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Abstract: A review of archival documentation from Tell Djassa 
el-Gharbi in northeastern Syria and comparative data from sites 
published in the last three decades have led to a reassessment 
of some features discovered at the site. This paper presents 
white-plastered basins uncovered in the topmost occupational 
stratum dated to the late phase of ED III/EJZ III or the beginning 
of the Akkadian period. The installations are divided into three 
general categories based on their morphology, associated 
features, and possible functions. Analogies to each category 
of basins are discussed. The Locus 1 installation is discussed 
in detail. Contents of a unique pottery deposit found inside this 
installation are described, and possible functions of this feature 
are proposed following analysis of the vessels and parallel finds.

Keywords: white-plastered basins, household installations, 
technological modifications of pottery, food production, beer 
production, seed oil production, 3rd millennium BC, Khabur 
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Introduction
The site of Tell Djassa el-Gharbi is located in the Khabur 
Basin (northeastern Syria), northwest of the city of Hassake 
[Fig. 1]. Three seasons of excavations were conducted on the 
site between 1988 and 1990 by a team from the Polish Cen-
tre of Mediterranean Archaeology, University of Warsaw 
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(PCMA UW), as part of the International 
Salvage Program of the Hassake Dams Area 
(Bieliński 1991: 94; Reiche 2006: 100).1 

The tell is around 16 m high, with the 
top rising to 333.8 m above sea level. It is 
conical in shape, about 150 m in diameter, 
and covers an area of approximately 2 
ha (Bieliński 1990: 17; Reiche 2006: 100).2 
Four occupational layers, all of them 
attributed to the Early Dynastic III or 
Akkadian periods, were distinguished in 
the course of excavations (Bieliński 1990: 
17–21; 1991: 94–99).3 The site functioned 

as a small, possibly fortified rural settle-
ment (Bieliński 1991: 96).

Among several intriguing features of 
the site are numerous white-plastered 
basins registered in the topmost occu-
pational stratum designated as Layer 
I (Bieliński 1990: 19). The layer, over 1 m 
thick and consisting of three building 
levels, should be dated to the late phase of 
the ED III/EJZ III or the beginning of the 
Akkadian period (Bieliński 1990: 18–19). 

All the basins were replastered and 
renewed multiple times, pointing to 

1	  The 1988 season was supervised by Prof. Maria Krogulska, and the 1989–1990 seasons were 
directed by Prof. Piotr Bieliński.

2	  For more details regarding the excavation methods and location of individual trenches, see 
Bieliński 1990: 17–18; 1991: 94–95.

3	  Hellenistic potsherds were also found at the site (Reiche 2006: 100).

Fig. 1. Map of northeastern Syria (Base map by M. Momot, modified by G. Rzeźnik)
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their significance and repeated usage. 
They have different shapes and sizes and 
can be divided into several broad cat-
egories on the basis of their dimensions, 
adjoining features/artifacts, and possible 
functions.4 Each basin could have been 
used for multiple purposes, hence some of 
them can be assigned to more than one of 
the proposed categories. Unfortunately, 
nearly all of them were poorly preserved 
when excavated.

Most of these installations are presented 
here for the first time.5 The author of this 
paper did not take part in the Tell Djassa 
el-Gharbi excavations, so all the research 
on the unpublished white-plastered basins, 
features and artifacts associated with them 
is based on archival documentation (i.e., 
photos, drawings, notes, excavation jour-
nal), as well as personal communication 
with the director of the 1989–1990 excava-
tion seasons, Professor Piotr Bieliński.

Basins accompanied by fire installations
Basins of the first group are relatively 
small, roughly oval in shape, and were 

registered in the same rooms and levels as 
fire installations, i.e. fireplaces and tannur 

4	  White-plastered basins have been documented on a number of other sites in northeastern Syr-
ia. For some examples and possible functions of these installations, see Pfälzner 2001: 167–169.

