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of metals, colorful stones, and wood, as well as exotic 
animals and food. Although communication 

and exchange between Mesopotamia and 
the highlands extended back millen-

nia before the first cuneiform texts, 
these interaction networks inten-

sified significantly at the onset 
of the Bronze Age, the Age of 
Exchange. It is during this 
time, ca. 3500 BCE, that the 
seeds of our interconnected, 
highly urbanized world start-
ed to sprout. The Kani Shaie 

Archaeological Project (http://
kanishaie.org) explores a settle-

ment along one of the trade routes 
between the Mesopotamian lowlands 

and the Iranian highlands that thrived 
during this crucial period of world history. 

W ithin the imaginations of people inhab-
iting the dense cities that dotted 
the Mesopotamian plains, 

the Zagros Mountains to the east oc-
cupied an ambiguous role. On the 
one hand, they were the gateway 
to mythical lands of unimagina-
ble wealth from where the sun 
god Utu/Shamash rose every 
day. On the other hand, it was 
an impenetrable land inhabited 
by barbarians “with human in-
telligence, but canine instincts 
and monkeys’ features” (ac-
cording to the Babylonian myth 
“Curse of Agade”). The Mesopota-
mian plains offered little more than 
fertile clay, while traders from the eastern 
highlands delivered boat and donkey loads 
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above: 19th-century illustration of a Bronze Age trader 
from the Dover Pictorial Archive Series.
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below: 19th-century illustration depicting a Bronze 
Age trader, who delivered goods from the eastern 
highlands on boat and donkey loads throughout Mes-
opotamia. From the Dover Pictorial Archive Series.

above: Map of Iraq and the Zagros region 
that stretches along the border with Iran, 
including main Early Bronze Age sites()  
and modern cities().
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A NEW EXCAVATION PROJECT

While working in the Middle East has become increas-
ingly challenging in recent years, the autonomous Kurd-
ish region of Iraq has been an island of relative security, 
political stability, and economic prosperity. In 2014, 
DAESH (also referred to as ISIS, ISIL, or IS) brought 
the violent turmoil of the past decade back to the borders 
of Kurdistan. Nevertheless, through their resilience, the 
Kurdish people withstood the pressure and their hospi-
tality made the Kurdish region a safe haven for refugees 
from Syria and northern Iraq. Foreign archaeological 
teams work closely with the Kurdish authorities and 
contribute to the local economy through the employment 
of refugees, young Kurdish workers, and government of-
ficials who otherwise often do not get paid for months on 
end. The continued archaeological activities also provide 
a sense of normalcy and stability, while their results dem-
onstrate the importance of the region in human history; 
this is a source of pride for people who have suffered a 
long series of brutal oppressions.
 In 2013 and 2015, the Kani Shaie Archaeological 
Project (KSAP) conducted two seasons of excavations, 
with a third season scheduled for the fall of 2016. Our 
excavations have revealed that Kani Shaie was inhab-
ited continuously for at least 2,000 years between 4500 
and 2500 BCE. The first test excavations at Kani Shaie 
quickly revealed the site’s potential with the discovery of 
a wide range of painted ceramic sherds representative of 
different traditions from distant regions across Mesopo-
tamia and Iran. The important discovery of a clay tablet 
with a seal impression and a numerical mark dating to 
the Late Uruk period (ca. 3500–3200 BCE)—the first 
of its kind to have been found in Iraqi Kurdistan—and 
other seal impressions from the subsequent Early Bronze 
Age further suggested that Kani Shaie was a local center 
whose inhabitants needed to keep track of their activities 
and exchanges. This long-lasting type of administrative 
technology was achieved by impressing wet clay with a 
seal containing carved images that communicated the 
identity of its owner. Slabs of wet clay applied on tied 
rope could seal off the content of containers or rooms, 
while a seal-impressed clay tablet guaranteed the authen-
ticity of the document.
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above: Ricardo Cabral operates a quadcopter at Kani Shaie. In recent 
years, the use of this technology has aided archaeologists immensely 
for recording excavations and remote sensing observations.

above: KSAP team, 2015. In addition to two representatives from 
the Slemani Directorate of Antiquities, Zana Abdullkarim (front) and 
Awaz Xedan (4th from right in back row), we employ a group of local 
young men to assist with the hard labor of archaeology.

