th. 0.8

9-2 DiscD Approx. 9by7;Th. < 1

A round, thick disc with fingernail-impressed decoration on both sides and along the edge was found close to, but more

to the cast than the remaining tokens, and was thus ascribed to another tag, yet it is possible that it had been associated

with this collection.

The distinction between a disc and a “token”, many of which are disc-shaped, is made herein based on the size, discs being

the larger of the two (Diam. 5 cm and more), and the greater durability of tokens, which had to be more resistant to

being moved about.
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For variant D, the term “clay patch” might
be better suited than “disc”. The latter were
so poorly preserved that their exact number
could not be ascertained. Indeed, three
varieties of clay discs (A, B, D) were too
fragile for handling without some kind of
flat support. Admittedly, the only example
of variant C was also quite fragile upon
discovery, but its size and thickness ought

SYRIA

to have warranted enough body for it to
be moved about. The punctures, together
with the disc’s reasonable mobility put it
closer to the category of “pseudo-tablets”
(see below) than to the other discs.

The next category comprised two sub-
rectangular objects that actually differed
from one another considerably. The first
one was a sizeable “pseudo-tablet” with

1

3 Arb’10-W-52/58-22-61

6 Arb'10-W-52/58-22-31 Arb’10-W-52/58-22-44

4 Arb10-W-52/58-22-04

5 Arb'10-W-52/58-22-26

<z

Arb’10-W-52/58-22-62

Arb’'10-W-52/58-22-46

0 5cm
—

Fig. 2. “Tokens”: 1 — with raised edges; 2 — “bottle-cap”; 3 — “bottle-cap™like; 4 — lenticular; S - disc

with central impression; 6a—d — lenticular with cross-and-dots decoration
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four longitudinal finger impressions
and small punctures on the upper face
[Fig. 4:1]. It differed from disc variant C

in proportions, being thicker and more

SYRIA

clongated, and in the position of the dots,
which though far from being neatly spaced,
tended to form columns along the object’s
longer sides. These were reminiscent of

Arb’10-W-52/58-22-27

Arb’10-W-52/58-22-43

Arb’10-W-52/58-22

Fig. 3. Discs: 1 — variant A; 2 — variant B1; 3a—c; variant B2; 4 — variant C; S — variant D

PAM 22, Research 2010
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tablets with primitive numerical notations.
The other sub-rectangular object was much
smaller [Fig. 4:2]. Its upper, slightly convex
surface was impressed with four lines and
pierced with two holes, accompanied by six
small punctures. The other surface is flat.
Two coils found in the collection
were of a totally different form and
character. One is a simple, double-bent
clay coil, forming, in fact, a rectangle with
rounded-off corners vaguely reminiscent
of the previously described item [Fig. 4:3].
It is decorated with short, delicate grooves
running perpendicular to the coil’s edges
and the whole object is pierced with
a round hole. The other coil is the most

SYRIA

intricate object in the whole assemblage.
It is a flat band of clay (about 30 cm long),
coiled in a spiral [Fig. 4:4]. One side is
plain, the other impressed with dots. The
coil (resembling a coiled snake, not the
least by analogy with the decoration on
snakes applied on some post-Akkadian
vessels (e.g., Kolinski 2011: Fig. 9) was
snugly enclosed between thin clay patches
forming a sort of envelope.

Paraboloid tetrahedrons were the
smallest of the objects in the collection
[Fig. 4:5]; there were cight of these,
measuring just about 0.50 cm by 1 cm.

Two objects can be described as small
or miniature vessels (although they are

2 Arb'10-W-52/58-22-32

>
3 Arb'10-W-52/58-22-36

Arb’'10-W-52/58-22-45

1

e
5  Arb'10-W-52/58-22-67

o g_\ _.-‘i

4 Arb’10-W-52/58-22-03

Fig. 4. Rectangles and coils: 1 — “pseudo-tablet”; 2 — small rectangle; 3 — double bent-coil; 4 — spiral in
clay “envelope”; 5 — tetrahedron
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2 Arb’10 W 51/58-22-30 1 Arb’10 W 51/58-22-09