5	  See Bieliński 1990: 19 for a previous report on the white-plastered basins at Tell Djassa el-
Gharbi. 

Fig. 2. Sector A, Locus 3; remains of a tannur oven in the foreground; two badly preserved 
white-plastered basins in the background (PCMA UW | photo A. Reiche)
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ovens. An example of such a set of instal-
lations was discovered in Locus 3, Sector 
A, in the lowest level of Layer I [Fig. 2]. 
In this room, two adjoining oval white-
plastered basins were found together with 
a tannur. They were replastered multiple 
times, filled with brick fragments and 
raised along with the floor level.

A similar set of installations was dis-
covered in Locus 31, Sector N, in the lat-
est phase of Layer I. This room was part 
of a domestic unit fully uncovered during 
the 1990 season (Bieliński 1991: 96–98; 
Koliński 1996: 139). In it, an oval basin 
was found near a tannur oven and a fire-
place [Fig. 3]. The basin is a later addition; 

in an earlier phase of the room, the only 
installation was a tannur oven. 

Sets comprising basins and fire instal-
lations from levels dating to the 3rd mil-
lennium BC were discovered at numerous 
sites in northeastern Syria. Among them 
are other tells excavated by the same 
PCMA team as part of salvage operations 
in the Hassake dams area [see Fig. 1], in-
cluding Tell Abu Hafur, located just 2.5 
km north of Tell Djassa el-Gharbi (Locus 
20; Koliński and Ławecka 1992: 188–189), 
and Tell Rad Shaqrah (e.g. Locus 47;6 
Bieliński 2005: 34–35).7 Other examples 
were found at Tell Beydar (Lebeau and 
Suleiman 2008: 11), Tell Melebiye (Lebeau 

6	  Apart from the mud-plastered oval basin, one other “basin” was found in this room. It was 
rectangular and constructed of mudbricks placed on edge (Bieliński 2005: 35), and it differs 
significantly from the installations which are the subject of this paper. However, it could be 
a part of a flour grinding installation, similar to “grinding tables” found at other sites in the 
Khabur Basin (Pfälzner 2001: 139–146).

7	  Although those basins are mud-plastered rather than white-plastered, their function could 
have been the same.

Fig. 3. Sector N, Locus 31; a white-plastered basin on the left; a tannur oven in the center; a fireplace 
on the right (PCMA UW | photo A. Reiche)
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1996: 134), Tell Gudeda (Fortin 1990: 572), 
and Tell Chuera (Pfälzner 2011: 159).

Basins found in close proximity to 
fire installations are usually interpreted 
as surfaces for use in food production, 
i.e. flour preparation and dough mixing/

kneading (Fortin 1990: 572; Rova 2014: 
139). Dough for bread or cake prepared 
in a basin could be quickly and efficiently 
transported to a nearby oven or fireplace 
used to make food for a given household 
or institution.

Large and irregular basins 
The second type of white-plastered basins 
found at Tell Djassa el-Gharbi is instal-
lations characterized by larger sizes and 
irregular shapes. Examples of such fea-
tures were discovered in Sectors A and 
B [Fig. 4] in the topmost level of Layer 
I (Bieliński 1990: 18–19). 

In Sector A, two basins were found, 
one on top of the other. The earlier one 
was smaller and roughly angular in shape, 
whereas the later one was larger and oval 
[see Fig. 4]. Apart from pottery finds, no 
additional features or installations point-
ing to their functions were reported from 
the context associated with these basins. 
Both were repeatedly replastered.

The basin from the border between 
Sectors A and B is the largest one found at 
the site, measuring 2.5 m × 1.8 m (Bieliński 
1990: 19). It is also poorly preserved, with 
most of the walls missing. The associated 
features include a plastered inlet chan-
nel [see Figs 4, 6] located at the southern 
edge of the basin, a bitumen floor to the 
southwest, and a large saddle quern to 
the northwest of the basin [see Figs 4, 5]. 

Frequently renewed white-plastered 
basins characterized by large dimensions 

and association with querns or a grinding 
installation were discovered on a number 
of other sites in northeastern Syria, often 
in contexts suggesting large-scale food 
production. 