above: André Tomé prepares a stratigraphic section for drawing.  
This section shows the succession of Early Bronze Age floors  
and activities. 
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THE IMPENETRABLE ZAGROS MOUNTAINS

The Zagros Mountains, straddling the border between 
present-day Iraq and Iran, formed the interface through 
which much interaction and trade traversed. The high 
peaks of the Zagros stretch from northwest to southeast, 
significantly hindering travel. These mountains could 
only be crossed through a few east-west passes and with 
the help of people indigenous to the landscape. Today, 
the Zagros region encompasses Iraqi and Iranian Kurd-
istan, Luristan, and parts of the Persian heartland of 
Fars. Due to difficult political circumstances along with 
a scholarly focus on the major urban centers and empires 
of ancient Mesopotamia, the Zagros region is one of the 
least explored areas on the archaeological map. However,  

in recent years the autonomous region of Iraqi Kurdistan 
has witnessed a tremendous boom of archaeological proj-
ects. Many of these projects explore the historical periods 
when the region was an important strategic focus of the 
Assyrian and Persian empires during the 1,500 years 
before the Muslim conquests in the 7th century CE. This 
area has always served as both an important route and a 
significant border between northern Mesopotamia and 
the mountains. In 881 BCE, Assurnasirpal of Assyria led 
his army against the land of Zamua, but had to fight his 
way through a wall that Nur-Adad, king of the land of 
Zamua, had constructed to block the passage of Babite, 
present-day Bazyan. This feat would be repeated by the 
Kurdish prince ‘Abd al-Rahman, Pasha of the Baban 
Emirate centered on Sulaimaniyah (or Slemani in Sorani 
Kurdish), in 1805 CE to stop the advancement of  
Ottoman troops.
 The aim of KSAP is to explore the deep past of this 
crucial route through the Zagros Mountains. Inter-
regional exchange of goods and ideas has had a central 
role in the development of Mesopotamian civilization. 
Our goal is to investigate how the intensification of 
interaction across the ancient Near East 5,000 years 
ago affected a settlement in the Zagros region at a time 
when the first cities and states grew in Mesopotamia. The 
highland communities inhabiting the eastern periphery 
of Mesopotamia facilitated interregional trade and played 
an important part in the history of the ancient Near East.

FROM VILLAGE TO LOCAL CENTER

Studies such as those by Mitchell Rothman on Tepe 
Gawra, located to the north of Kani Shaie, have shown 
that incipient social stratification and emerging hierar-
chies within small, prehistoric communities had already 
developed by the 5th millennium BCE. Likewise, 
evidence for administrative technology and centralized 
production strongly suggests that Kani Shaie, from its 
beginning, occupied a central place within the Bazyan 
Valley and perhaps served as a local focal point for 
processes of increased social organization beyond the 
household and even communal level. 
 The central place of Kani Shaie within the Bazyan 
Valley was fully exploited by the middle of the 4th mil-
lennium BCE. The long, gradual development of the site 
was suddenly interrupted and the material culture of the 
settlement changed drastically to reflect typical south-
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above: The rock relief at Darband-i Gawr, only 20 miles south from 
Kani Shaie, was carved around 2200 BCE. It might attest to military 
campaigns of the Akkadian king Naram-Sin in this region.

above: Anthropologist Giulia Gallio, specialist in the analysis of 
human remains, retrieves delicate skeletal material from a jar burial 
dating to the beginning of the 4th millennium BCE.
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Three-dimensional model of a clay tablet 
with a seal impression and circular mark 
or indentation representing a quantity. The 
impression suggests that the tablet accom-
panied a shipment of animals. W. 6 cm.
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ern Mesopotamian traditions. From the small sounding 
into these levels at our excavation, it appears that the site 
was remodeled into what may have been a fortified and 
monumental enclosure. The radical shift to a foreign 
material culture suggests that Kani Shaie was perhaps 
taken over by a group of colonizers to control the flow 
of goods passing through the Zagros Mountains. The 
sealed numerical tablet shows the shipment of a group 
of horned animals, native to the mountains, traveling 
downstream on the river toward the Mesopotamian 
plains. Our current hypothesis, to be tested in future 
seasons of excavation, argues that Kani Shaie was a small 
node within the network of trade routes that facilitated 
the movement of goods through the Zagros Mountains, 
much like the network of smugglers that transport goods 
over the Iran-Iraq border today, a story recently covered 
by journalist Ania Bartkowiak.