3 Arb’10 W 51/58-22-01

4 Arb 10 W 51/58-22-41

5 Arb’10 W 51/58-22-39 o ., ., Som

Fig 5. Vessels: 1 — miniature bowl; 2 — conical lid; 3 — small bowl; 4, 5 — model round tables
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probably not models of full-size vessel
forms): a bowl and a cone interpreted here
asalid [Fig. 5:1, 2]. Such objects have also
been interpreted as tokens or gaming pieces
(see below). However, the bowl has high
walls and a rounded bottom (both inside
and outside), unlike all the token-like
objects described above. As for the cone,
its interpretation as a token or piece does
not seem convincing due to the object’s
fragility. Moreover, its findspot — next to
the miniature bowl of fitting rim diameter
and clay quality — speaks, in my opinion,
for their interpretation as a bowl and lid
set. A thick-walled, crudely-made bowl can
be better described as a small vessel, as it
measures 6.5 cm by 8 cm at the (oval) rim
and its wall is about 3 cm high [Fig. 5:3].

Completing the collection were three
round model tables. The best-preserved
example consisted of a thick disc top
supported on a stubby, cylindrical leg
[Fig. 5:4]. Another one had a smaller
disc top (Dia. 6.5 c¢m, Th. 0.7 c¢m) on
a longer leg (Dia. about 3.5 ¢m, H. about
4.1 cm) [Fig. 5:5], and of the third one
nothing but the cylindrical leg (Dia. about
3.5—4 cm, H. about 6 cm), seemingly with
three separate feet, was preserved.

MANUFACTURING DETAILS
All the objects were made of unbaked clay,
but of a different kind between objects.
Some were of compact, brown-grey clay
(e.g., most of the “spools” and “tokens”
with raised edges, as well as the lenticular,
cross-and-dots  decorated  “tokens”),
whereas others were fashioned of coarser
clay, light brown, without the grayish tinge
(e.g., most of the clay discs and coils).?

5
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In a few cases, objects of the same type
were made of two different varieties of clay.
Those of coarser clay were often also more
awkward in shape than the other speci-
mens of the same type. This is evident in
the most numerous and uniform categories
of finds: the “spools” (three specimens out
of 15) and “tokens” with raised edge (one
of eight). Some objects made of the coarser
clay featured holes that were roughly round
in cross-section, but crooked, irregularly
spaced and seem not to have been pierced
from any specific direction [see e.g.,
Figs 1:2, 5:4]. Apparently unintentional,
they might perhaps be traces of some
organic substance mixed in with the clay.
Apart from the “token” with indenta-
tions (mentioned above) and the one with
the central impression, both of which may
have been made in some sort of a mold or
tooled, all the other objects were formed by

hand.

SETS OF FINDS
Most of the objects were found in two clus-
ters or sets, each centered around a large,
coarse- or common-ware potsherd. The
remaining objects were scattered across an
area of less than 1.50 m by 2 m around the
two sets [Fig. 6].

Objects registered as Set 1 lay on and
around a large potsherd [Fig. 7]. The inside
of the sherd had been lined with patches
of mud (disc variety D), which were so
brittle that only small fragments could be
lifted from the potsherd. Still, they pre-
served some impressions of plant stems
(leaves?, grass?) [see Fig. 3:5] so they scem
to have been interlaid with some organic
material. A smaller sherd supported the

The quality of the clay of some of the objccts was so poor that they cracked upon bcing cxposcd to the air and were in

need of immediate preservation treatment (e.g., the small bowl or the larger bottle-cap).
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Set of second millennium BC unbaked clay objects from Tell Arbid

A
54577 Pottery sherds
G Grave

N 51/58
Fig. 6. General area of the findspot

0 m#
51/59

(Drawing E. Czyiska, K. Kiersnowski, A. Szymczak; digitizing M. Momot, A. Szymczak)

Fig. 7. Set 1 discovered in situ
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disc with finger impressions (variety B1),
and another, the larger bowl (in all cases,
the objects stood on the inside face of
the sherds). At least 10 items were found
on the largest potsherd: the dotted coil,
lenticular token, two bottle-cap “tokens’,
three “tokens” with raised edges and three
“spools”. Just next to the sherds, another
three “spools” were encountered, followed
by three more “spools” and four “tokens”
with raised edges uncovered a bit further
on [see Fig. 7].