Several tannur ovens, three white-
plastered basins and over 40 basalt grind-
ers and grinding stones were found at Tell 
Gudeda, in a sector devoted to “indus-
trial” scale food processing (Fortin 1990: 
572–573). One of the basins, measuring 
1.40 m × 1.80 m, had a depression in the 
center (Fortin 1990: 572), which could 
facilitate collection of the ground flour. 
A roughly comparable feature was found 
in Room 1 in the TC area building at Tell 
Brak, where a white-plastered sloping 
surface with a small jar set into the floor 
was located beneath flour grinding in-
stallations (Emberling et al. 1999: 9–12).8

At Tell Beydar, a significant concentra-
tion of large white-plastered basins was 
uncovered alongside tannur ovens, grind-
ers and grinding stones in the so-called 
“Northern Building”, which was dated 
to the EJZ IIIa period and interpreted as 
a possible centralized bread production 
area (Rova 2014: 138–139). The basins could 

8	  Sometimes this kind of sloping surface was used instead of white-plastered basins for facili-
tating the collection of flour, e.g. in the“Northern Building” at Tell Beydar, where in fact both 
types of features may have been used (Rova 2014: 139–140). This might raise a question whether 
different types of flour grinding installations could correspond to the preparation of different 
products (e.g. types of flour) or stages of food production.
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Fig. 4. Topmost phase of Layer 1 in Sectors A–B (After Bieliński 1990: Fig. 1; modified by 
G. Rzeźnik)

Fig. 5. General view of Layer 1 in Sectors A–B, view from the west; white-plastered surface of the 
basin on the border between Sectors A and B on the left, along with a big saddle quern next to the 
installation (PCMA UW | photo F. Stępniowski)
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have been used for collecting fresh flour 
from the grinding stones. Some were also 
utilized for dough mixing/kneading like 
the abovementioned smaller basins associ-
ated with fire installations (Rova 2014: 139). 

Another example, also from Tell Bey-
dar, comes from a building interpreted 
as a “bakery” (EJZ IIIb period). Apart 
from tannur ovens, the building featured 
large white-plastered basins found below 
“grinding tables” (Rova 2014: 144). These 
installations were clearly used for col-
lecting freshly ground flour, as at most 
other northeastern Syrian sites on which 

“grinding tables” have been discovered 
(Pfälzner 2001: 167–168).9

Similarly to the parallels mentioned 
above, the basin found on the border be-
tween Sectors A and B at Tell Djassa el-
Gharbi could have been used for collecting 
ground flour. It was probably not part of 
a large-scale production facility, but the 
sheer size of the installation points to this 
feature’s considerable importance. How-
ever, none of the basins mentioned above 
were associated with an inlet channel, so 
the function of the Tell Djassa el-Gharbi 
installation may have been more versatile.

9	  To the list of possible “grinding tables” from Syrian sites one could add the installation from 
Tell Rad Shaqrah, mentioned above, and possibly a double “grinding table” from Room L14 
at Tell Arbid, interpreted by the excavators as a double storage bin (Smogorzewska 2019: 38). 
This installation bears a  resemblance to “grinding tables” from Tell Selenkahiye (van Loon 
1979: Fig. 19; Pfälzner 2001: 144–145) and Tell Brak (Emberling et al. 1999: 9–12). Presumably, 
instead of white-plastered basins, pottery jars were placed at the outlet of this grinding instal-
lation to serve as flour collectors, as in Pfälzner’s reconstruction of a “grinding table” from Tell 
Bderi (Pfälzner 2001: Abb. 72).

Fig. 6. Inlet channel connected to the white-plastered basin on the border between Sectors A and B 
(PCMA UW | photo F. Stępniowski, modified by G. Rzeźnik)
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Basins with inlet channels

The last type of white-plastered ba-
sins found at Tell Djassa el-Gharbi are 
installations with inlet channels, pre-

sumably connected with liquid manage-
ment. Two such basins were uncovered 
at the site. 

The first is the basin on the border be-
tween Sectors A and B, discussed above in 
connection with possible flour grinding 
activities [see Figs 4–6]. Apart from a sad-
dle quern, also associated with this instal-
lation were a plastered inlet channel to the 
south of the basin [Fig. 6] and a waterproof 
bitumen floor to the southwest of it.

