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Abstract

The paper focuses on the analysis of the so-called tholos, a circular building widespread – but not exclusively – 
during the Halaf period. Taking into account most of the remains of tholoi present at many Halaf sites (31 in 
all), including data relating to the transitional periods (Proto-Halaf and Post-Halaf/HUT), in the first section 
a classification of types of tholos is proposed and their possible functions are discussed, with reference to previ-
ous work. The second section deals with some related socio-economic issues, considering settlement layout and 
the distinction between sites with long and short occupation, and small and larger villages. Particular attention 
is given to: family structure or pattern, that is the arrangement in extended or nuclear households; storage facili-
ties, i.e. the adoption of communal or domestic storage practices; the type of mobility, namely the compatibility 
of the current interpretations with models of long-term and short-term mobility on one hand, or with certain 
models of ‘nomadism’ and pastoralism on the other. A final question concerns to what extent these aspects are 
related to differences in pottery production recognizable, in part, at local and regional scales – and therefore to 
the issue of ‘socio-cultural identity’.
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2. Chronological Framework

The Halaf period is traditionally divided into three 
phases: Early, Middle and Late Halaf.3 Excavations 
and research over time, especially beyond what had 
initially been considered the central core in North-
ern Iraq, led to the identification of a further phase 
preceding the Traditional Early Halaf, as well as 
transitional stages at the end and beginning of the 
Halaf (Proto-Halaf and HUT-Halaf-Ubaid Tran-
sitional). The period considered here, from the end 
of the seventh millennium BC to the second half of 
the sixth millennium, is therefore divided as shown 
in the table (tab. 1).

Naturally, this chronology is periodically sub-
ject to discussion, verification and revision: major 
issues are not limited to the transitional phases.4 It 
was thus decided to also include data from the tran-
sitional levels of the examined sites. Regarding the 
pottery, the Proto-Halaf levels see the appearance of 
what has come to be considered the typical Halaf 
Fine Painted Ware, but at relatively low percentages 
compared to other ceramic classes. One may there-
fore legitimately ask whether it is possible to speak 
of Halaf or not, and, if so, to what extent. However, 
much as the pottery analysis requires us – at least 
partially – to blur boundaries, so too the architec-
ture analysis leads us to go beyond the traditional 
cultural boundaries.

3. Tholoi

In particular, one of the architectural forms consid-
ered characteristic of the Halaf tradition and exam-
ined here, the so-called tholos, is not exclusive to the 
Halaf period (and is not, in the Halaf context, the 
only architectural form). Similar circular buildings 
and round houses are already present in Pre- and 

3 Mallowan, Cruikshank Rose 1935; Perkins 
1949.

4 E.g. Bernbeck, Nieuwenhuyse 2013; Campbell 
2007; Campbell, Fletcher 2010; Cruells, Nieuwen-
huyse 2004; Miyake 1998. For a more extensive and critical 
discussion by the current author about the history of studies 
and Halaf chronology in the Late Neolithic context: Benitti 
2016, pp. 4-9, pp. 244-255.

1. Introduction

This paper presents a summary of the results of 
the analysis of more than 250 tholoi, widespread 
across Upper Mesopotamia, from Turkey to Iraq 
via Syria, and throughout the Halaf period, includ-
ing the transitional stages, Proto-Halaf and Post-
Halaf/Halaf-Ubaid Transitional.1 The analysis 
aims to build a typology on a more complete and 
systematic database than in previous works, and to 
identify and discuss the possible functions of these 
round buildings during the period and context 
considered.2

It will therefore focus on some problems and 
(open) questions, mainly various relevant socio-
economic aspects, as illuminated by the analysis 
of (domestic) architecture and settlement layout 
in the Halaf and Proto-Halaf contexts. The key is-
sues are:
a) Family structure
b) Storage practices
c) Nature of mobility

Regarding these points, might different contexts 
and situations be seen in different sites and villages? 
Are these possible differences related in some way 
to differences in pottery production, regional varia-
tions, and to question of ‘identity’?

1 Data come from the sites considered in Benitti 2008 
(references can be found there for excavation reports, both for 
sites treated here and others): Yarim Tepe II and III, Tell Ar-
pachiyah, Kharabeh Shattani, Tell Hassan, Tepe Gawra, Tell 
Hassuna, Tell 'Azzo I, Hajiluk I, KhirbetDerak, Tell Der Hall, 
Kudish Saghir, Tell es-Sawwan, Bagum, Tell Sabi Abyad I, Tell 
Tawila, Tell Umm Qseir, Khirbet esh-Shenef, Shams ed-Din, 
Chagar Bazar, Tell Aqab, Yunus, Tell Halula, Domuztepe, 
FıstıklıHöyük, Çavi Tarlası, Girikihacıyan, Kurban Höyük, 
Tell Turlu, Nevali Çori, Kazane Höyük. Since then, little has 
changed (especially concerning the Halaf and Proto-Halaf 
tholoi – perhaps a little more is now known of  Pre-Halaf 
times), other than the availability of new Tell Halaf excavation 
data, that was not yet published at that time.