‘O

Fig. 84. Part of set 2 as discovered in situ

SYRIA

Set 2 also included potsherds with
clay objects resting on them. In one case,
it was a cross-and-dots decorated disc
(variant B2) upon which a round “token”
with circular impression lay [Fig. 8B].
Another potsherd supported an even
more claborate arrangement: a clay disc
with raised edges (A) with a superimposed
disc decorated with the cross-and-dots
motif (variant B2) and three other tokens
resting on top of it, one of them with the
same decoration [Fig. 84]. The miniature

396
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Fig. 8B. Part of set 2 discovered in situ and a close-up of part of the set after cleaning
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bowl and lid stood on the same sherd.
Set 2 included also a model table, various
“tokens”, a double-bent coil, tetrahedrons
and more “spools”.

Objects that could not be ascribed to
either of the sets included further “spools’,
discs, “pseudo-tablets”, “tokens” (some
with the cross-and-dots decoration) and
two fragments of round model tables.

CONTEXT AND CHRONOLOGY
The objects were excavated in square 51/58,
located in sector W-East on the southern
slope of Tell Arbid. They were recov-
ered from a narrow test trench, so their
wider context is rather poorly recognized.
It seems to have been some sort of a ditch
or pit [Fig. 6] with a fill rich in lumps of
clay and large potsherds, disturbed by later
pits. The potsherds probably came from
a pavement (Akkadian/post-Akkadian in
date), which had been cut by the ditch-
diggers. Nonetheless, the context is dated
both by stratigraphical and ceramic
evidence to the Khabur Ware period.

The stratigraphy and interpretation of
the contextwas further blurred byapitgrave
(G2-51/58) that was found just beside, but
apparently slightly below the sets of objects.
It contained a fragmented male skeleton
(Sottysiak 2010). Another secondary pit
burial (G1-51/58), comprising a few bones
accompanied by small Khabur Ware jars,
was encountered just one meter away. The
state of preservation of the bones is indica-
tive of their having been exposed to the ele-
ments for some time. The bones reburied
in these makeshift graves may have come
from a Khabur Ware-period chamber tomb
(G1-51/59), located just a few meters to
the northeast. The tomb was not exca-
vated, but judging by its disturbed cover-
ing, it would have been penetrated.

SYRIA

No architectural remains from the
Khabur Ware period have been found so
far in the immediate vicinity, but there
were some graves and large pits (possibly
clay-pits) of that date (e.g., Bielinski 2012:
Fig. 7). Their presence indicates that this
part of the site was not a dwelling area
in that period.

Despite the poorly recognized context
there can be no doubt that the objects
were found in place. Foremost, they were
too fragile to be in such a good state of
preservation had they been moved at any
time after their deposition [7zble 3] and
they could hardly constitute discarded
refuse when found standing one on top
of the other. Secondly, the potsherds that
were used as trays or stands for the objects
apparently came from the pavement
destroyed by Khabur Ware-period digging
activity. Given the brittleness of the clay
discs found on the potsherds and the way
they were closely fitted to the sherd surface,
at least some of them must have been made
on the spot. Moreover, only then could
they have been placed on the dug-up
potsherds.

Table 3. State of preservation of the objects

% of preserved surface

<0

m 90-100

m75-90

m25-75
<25
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PARALLELS AND INTERPRETATION

The above remarks add yet another ques-
tion to the most evident one regarding
the function of such a set of objects: why
would they be used in such circumstances?
Since the findspot provides few clues as
to either of these, the answers must be
sought in the objects themselves. As no
parallels are available for the collection as
a whole, one needs to look at the parallels
for individual types of objects [see Table 5]
in order to shed any light on the matter.
Regretfully, unbaked clay objects of unde-
fined function are often the last category of
finds among archaeological material to be
published, a limitation that must be kept
in mind when attempting comparative
studies.

TERRITORIAL AND
CHRONOLOGICAL OVERVIEW
A comparison of the Tell Arbid assemblage
with a comprehensive typology of small
clay objects identified as tokens, developed
by D. Schmand-Besserat (1992a; 1992b),
shows parallels for virtually all the forms in
question [ 7zble 4]. Interestingly, the forms
missing from that typology, that is to say,
coils, are also those with the least number

of parallels in consulted publications.
Objects listed by Schmand-Besserat
dated from the 8th-4th millennium BC
and were regarded as essential for the
development of writing systems. Naturally,
the presence of similar forms in a 2nd mil-