The second installation comprises 
a group of connected basins with an inlet 
channel connected with the largest one, 
discovered in Locus 1, Sector K (Layer I). 
At least three phases of use of this instal-
lation were distinguished. In the first, the 
basin was relatively small, and its surface 
was repeatedly replastered. By the second 
phase, the bottom was raised by about 
10 cm, and the basin measured approxi-
mately 1.7 m × 0.9 m and was 0.4 m deep 
(Bieliński 1990: 19). Two smaller basins 
were connected to it: one, ovoid in shape 
(Bieliński 1990: 19), adjoined the top of the 
southern wall of the main basin, and the 
other one, unfortunately badly preserved, 
was found to the northwest [Figs 7–9].10 
The inlet channel to the main basin was 
discovered to the southeast of the instal-
lation, under a later mudbrick wall.11 In 
the construction of the last (third) phase, 
the basin was filled with a pottery deposit 
(see below) and the floor was raised by 
about 0.4 m. A large storage jar was also 
set into the ground adjacent to the ba-
sin [see Figs 7–9, 14]. This installation is 

10	  The southern wall of this basin was badly damaged by later activities at the site [see Fig. 8].

11	  Unfortunately, no photos or further details regarding this channel are available.

Fig. 7. Top: partly excavated Locus 1 installa-
tion, view from the west; bottom: second phase 
of the installation with the pottery deposit 
and two smaller basins, marked with a dotted 
line; the remains of the third phase marked 
with a continuous line (PCMA UW | photos 
P. Ciepielewski, bottom image modified by 
G. Rzeźnik)
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unusual not only at the site of Tell Djassa 
el-Gharbi but also in the entire region of 
northeastern Syria.

White-plastered basins featuring 
channels are rarely reported from north-
eastern Syrian sites. Usually the channel 
is a drain from the installation, or the 
authors of the excavation reports do not 
specify its shape, possible function or 

elevation in relation to the basin itself 
(e.g. Fortin 1990: 553; Lebeau 1996: 132; 
Pfälzner 2001: 167–169). 

To my knowledge, the second phase of 
the installation in Locus 1 at Tell Djassa el-
Gharbi, featuring the inlet channel, smaller 
basins, and the main basin characterized by 
an unusual depth and morphology, finds 
no direct parallels in northeastern Syria. 

The Locus 1 pottery deposit
Another unusual feature of the Locus 1 
installation is a substantial pottery de-
posit discovered inside it [see Figs 7, 10, 
11]. It comprised a total of 29 vessels 
(Bieliński 1990: 19), some of them with 
evidence of technological modifications, 
which, if the vessels constituted a set 

used in connection with the basin, may 
suggest a possible function(s) of this in-
stallation. 

A globular jar with a short, curved 
neck and restricted orifice discovered 
inside the basin had an intentionally 
pierced base and was extensively coated 

Fig. 8. Last (third) phase of the white-plastered installation in Locus 1, view from the east; storage 
jar adjacent to the last phase visible on the left; small, ovoid white-plastered basin connected with 
the previous phase of the installation visible in the center; later burial (with a white shell on top) 
next to the small basin (PCMA UW | photo P. Ciepielewski)
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with white plaster on one of its sides 
[Figs 11, 12]. The coating was the same 
substance as on the surface of the white-
plastered basins (Piotr Bieliński, personal 
communication, 2022). The amount of 
coating used suggests that it served a dif-
ferent purpose than repairing the pot’s 
cracked body or plugging a hole in it. 
Also, a part of another pottery vessel was 
found inside the jar. 

In addition, two jars found in the de-
posit, likewise characterized by globu-
lar shapes, short and curved necks, and 
rounded bases, had intentionally pierced 
holes in the midsections of their bodies 
[Fig. 13]. In the case of one vessel, the hole 
was plugged with a plaster stopper [see 
Figs 13:B, 14].12

Production and usage of pottery ves-
sels with intentionally pierced bases or 
holes in various sections of their bodies 
has a long tradition in the ancient Near 
East. At Tepe Gawra, a set of very unusual 
pottery vessels, some of them with holes 
in the bases as well as in the middle and 
upper sections of the bodies, was found 
in levels dating as far back as the late 
5th millennium BC. Levey (1955a; 1955b) 
interprets them as parts of a distillation, 
sublimation and extraction apparatus, 
a hypothesis which was corroborated by 
archaeological experiments conducted 
by a team from the Cyprus Perfumery 
Theme Park (Belgiorno 2020). These ex-
periments showed that reed rods could 
be inserted into the holes for their tech-
nological use in distillation, and the 
holes themselves could be plugged and 
unplugged with stoppers when needed 
(Belgiorno 2020: 10–17). 