2 Reviews of the Halaf round buildings are mainly 
Breniquet 1996 and Tsuneki 1998. See also Akkermans 
1989; Frangipane 1996, 2007, 2013. For complete literature 
with generic references to tholos typology and functions see 
Benitti 2008.
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rectangular and circular buildings, the so-called tho-
los (plural: tholoi). The former vary from large multi-
cell structures, such as those in the Proto-Halaf level 6 
(Burnt Village) of Sabi Abyad (fig. 1), to smaller and 
sometimes elongated ones, as at Yarim Tepe (fig. 1). 
These kinds of buildings, with some exceptions, are 
frequently considered unsuitable for habitation, due 
to the small size of the rooms.6

6 Cf. Benitti 2008; Frangipane 1996, 2007, 2013; 
Verhoeven 1999. A summary and discussion of the big recb-
tangular buildings is not the aim of this paper. In addition to 

Proto-Halaf contexts during the seventh millenni-
um (Sabi Abyad, Tell Halula, Tell Hassuna, Yarim 
Tepe I) and do not disappear completely even in the 
subsequent period.5 It therefore seemed interesting 
to include the data from the transitional levels and 
thus provide an extended overview in order to bet-
ter assess the existence (or not) of differences.

As mentioned above, the Halaf architecture, and 
also the Proto-Halaf at more than one site, consists of 

5 Akkermans 2010; Benitti 2008 and references 
therein.

Table 1 – Halaf Chronology 
(after Cruells, Nieuwenhuyse 2004, tab. 2; Bernbeck, Nieuwenhuyse 2013, tab. 1.1; Nieuwenhuyse, 
Akkermans in press, tab. 1)

Figure 1
Tell Sabi Abyad – Proto-Halaf Level 6 (A) and Yarim Tepe II – Level IX (B) 
(after Cruells, Nieuwenhuyse 2004, fig. 2, p. 51; Breniquet 1996, pl. 37)
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the round and rectangular rooms. In this case it is, 
in fact, impossible to distinguish between the two 
types.8

To these three main types (simple tholos, tho-
los with antechamber, tholos with auxiliary struc-
ture) one may  add another three: tholos with an-
nex, tholos with internal partitions (figs. 1, 10) and 
‘agglutinated’ tholoi. The first are equipped with a 
small quadrangular compartment (or semi-circular 
or more irregular) accessible only from the circular 
room and are not very common (the only certain 
examples come from Yarim Tepe II). The tholoi 
with internal partitions can be connected to auxil-
iary structures or not, and are subdivided into com-
partments and rooms that are generally small and 
unsuitable for habitation in most cases. The agglu-
tinated tholoi, which are leaning against each oth-
er, are also rare while tholoi that are adjacent to one 
another are more frequent, especially amongst the 
smaller tholoi. 

8 Cf. Benitti 2008, p. 85; Mallowan, Cruikshank 
Rose 1935, p. 30.

3.1. Typology

Tholoi too can be subdivided into different types 
(not mutually exclusive, except for the simplest 
type). The main distinction is between the simple 
tholos with only the circular room (fig. 1) and those 
with connected structures, the nature of which can 
vary. Amongst these, it is useful to stress the differ-
ence between antechambers and auxiliary struc-
tures, sometimes quite similar in shape and size but 
not placed in front of the tholos entrance and acces-
sible only from the outside (figs. 2, 6, 8).

Unfortunately, it is not always possible to distin-
guish between them, since often the entrance can-
not be detected, especially where there remain only 
stone foundations. For instance, among the tholoi 
of Arpachiyah, considered by many scholars to have 
antechambers,7 there is no trace of passages between 

Frangipane and Verhoeven, in this regard see in particular 
the bibliography on Sabi Abyad: e.g. Akkermans 1989, 1993; 
Akkermans (ed.) 1996; Akkermans et Al. (eds.) 2014; 
Akkermans, Duistermaat 1997.