lennium BC North Syrian set does not
necessarily reflect a similar purpose,® but
it does show that such objects, regard-
less of their function, were well-rooted in
the material culture of Mesopotamia and
neighboring regions. And indeed, most of
the objects find quite numerous parallels at
sites in Northern Syria (practically all types
of objects), Mesopotamia (“spools”, some
“tokens”, tetrahedrons and model tables)
and eastern Anatolia (“spools”, bottle-cap
“tokens” and cones). Most of the parallels
can be dated to the 3rd and 2nd mil-
lennia BC, several being contemporary
with the presented set (“tokens” with raised
edges, lenticular “tokens”, some sub-rectan-
gular “pseudo-tablets” and model tables),
with bottle-cap “tokens”, model tables and
discs of the B variety finding contempora-
neous analogies at Tell Arbid itself. Many
of the objects have been encountered in
contexts as early as the 4th millennium BC
(tetrahedrons, “tokens”, cones and “spools”)
and some survived into the Ist millen-
nium BC (e.g., “spools” and model tables).

As for the cross-and-dots decoration,
the parallels show it to be fairly ubiquitous,
if not very common [ 7zble 5:H]. However,
this (incomprehensive) listing offers no
information on the character of this motif:
Is it symbolic or purely decorative? There
is no intrinsic meaning that might be read
into it, but the fact of its special associa-
tion with our assemblage remains. There

Tell Arbid has yiclded no written records apart from an Old Babylonian envelope fragment (Bieliriski 2000: Fig. 2) and

seems to date to have been effectively a pre-literate site. As remarked by P.R.S. Moorey, “... incipient literacy does not in

itself remove the possibility that clay images of all types may often still have had utilitarian, as well as cultic, roles in daily

life amongst the illiterate’ (Moorey 2005: 152). Morcover, the “Nuzi hollow tablet” — inscribed clay envelope contain-
ing small tokens used as markers or counters in sheepfold accounts — dating from the mid-2nd millennium BC, attests

to the persistence in this late period of the idea (and practice) of using clay tokens for accounting and administrative

purposes (Oppenheim 1959).
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is an entertaining, if farfetched association
between the decorated lenticular “tokens”
and the decoration on some model tables
retrieved in the vicinity of Uruk. There
are fragments of table tops featuring
pellets with the motif of crossing lines
(Wrede 2003: Abb. 38:d,e) reminiscent
of our cross-and-dots decorated lenticular
“tokens”. This decoration is taken to repre-
sent dishes (Wrede 2003: 74), in this case
perhaps breads or cakes. It would be easy to
envisage the decorated “tokens” placed on
table tops in similar fashion.” However, the
Uruk tables are attributed to the Seleucid
period (though table tops with decoration
resembling various foodstuffs are known
also from, e.g., Old Elamite Susa),® and,

SYRIA

more importantly, the position in which
the decorated “tokens” were found does
not seem to confirm such use.

CONTEXT OF THE FINDS
Information on context and concurrence
of parallels is not always available from
the publications [compare Table 5: A-H).
Moreover, many are stray finds, excavated
from secondary or tertiary contexts. Addi-
tionally, some (especially the token-like
ones) are often thought to be typical of
prehistoric contexts and treated as suspect
in more recent levels.”

Nonetheless, objects of the discussed
type have been recovered from all kinds of
contexts: not just refuse pits, but also court-

Table 4. Types of clay objects according to D. Schmand-Besserat (1992a; 1992b)

| Type of object Type:subtype — D. Schmand-Besserat 1992a; 1992b |
Spool 13:11 Vessels: stands
Token with raised edge 3:5 Discs: special shapes —hollow
Bottle-cap token 3:78 Discs: pinched — folded over
Lenticular token 3:3 Discs: lenticular
'Straight.—sidcd disc with circular central | 3:8(?) Discs: with one puncture
impression
Sub-rectangular pseudo-tablet 12:9 Ovals/rhomboid: multiple punctures
Lined rectangle 7:10(2) | Quadrangles: six horizontal lines
Coils - -
Model table 15 Tools: furniture and utensils
Tetrahedrons 5:1 Tetrahedrons: plain
Miniature bowl 13:35 Round bowls
Miniature lid 1:40 Cones: base/side markings — one stroke
Disc with cross-and-dots motif 3:52a Discs: with perpendicular lines and four punctures

moulds” from Mari.