A jar with a small hole near its base 
was found in Godin Tepe, Iran, and dated 
to the second half of the 4th millenni-
um BC. Both the context in which this 
vessel was discovered and the results of 
laboratory analysis of red residue found 
inside suggest that it was used for storage 
of a product derived from grapes, most 
probably wine (Badler 2003: 47–50). The 
hole could have been used as a counter-
pressure for pouring wine from the top 
of the vessel or for draining the liquid 
without disturbing the organic material 
accumulated below (Badler 2003: 50).

Large jars with pierced holes, dated 
to the Early Dynastic period, were also 
discovered during the Oriental Institute 

12	  For more details regarding this type of vessels and some analogies from northeastern Syria, 
see Smogorzewska 2019: 130.

Fig. 9. Fully excavated Locus 1 installation 
(PCMA UW | photo P. Ciepielewski)
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Fig. 10. Partly excavated pottery deposit from the second phase of the white-plastered installation 
in Locus 1, view from the north; in the foreground a small, ovoid white-plastered basin connected to 
the main one [see Fig. 8]; remains of the third phase of the installation on the left (below the scale) 
and upper right (PCMA UW | photo P. Ciepielewski)

Fig. 11. Partly excavated pottery deposit from the second phase of the white-plastered installation 
in Locus 1, view from the south; in the background, globular jar with intentionally pierced base and a 
thick coating of white plaster (PCMA UW | photo P. Ciepielewski)
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expedition in the Diyala region (Paulette 
2020: Fig. 5.3). On the basis of ancient 
texts and later analogies, it was concluded 
that some of them may have been used 
for beer production (Paulette 2020: 70). 

At Tell Brak, an unusual jar with 
a pierced spout in the lower section of 
its body was found in a layer dating to 
the Akkadian period (Oates 2001: 180). 

Some kind of liquid, perhaps beer, may 
have been strained thanks to this feature.

A large variety of pottery vessels with 
intentionally pierced holes was also dis-
covered in a Late Bronze Age settlement 
at Tell Sabi Abyad, a site located on the 
Balikh River in northern Syria (Duis-
termaat 2007). The function of one jar 
characterized by a pierced base seems to 

Fig. 12. Globular jar from the deposit, with intentionally pierced base and a thick coating of white 
plaster on one of its sides (PCMA UW | photo P. Ciepielewski)

Fig. 13. Two globular jars from the pottery deposit in Locus 1, with intentionally pierced holes in the 
midsections of their bodies; hole in one of the vessels (B) plugged with white plaster [see Fig. 14 for 
detail of the plug] (PCMA UW | photo P. Ciepielewski)
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have been the storage or management of 
water, as it was covered with bitumen 
on the inside and had a cuneiform sign 
“A”, meaning “water”, incised in the upper 
part of its body (Duistermaat 2007: 411, 
Fig. IV.67.e). Unfortunately, the functions 
of other vessels with pierced holes and 
spouts from this site are not as evident 
(e.g. Duistermaat 2007: Fig. IV.91.z–ab, 
Fig. IV.95.i). 

A substantial assemblage comprising 
open vessels of a distinctive type, with 
a hole in the base and varying in capac-
ity, was also found at Tell Sabi Abyad. 
They were identified as soaking and ger-
mination vessels used in beer produc-
tion, called namzītu or nazzītu in ancient 
cuneiform texts (Duistermaat 2007: 
252–253, Fig. VI.18). One of them also 
featured a strainer (Duistermaat 2007: 
Figs IV.59.a, VI.11), which presumably 
had a similar function as the perforated 
spout of the aforementioned jar from 
Tell Brak. 

