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Urkesh and the Question of the Hurrian Homeland
Giorgio Buccellati’, Marilyn Kelly-Buccellati™
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Professor Emeritus, Department of History, UCLA
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(Presented by Academy Member Th.V. Gamkrelidze)

ARSTRACT. Sometimes, archaeological excavations at a given site open windows onto much wider views than
intra-site relationships might suggest. Such is very much the case with our work at Tell Mozan, a large tell in
northeastern Syria. When starting excavations there in1984, we suggested that this may be the site of ancient
Urkesh. This hypothesis was conclusively proven in1995 when the reading of the legends on a number of seal
impressions showed that we were digging the palace of a heretofore unknown “ruler (endan) of Urkesh,” who bore
the Hurrian name of Tupkish. Several other names of members of the royal court were also Hurrian.

Onomastics was but the first of many distinguishing features that convincingly gave witness to the nature of the
ethnic identity of this ancient city. Much of the material culture that came to light as a result of our excavations
provides a constellation of ethnic identifiers such as is not to be found at other sites. Two elements are of particular
significance in this perspective: the first is that the Urkesh hinterland extends effectively far into the northern
Piatean, it seeond s that we are led to gush further and further hack in time the date for the urban beginnings of
Urkesh. These various factors allow us to propose what we believe to be a plausible hypothesis about the earliest
homeland of the Hurrians, a topic which is close to the interests of this journal and of its editor. Tlllis article will be
in the nature of an essay, in which we will summarize some of the points we have raised elsewhere, with little space
for documentation or bibliographical references. © 2007 Bull. Georg. Natl. Acad. Sci.

Key words: Tell Mozan, Urkesh, homeland of the Hurrians.

1. Excavations at Tell Mozan about 1300 B.C., when the Assyrians finally took over
T ’ the region, but had no use for a religious center that had
ancient Urkesh

so consistently retained it specific Hurrian character. It
was never re-occupied again: this meant that the original
coherence of the city, in its urbanistic layout, was better
preserved than at most other sites of the same time pe-
riod. The most recent excavations have brought to light
material from the fourth millepnium, about which more
will be said below.

Three major third millennjum public structures are
currently under excavation. (1) Of the Palace of Tupkish

The period of major expansion of the ancient city, as
we know it today, is the third millennium: to this time
date the major public buildings excavated so far, and it is
also in this period that we can say the city reached its
maximum extension, between 130 and 150 hectares. In
the second millennjum, the city retrenched to the central
high mound (about 30 hectares), and retained a modicum
of importance as a religious shrine. It was abandoned

" Here. we will only refer to some of our publications where the documentation from Urkesh. pertaining to these problems.
is treated in more detail: refer to online versions

© 2007 Bull. Georg. Natl. Acad. Sci.
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cultural consistency of its own, which is precisely re-
flected in the rich Hurrian mythological world. There was
no opportunity for the Sumerians to appropriate an empty
landscape, because it was not empty. And there was no
opportunity to adopt any of the Hurrian mythology be-
cause it was too foreign and well developed. This, at
least, is our hvpothesis. It seems further supported by
the most recent discoveries at Tell Mozan, which seem
to push back into the fourth millennium the full blossom-
ing of Urkesh as a major urban and religious center.

4. Evidence for a fourth millennium
Hurrian Urkesh?

The 2006 excavations have brought to light limited
but important evidence relating to the fourth millennium.
We will first describe briefly the typology of the finds,
then we will discuss their stratigraphic situation and li-
nally we will draw the conclusions regarding their pos-
sible significance for the question of ethnic affiliation.

4.1. Ceramics and seal impressions

The fourth millennium ceramics from the temple ter-
race and the exterior base of the revetment wall are typi-
cal Late Chalcolithic 3 and 4 local production. The major
part are coarse wares with large pebble inclusions. Shapes
include open bowls. hammer head bowls (Fig.11) and
casseroles. Fine ware sherds are much fewer in number
but do include a characteristic small carinated bowl. Only
onc small body of a beveled rim bowl has been found
together with this material.

Connections with the south in this time period are
¢vident from a number of cylinder seal impressions of an
Uruk 3 style. A serics of scal impressions show inter-
twined ribbons or snakes (Fig. 12a) One set of impres-

sions were made from a seal with a complex iconographic
motif of what appears to be two offering bearers carrying
standards on a vertical pole (Fig. 12b). The top of only
one of these standards is preserved in our rollings and it
is semi-circular with a crosshatched central motif. This
type of complex motif is not common cven in the south
of Mesopotamia or Susa where the Uruk culture is best
attested.

4.2. Stratigraphy

Some l.ate Chalcolithic ceramics had already been
found in 2005 in two places: immediately below the es-
carpment that leads from the Plaza to the revetment wall,
in unit J1, and below the glacis just inside the revetment
wall, in unit J3. In each case. the exposure was minimal
and so we assumed. conservativcly, that these finds
might represent isolated pockets without any particular
contextual significance. In 2006 we found more Late

. Chalcolithic material, in similar contexts: seal impressions

in a shallow pit just below the surface of the glacis in J3,
and ceranics in a sounding to the east of the stairway, in
J4 — this too, in a setting that scems to maich the layers
below the glacis in J3 where the seals were found.