On a similar idea of use for models with undecorated tops, sece Cholidis 1992: 46-47.
N. Cholidis (1992: 10) points to similarities between some of these depictions and roughly contemporancous “baking

As A. McMahon has remarked: ‘Small prehistoric tokens recovered from the surface or in pit excavation might have

invoked an emotional response and been retained as curiosities’ (McMahon 2009: 210-211).
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yards and rooms of dwelling houses, store-
rooms and workshops, and even a grave,'’ so
there is no clear pattern of occurrence to be
traced. Those among the parallels that came
from larger sets of unbaked-clay objects
should be potentially the most elucidating
and there are actually a few sets of this kind
recognized in the published material.

At Tell Sabi Abyad, a number of
objects were found piled on the floor of
a room (Akkermans, Le Miere 1992: 15)
[see Table 5: A). Apart from spools, the set
included anthropo- and zoomorphic figu-
rines, miniature vessels, balls, plaques, discs
and cones. However, being of Early Halaf
date, the set seems too remote a parallel.

Excavations at the so-called “Ash-Tip”
at Abu Salabikh yielded a large number
of various unbaked-clay objects, among
others, figurines, tokens and miniature
vessels [see Table 5:B]. The ash tip is
thought to contain discard from an offi-
cial building, perhaps a temple, dated to
the ED IIIb period. In A. Green’s view, the
objects found there might have served reli-
gious administration or, in the case of the
figurines and miniature vessels, they may
have been used in cult, the latter as substi-
tutes for offerings of food and drink (Green
[ed.] 1993: 20). A Tell Taya “token” [see
Table 5:B] was found along with unbaked-
clay objects, stone and pottery tools and
figurines (Reade 1973: 171). Most of the
clay objects were roughly bowl-shaped
and have been interpreted as containers
or crucibles constituting the equipment
of a Middle Bronze Age workshop. Tell
Munbagat yielded a younger, Late Bronze
Age collection, providing exquisite paral-
lels for our “token” with central impres-
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sion, discs B1 and C, as well as three punc-
tured discs that featured crossing lines with
a circle at their intersection, as in variety
B2 [see Table 5:B, C]. The objects were
lying in two clusters by the walls of a room
in a quayside warchouse or workshop.
Their discoverers provided two alternative
interpretations of the function of these
clay discs: either as gaming devices, count-
ing-discs or “bonus chips” (M. Karras,
in Karras, Werner 1998: 333-334), or
artisans’ “pincushions” for small imple-
ments or “display cases” for the ready prod-
ucts (P. Werner, in Karras, Werner 1998:
334; Machule ez alii 1988: 37). Finally,
a few objects analogous to the Tell Arbid
set were included among the finds from
a metal workshop in an EJ IIIb building
at Tell Beydar (Pruss 2012). These were
a miniature bowl and a conical lid (larger
than the Tell Arbid specimens, but none-
theless supporting their interpretation as
a set) and three tetrahedral “tokens”. The
author postulated ritual use for the objects,
based, among others, on the material they
were made of (see below) and on their asso-
ciation with other miniature vessels and
special anthropomorphic figurines."

In fact, the best parallel has been
encountered at Tell Arbid itself, moreover,
also in a Khabur Ware-period layer. Over
30 objects of unbaked clay were discov-
ered on a low bench lining the wall of
a room (Bielinski 2000: 281, Figs 5, 6;
Reiche 2006: 104). The set included,
among others, an anthropomorphic figu-
rine (Makowski 2013: 621 and Fig. 3, in
this volume), furniture models, including
a round table on a cylindrical leg, minia-
ture vessels and a thin, plain disc, parallel to

1 A “spool” from Tell Mozan, which may perhaps be seen as a weaving device buried with its owner(?).

11

Including so-called decantation jars, deemed to be of symbolic value for the site’s inhabitants. It should be pointed out

that a similar vessel, also just about 15 ¢m high, was found in an ED III layer at Tell Arbid (Eawecka 2006: Fig. 12).

401

PAM 22, Research 2010



Agnieszka Szymczak

our variety B [see Tables 5:C, F]. It seems
the house where they were found had been
abandoned by the time they found their
way there. The items were thus interpreted
as a set of children’s toys.