The namzītu vessel, and other shapes 
with pierced bases, were also discovered 
in contexts related to beer production at 
other Late Bronze Age sites in Syria and 
Iraq, namely at Tell Hadidi (Dornemann 
1981: Figs 3, 8:1–4; Gates 1988: Fig. 1:a–c), 
Tell Bazi (Zarnkow, Otto, and Einwag 
2011: Fig. 4.1 right), Khani Masi (Perru-
chini et al. 2018: Fig. 5), and Tell Khaiber 
(Calderbank 2021: Fig. 9:a–b). The namzītu 
vessels were probably used together with 
vessel stands (namḫārû) (Calderbank 2021: 
45), so that the waste water from the vat 
could be drained through the hole in the 

base, as suggested also by the discovery 
of both these shapes in the same context 
at Tell Sabi Abyad (Duistermaat 2007: 
Fig. VI.12).

A  well-known cold mashing pro-
cess experiment was carried out by the 
excavators of the Late Bronze Age set-
tlement at Tell Bazi (Zarnkow, Otto, 
and Einwag 2011). The first step of beer 
production was malting: soaking and 
germination could be carried out in the 
hole-bottomed vessel (namzītu). Next, the 
germinated and dried malt was milled on 
a saddle quern, which proved to be better 
suited for the task than mortars. The last 
steps included mashing and fermentation 
in a big jar set in the ground.

The vessel with a pierced base found 
in the basin deposit in Locus 1 at Tell 
Djassa el-Gharbi [see Fig. 12] could be 
a significantly smaller and earlier ver-
sion (about a thousand years older than 
the Late Bronze Age specimens men-
tioned above) of a soaking and germina-
tion vessel. It may have been used for 
small-scale beer production (cold mash-
ing process), like the hole-bottomed 
vessels from Late Bronze Age houses at 
Tell Bazi (Zarnkow, Otto, and Einwag 
2011: 51–52), or for preparing some other 
kind of food or commodity. The thick 
layer of white plaster found on the jar 
suggests that it may have been attached 
to the inlet channel of the main basin 
or to one of the basins themselves.13 
Waste water from the jar could have 
been strained through mats and drained 
into the basin.14

13	  See Reichel 2011: Fig. 4 for an example of a vessel with a hole in the base fixed above a (drain) 
channel from Hamoukar in northeastern Syria.

14	  See Pfälzner 2001: 168 for a similar interpretation of a basin as a receptacle (Tell Melebiye).
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Locus 1 at Tell Djassa el-Gharbi also 
featured a large storage jar set in the 
ground adjacent to the installation in 
its third phase of use [see Figs 7–9, 15]. 
It could have served as a mashing and 
fermentation vessel in the last stage of 
the domestic brewing process as recon-
structed at Tell Bazi.

Another component of the Lo-
cus 1 pottery deposit indicating beer 
production and/or consumption are 
two double-mouthed pots found in 
the basin [Fig. 16].15 A suggestion that 
this type of jar might have been used 
for beer drinking has been proposed 
on the basis of a seal impression from 
Tell Brak with a banquet scene possibly 
depicting such a vessel (Oates 2001: 181, 
Fig. 212). A seal from Khafajeh, dated 
to the Early Dynastic period, features 

15	  Drawings of these vessels and a photo of one of them were already published by Ławecka 
(2006: Fig. 30) and Reiche (2011: Fig. 39). 

Fig. 14. Plaster plug in one of the globular 
vessels from the deposit [see Fig. 13:B] (PCMA 
UW | photo P. Ciepielewski)

Fig. 15. Remains of a big storage jar adjacent 
to the last (third) phase of the Locus 1 basin 
installation (PCMA UW | photo P. Ciepielewski)

Fig. 16. Two double-mouthed jars found in the Locus 1 pottery deposit (PCMA UW | photo P. Cie-
pielewski)
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a similar scene in which the seated fig-
ures also drink with straws from what 
might have been a double-mouthed pot 
(object Registration No. A11464, Insti-
tute for the Study of Ancient Cultures, 
University of Chicago; https://isac-idb.
uchicago.edu/id/61722c88-6efd-4b76-
a98f-8bd9acf7b43a). Vessels of the kind 
were found at Khafajeh during the Ori-
ental Institute expedition in the Diyala 
region (e.g. Delougaz 1952: Pl. 98:q).16 
Unfortunately, no residue analysis was 
done on any of the vessels to confirm 
these speculations.