TRACING THE ORIGINS OF ZAGROS SOCIETIES

By the end of the 4th millennium BCE, large-scale 
changes took place across western Asia with the aban-
donment of south Mesopotamian colonies and a return 
to regional cultural practices. The enclosure at Kani 
Shaie suffered destruction through conflagration, and 
a new settlement at the site consisted of small-scale 
architecture and housing units; again, we see a dramatic 
change in material culture. However, the settlement 
continued to fulfill a central role within the valley and 
maintained interaction with distant regions. The inhabit-

ants of Kani Shaie shared cultural practices both with 
communities in northern Mesopotamia and in north-
western Iran as reflected in the painted ceramics that 
dominate the assemblage of the site. In addition, ceramic 
types common in other parts of the Zagros Mountains 
and painted vessels typical of the region southeast of the 
Tigris River demonstrate that the community at Kani 
Shaie was plugged into a far-flung interaction network. 
These observations suggest that interregional interac-
tion and exchange did not collapse at the end of the 4th 
millennium BCE as is often assumed, rather it continued 
unabated albeit through a very different organization 
that was no longer based on supra-regional cultural prac-
tices or restricted to elite enclaves separated from local 
communities. The excavations at Kani Shaie have, so far, 
retrieved several seal impressions from this period, im-
pressed directly on large ceramic storage jars or on pieces 
of clay that were used to seal doors. Clearly there was a 
need to organize storage beyond the household level and 
a need to keep track of ownership.                                                          
 The discovery at Kani Shaie of continued inter-
regional interaction and the development of complex 
social organization is crucial for our understanding of 
the historical trajectory of the Zagros region. Archaeolo-
gists have focused on major developments and the origins 
of civilization in the extensive plains of Mesopotamia 
and urbanized sites in agricultural zones on the Iranian 
Plateau. The existence of organized societies and ethnic 
groups in the Zagros Mountains, as attested in later 

left: A jar sealing, about 5 cm 
wide, with a typical Mesopotamian 
seal impression (ca. 2500 BCE). 
The sealing depicts a seated figure 
next to three nude figures with belts 
and an animal. This find demon-
strates continued interaction with 
Mesopotamian communities.
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above: Burial of a young child with a bracelet and neck-
lace of colorful beads, dating to the 18th century CE.

cuneiform documents, is usually attributed to secondary 
developments as a result of militarized interaction with 
powerful Mesopotamian polities in the later part of the 
3rd millennium BCE. However, a reevaluation of exist-
ing data and new work in the region, such as KSAP, are 
slowly revealing a different picture of a long history 
of indigenous social and political organization.
 By the middle of the 3rd millennium BCE, when this 
region appears for the first time in the cuneiform sources 
of Mesopotamia, Kani Shaie was abandoned. Larger 
regional centers emerged that attracted populations away 
from smaller settlements. During the following centuries 
the Bazyan Valley increasingly became a border zone 
caught in the conflict between expanding Mesopotamian 
kingdoms and highland polities. 

LOOKING TOWARD THE FUTURE OF 
ARCHAEOLOGY IN IRAQI KURDISTAN

With generous permission of the General and the Sulai-
maniyah Directorate of Antiquities, respectively headed 
by Kak Abubakir Othman (Mala Awat) and Kak 
Kamal Rashid, we will continue the study of both the 
ancient and more recent history of the region through 
excavations at Kani Shaie. Archaeological research in 
the Kurdish region of Iraq is largely taking place in a 
spirit of collaboration and communication. In a few 
years, our understanding of the history and develop-
ments in western Asia will undoubtedly have deepened 
immensely with the addition of information retrieved 
through our archaeological work in this hitherto  
unexplored mountainous region. Ä
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HISTORY OF A KURDISH VILLAGE

The second chapter of Kani Shaie opened 
during the Middle Ages when the site became 
the focus of a small village in the 13th century 
and again in the 18th century CE, when the 
Bazyan Valley was part of the powerful Kurd-
ish Baban emirate. While the village spread 
out northward from the ancient mound, the 
villagers buried their dead on top of it. 
 Our excavations are shedding light on 
another obscure episode in the history of the 
region, a history that is much more personal to 
the Kurds living there today. This became very 
clear when we exposed the grave of a young 
child that had been buried wearing a bracelet 
and necklace made of colorful beads that still 
have a name and meaning in the present-day 
cultural memory of the Kurdish tribal past.
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