Among other sets of unbaked clay
objects that did not, however, produce
direct parallels with objects from our
collection, one can cite a votive offering
deposit from Hammam et-Turkman, found
in a pit under the floor of the main hall in
a LBA palace (Rossmeisl, Venema 1988:
571-573). Anthropomorphic figurines
and model body parts were accompanied
by miniature vessels that were several times
larger and of much more elaborate shapes
than those in our assemblage. There is
also a set of anthropo- and zoomorphic
figurines and miniature vessels from the
site. of Gedikli Hoyuk in southeastern
Anatolia (Duru 1986), found in associa-
tion with an animal burial/sacrifice within
a necropolis, pointing to their role in some
kind of ritual.

However, these assemblages have what
our set seems to lack— a context allowing
relatively sound conclusions to be drawn
regarding their function.'

FUNCTIONAL CATEGORIES
The purported functions of individual
items that have been considered as parallels

for the Tell Arbid sets are given in Table 5.

SYRIA

The cited interpretations can be divided
into four categories:

1. utilitarian: weaving devices (spools'®);
containers, crucibles or lids (miniature
vessels, “tokens” with raised edge); “pin-
cushions” (punctured discs);

2. administrative/memory aids: notation/
numerical  tablets (punctured  discs,
“pseudo-tablets”);'*  counters  (tetrahe-
drons, tokens, cones); tokens (spools,
tokens, cones);

3. socio-cultural: pawns/gaming pieces
(spools, tokens, cones); toys (model tables,
miniature vessels);

4. cultic/ritual: vota or magical objects
(model tables,'” miniature vessels'® and
zoomorphic figurines').

In just a few cases — predominantly
those with a clearly definable context —
the proposed functional interpretations
have been explicitly supported by archae-
ological evidence, whereas for the most
part they remain speculative. In the case of
unbaked clay objects, the associations with
cultare strengthened by the character of the
material they were made of. Unbaked clay,
apart from not having much practical use
due to its brittleness, was readily available
and easily formed — a quality sought after
by performers of various magical rituals
involving the impromptu formation of
images or objects, as attested by cuneiform
sources.

A fine illustration of PR.S. Moorey’s remark: ‘In excavations contexts of disposal rather than of use remain predominant,
whilst contexts of use that allow for confident assessments of functions and meanings remain exceptionally rare’ (2005: 194).
As confirmed by experiments, unfired clay spools, approximately 4 cm thick and weighing some 100 g, could have func-
tioned as loom weights (Mirtensson ef 2/ 2007). On the other hand, spools weighing less than 30 g have been described
as usable in weaving, though not as loom weights (Andersson n.d.: 26). The Tell Arbid specimens were not weighed.
For an overview, sce e.g., Bianchi, Wissing 2009: 298.

For a discussion, see e.g., Cholidis 1992: 44 passim; Wrede 2003: 66.

An object reminiscent of our “bottle-cap tokens”, but interpreted as a miniature vessel, was found in the fill of an Ak-
kadian period temple at Tell Brak [see 7zble 5:B], so it could also be tentatively cited as an example in this category.
Although not discussed here, as no direct parallels have been found. Should the dotted coil be assumed to represent a
snake, it would fall under the heading of a zoomorphic figurine.
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DISCUSSION:
TOWARDS FUNCTION AND MEANING

In the quest for identifying the function
of our collection there are some infer-
ences to be made from the data availed by
the collection itself. The most important
assumption is that all the objects were used
simultaneously and, as such, were elements
of one activity. Therefore, a single interpre-
tation ought to be found that will provide
explanations for the functions of objects as
different as “spools”, pseudo-tablets, calculi,
clay discs and model tables.

Their users must have needed a given
number of objects for their purpose, as
indicated, for example, by the apparent
addition of three spools to a pre-existing
set. On the other hand, they used materials
available on the spot (the large potsherds,
and — judging by the quality of clay —
mud for making some of the objects, like
the discs). It would thus seem that they had
brought some of the objects with them and
then decided to complement the set with
a number of other elements. After all, to
make simple objects of unbaked clay does
not require special preparation, skill or
equipment, nor much time, other perhaps
than that needed for the objects to dry.
After having been used, the objects were
left in the ditch (there was no evidence of
their having been intentionally buried).
Therefore, the second premise in this effort
at an interpretation is that we are dealing
with not a mere deposition context, but
with a context reflecting the use of these
objects.