As mentioned above, the basin from 
the border between Sectors A and B 
was also equipped with an inlet chan-
nel [see Figs 4, 6], and a massive sad-
dle quern was found next to it [see 
Figs 4, 5]. Apart from grinding flour, 
this quern could have also been used 
for grinding the dried malt (see above) 
necessary for the next stage of the do-
mestic brewing process: mashing and 
fermentation in big jars. Thus, this in-
stallation might have been used in beer 
brewing or management of some other 
liquid, as suggested also by the presence 
of a waterproof bitumen floor adjacent 
to the basin [see Fig. 4]. However, it 
differs significantly in shape and depth 
from the installation in Locus 1.

Another possible function of the 
Locus 1 installation, suggested by the 
two vessels with holes in their mid-
sections [see Figs 13, 14], could be the 
production of seed oil — a  diverse 
commodity group of tremendous im-

portance and versatility in the ancient 
Near East.17 These jars could have been 
used at the stage of separating oil from 
water, similarly to vessels with holes 
in their bodies found at Tell Miqne, 
Israel, and dated to the 7th century 
BC (Gitin 1989: 32, 39). Although the 
installations and vessels from this site 
are much later and were used for olive 
oil production, the same principles of 
separating oil from water apply in the 
production of seed oils. After the sepa-
ration of liquids, the unplugged holes 
could be used for draining the oil from 
the jar’s upper section (Gitin 1989: 32, 
39; Eitam 1996: 174; Curtis 2001: 232). At 
Tell Djassa el-Gharbi, in order to avoid 
any undesirable spillage, the waste wa-
ter from the separation process could 
flow into the basin in Locus 1, perhaps 
via the inlet channel. Unfortunately, 
these vessels were also not subjected 
to residue analysis. 

In terms of the location of the 
modification, the closest analogy to 
the globular jars with holes in their 
midsections from Tell Djassa el-Gharbi 
is a jar with a small hole in the upper 
section of its body found in the Late 
Bronze Age Tell Sabi Abyad (Duister-
maat 2007: Fig. IV.76.a). The same site 
also yielded another vessel with a hole 
that had been plugged with plaster in 
a similar fashion to the aforementioned 
specimen recovered from the deposit at 
Tell Djassa el-Gharbi, as well as a jar 
with a spout modified by a plaster plug 
(Duistermaat 2007: Fig. IV.82.c).

16	  For analogies dating to the EJZ III period from northeastern Syria, see Smogorzewska 2019: 136.

17	  See Charles 1985: 53–54 for a comprehensive, but probably not exhaustive, list of seed oil uses.
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Conclusions

A wide variety of white-plastered basins 
was uncovered at Tell Djassa el-Gharbi, 
and similar installations have also been 
documented on a number of other con-
temporary northeastern Syrian sites. They 
can be divided into several categories based 
on their size, association with other instal-
lations/features, and possible functions.

Some of them could have been used 
for dough kneading/mixing (e.g. Locus 
31, Sector N installation), others for col-
lecting ground flour or managing liquids 
(e.g. Sector A/B installation). Sometimes 
their functions are harder to establish 
— the basins could have had multiple 
purposes, as was probably the case with 
the installation on the border between 
Sectors A and B. Presumably, most basins 

served a variety of purposes in everyday 
household activities that are not easily 
traceable in the archaeological record.

The installation from Locus 1 in Sec-
tor K stands out from other white-plas-
tered basins in northeastern Syria. Its 
morphology and the characteristics of 
the pottery deposit found inside it sug-
gest distinctive and specialized functions. 
It could have been used for small-scale 
brewing (cold mashing process) or seed 
oil production, but unfortunately these 
hypotheses cannot be confirmed, as no 
residue analyses have been conducted on 
any of the finds. This installation was in 
all probability multipurpose, like most 
white-plastered basins at Tell Djassa 
el-Gharbi and other sites in the region.
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