‘The wide spatial distribution of the finds and their
coherence suggest that they are not isolated pockets.
The consistency of the matrix is also an important factor:
wherever we probed below the surface of the third mil-
lennium installations (escarpment and glacis), thc same
type of material has appeared. All of this indicates. in our
view, that the third millennium Terrace was built on a pre-
existing structure that was not very dissimilar in size.
This aspect is significant. The area covered is quite wide
(from J1 to J4 there are about 40 ms). and the elevation
above the plain lcvel is quite high (at least 20 ms). It is

17 iv
S / N ’
1395 p 1831 BT 131
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Fig. 11 Hammer Rim bowls from Late Chalcolithic 3/4 strata.
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lands of the central Tur-Abdin and possibly beyond. We
do not have direct evidence for this, but the cumulative
import of the indirect evidence is significant. The strong
and pervasive connections to the north, discussed
above, are not found to the same extent at other coeval
sites. Particularly important are those connections that
pertain to ideology, of which the andirons are the most
telling, because they affect popular consciousness.

A possible negative argument might be seen in the
limited amount of ceramics specifically linked with the
north, in particular the Early Trans-Caucasian ware. How-
ever, this may simply mean that (a) no significant trans-
shipment of goods from the hinterland played any sig-
nificant role, and (b) no production of such ceramics took
place in the urban centers linked with the highlands (such
as Urkesh), because it was not deemed to have either
ideological or prestige value.

We may also consider the geographical location. The
cities in the piedmont area immediately adjacent to the
highlands, among which Urkesh played a major role, were
in an ideal position to act as gateways for the shipment
of metals, and perhaps timber, from the mountains. The
distinctiveness of the Urkesh material culture indicates
that this was no outpost of Mesopotamian civilization,
but rather an autonomous center, with its own strong
urban character. Thus, rather than a peripheral outgrowth
from the south, Urkesh can best be understood as the
urban efflorescence of the mountainous north. Consider
the contrasting situation with Tell Brak/Nagar. It certainly
looks to the south, not the north.

The argument we have developed in support of a
Hurrian ethnic identity of Urkesh also goes along with
this. The only possible linguistic links of Hurrian are with
the north, reaching possibly all the way to the Caucasus
and to Georgia in particular. We certainly do not have
Hurrian cities south of Urkesh (even the neighboring
Nagar does not meet the criteria proposed above). What
we have called “Hurrian urban ledge,” i.e. the arc repre-
sented by Chuera, Urkesh, Nineveh and (presumably)
Kumme, remains in the third millennium just that, a nar-
row ledge. And it is the ledge of the northern highlands
that provide subsistence and wealth.

We have often suggested that the success of Urkesh
in withstanding the Akkadian onslaught was due not to
any military strength that they possessed, but to the
unique socio-political formula with which the city could
maintain control of the mountains and exploit its re-
sources. Rather than through an articulate administrative
and bureaucratic network, Urkesh could efficiently mine
the resources of the mountains because its ethnic ties
with the population were acknowledged, by the moun-

Bull. Georg. Natl. Acad. Sci. vol. 175, no 2, 2007

tain villages, as binding and operative. The Hurrian myth
of Silver provides an eloquent literary projection of this
state of affairs. Silver is a boy living with his mother in
the mountains, and has rough encounters with the other
children (read: the villages squabble). He then sets out
to look for his father, Kumarbi, because, his mother tells
him, he administers justice for all the lands from his main
seat in Urkesh (read: the villages are aware of the unify-
ing and regulating role played by the lowland city). When
Silver reaches Urkesh, he does not find his father,
Kumarbi, because he is walking in the mountains (read:
the city maintains active control over the villages by
being recognized as the ancestral dimension of public
life). The wider significance of this situation, so inter-
preted, is that it outlines a novel socio-political model for
ancient Syro-Mesopotamia, and for Syria in particular -
next to the Mesopotamian style city-states (like Ebla),
the macro-regional states (like Mari), the tribal configura-
tions (as with the Amorites). Such a wealth of diverse
-political realizations is indicative of the historical vibrancy
" of Syria at the beginning of history.

5.2. The homeland

The conclusion we propose builds on the premises
that we have been articulating in this article. (1) The ar-
chaeology of Mozan shows that we have there a city
already by the middle of the fourth millennium, and we
have every reason to believe that this city is indeed
Urkesh from the beginning. (2) This city has clear and
distinctive links with the north, which is its real hinter-
land, in terms of material culture, language and ideology.
(3) Urkesh can be shown to have a specific ethnic affili-
ation with the Flurrians, and, we may also argue, the north-
ern hinterland, as well.

This hinterland would obviously be coterminous with
the earliest period of the city’s history, which is at least
the fourth millennium. But it seems inescapable to as-
sume that, in fact, the hinterland preceded the urban de-
velopment of Urkesh — to assume, in other words, that
we have Hurrians in the highlands to the north of Urkesh
by at least the fifth millennium. How far north this ex-
tended we have no way of knowing. But we have at least
good reasons to see the southern part of the Tur-Abdin
as an area where the Hurrians were at home since late
prehistoric times. We cannot of course say that they are
autochthonous in the sense that they did not replace
any other population, in other words, that this is their
original homeland. But if not, it is at least the southern
bridgehead of this homeland, a bridgehead that was criti-
cal in the formation of new urban structures in the low-
lands.
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