Although most of the interpreta-
tions presented above are educated guess-
work at best, they illustrate the array
from which one can choose. There are

a few negative opinions that can be voiced
based on this overview. Firstly, there is no
evidence to support a utilitarian applica-
tion (first group of interpretations) for
the objects from the Tell Arbid collection.
For instance, even had the spools been
made originally as some sort of weaving
devices, in the discussed context they were
obviously used in a different capacity.

Although many of the objects can
be interpreted as tokens or counters,
their findspot does not support an
interpretation within an administrative
framework. As said above, in the Khabur
Ware-period, this part of the tell, as sug-
gested by the excavated area, seems to
have been abandoned and was used as
a burial ground and as a place for digging
pits. No trace of any commercial or other
administratively-demanding activities was
recorded there.

With regard to the next functional
category, many of the items could well
be endowed with meaning in a gaming
context, as pawns, for example (tokens
and spools). The discovery of some tokens
atop the decorated discs makes the latter
look like some kind of boards. In gaming
circumstances, explaining the tetrahe-
drons/calculi, punctured disc and the
“pseudo-tablet” as a primitive notation set
might seem reasonably plausible (one dot
= one run/win?). What is problematic is
the presence of objects of a completely dif-
ferent sort: the model tables and the dotted
coil (snake?) hidden in a clay envelope,
which do not easily fit into this line of rea-
soning. Moreover, although some games
are known from the region and period in
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question, the Tell Arbid example is not one
that has been attested elsewhere.

To remain still in this category of
meaning, construing the objects as chil-
dren’s toys (following the interpretation
of the other Tell Arbid set) would prob-
ably necessitate abandoning the proposed
function of reckoning devices for the
“pseudo-tablets” and tetrahedrons/calculi,
highly unlikely to have been used as such
by children, but it might allow other
objects, like the model tables and clay
discs, to be incorporated. Notably, both
sets of objects were used and apparently left
behind casually in a disused part of the site,
which might point to a similar function
of the two sets. However, views on such
circumstances may differ, as illustrated
by the case of Tell Beydar, where objects
left in a disused building have been inter-
preted as part of a closure ritual rather than
a casually abandoned set of toys (Pruss
2012).

Asfor the cultic interpretation category,
the model tables*® and the miniature
vessels are the only types of objects linking
the set with activities of this sort, this in
the face of the absence of anthropo- and

SYRIA

zoomorphic figurines often interpreted as
magical images (e.g., Moorey 2005: 6-7,
Cooper 2006: 89-93), with the possible
exception of the snake-like coil. Another
argument for this line of reasoning is the
use of unbaked clay (see above), although
the same properties that made it desirable
as a vehicle of magic seem also to speak in
favor of the toy interpretation. As in the
latter case, the ritual/magical category is
also broad enough to incorporate any kind
of object and is thus a tempting avenue to
follow, especially in view of the assumption
that any explanation should encompass
the entire spectrum of these very diverse
objects.

Taking these speculations one step
further, could not a game played with the
presented set have had a magical purpose
to it 2?2 Or can some other cultic or ritualis-
tic meaning be read into the circumstances
of our sets? It would be enticing to think,
for instance, that the use of the clay objects
in this particular place was in relation to
the secondary pit burials, perhaps of bones
discarded after a grave robbery. However,
such a context would be, to my knowledge,
unparalleled at other sites.

CONCLUSIONS

The function of the set of over 60 unbaked
clay objects found in a Khabur Ware-
period layer at Tell Arbid remains open
to discussion. Although we are dealing
here with a collection found in situ, its
context of use does not allow for drawing

confident conclusions as to its function.
As demonstrated, interpretations that
would be probable for an individual object
do not hold once the assemblage is viewed
as a whole, whereas those proposed for the
lot cannot be regarded as anything but

21 The purported function of model tables as offering tables (Cholidis 1992: 3-44) or model altars (Marchetti 2000:

851) used in houschold cult or magical practices derives foremost from iconography (dcpictions of tables in scenes of

offerings) and on their mentions in written sources (in the absence of such models in well-recognized cult contexts).

22

Building on A. Green’s remark regarding the figurines, tokens and vessels from the Abu Salabikh ash-tip: ‘how can we

distinguish items of secular administration from those of religious administration?’ (Green [ed.] 1993: 20).
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