7 Breniquet 1986, p. 237; 1996, p. 86; Tsuneki 
1998, p. 165.

Figure 2
Tholos with antechamber (A: Yarim Tepe II) and tholoi with auxiliary structures (B: Çavi Tarlası) 
(after Merpert, Munchaev, Bader 1976, pl. XX; von Wickede, Herbordt 1988, fig. 2)
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Considering the distribution of tholoi according 
to their size (internal diameter) expressed in square 
metres, we can identify some peaks (fig. 3). The first 
is around 2 sq m, which corresponds to a small tho-
los, maybe a silo, with an inner diameter of about 
1.6 m. Indeed, all the tholoi with area less than 7 sq 
m are quite small, with an internal diameter of less 
than 3 m. Further peaks are located at: 7 sq m, cor-
responding to an internal diameter of 3 m, 10-11 sq 
m (diameter of 3.5-3.7 m), 13 to 16 sq m (diameter 
of 4-4.5 m), and 20 sq m (diameter of about 5 m). 
In the chart (fig. 4) the tholoi are grouped together 
in dimensional and functional classes with the re-
lated typology.10 Not all the tholoi without appar-
ent structures are necessarily simple, since several 
tholoi are only partially excavated, perhaps a half or 
a quarter of the total tholos area being uncovered. 
For these it cannot be said for sure whether they are 
connected to some other structure or not.11

10 From these charts we exclude all the tholoi without 
measurements, and we consider only the inner diameter.

11 This is one of the reasons for the absence of Type A/
Simple tholos in the chart. In other words, type A is simply 
equal to the total number of tholoi (first bar) minus the others 

3.2. Functions

Architectural data from Proto-Halaf and Halaf sites 
are not particularly uncommon but, with some ex-
ceptions, it is difficult to know much about the in-
ternal settlement layout, due to a lack of extensive 
excavations or problems related to specific levels or 
building phases. There are several problems relating 
to the identification of the relations between tho-
loi and rectangular buildings, between buildings 
and open areas (of activity or not), and between the 
tholoi too. Moreover, it remains difficult to estab-
lish the possible functions, especially for the tholoi. 
However, taking into account the size, type, some 
ethnographic cases and various characteristics such 
as installations (e.g. benches, fireplaces and hearths, 
ovens), finds, building techniques and the context 
in each settlement, we can say something about the 
possible functions.9

9 For features, dimensions and measurements (wall 
thickness, entrances…), finds, building techniques, and all the 
data related to each tholos and linked structures, as well as for 
each typological and functional attribution: Benitti 2008, 
tab. 1-25 for a summary and quick consultation.

Figure 3
Distribution of tholoi grouped by area (sq m)
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Figure 4 
Tholoi grouped by typological and functional/dimensional classes

Figure 5 
Hypothetical primary and secondary use of a small tholos (A: Shams ed-Din) and small tholoi grouped together 
(B: Domuztepe) (after Carter, Campbell 2000, fig. 3; Carter, Campbell, Gauld 2003, fig. 7; Seeden 1982, fig. 77)
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Tholoi from 3 to 3.5 m in diameter at some sites 
seem to function as granaries, at others as dwellings, 
depending on the characteristics of each.14 Tholoi 
with a diameter of more than 3.5 m are the most 
suitable for habitation (fig. 6). This class includes 
most of the type with antechamber or auxiliary 
structures, with oven, hearth or fireplace, with in-
stallations such as benches inside or outside and so 
on. Some distinctions can be made for tholoi with 
a diameter of more than 5.5 m, not because they 
have special features but because their distribution 
is rather localized, mostly at Yarim Tepe III (Late 
Halaf), Arpachiyah (Middle Halaf) and Sabi Abyad 
level 6 (Proto-Halaf).

Sometimes it has been suggested that larger tho-
loi had special functions, such as a chief’s residence 
or some kind of community-related functions, not 
always defined in detail.15 Such suggestions have 
been based not only on the larger size itself, but also 

14 Cf. Benitti 2008, pp. 131-134; pp. 255-256.
15 Breniquet 1996, p. 94; Tsuneki 1998, p. 172. See 

also Frangipane 2013, p. 96. Cf., in other context, Flan-
nery 1972, p. 31; 2002, p. 417.

The tholoi with a diameter up to 3 m (about one 
third of all the tholoi analysed) can be considered 
to be storage buildings, granaries, maybe stables and 
someone kitchens (fig. 5). Possibly, a distinction 
can be made between primary and secondary use, 
i.e. re-use when the building was in state of decay.12 
Sometimes they are close to, or even connected to, 
a larger tholos. Others are placed in groups next to 
one another (and all the agglutinated tholoi are in 
this class) or near one or more bigger tholoi. In such 
cases, it is not easy to establish a hypothetical aux-
iliary function related either to one or more tholoi 
of greater size, or to the whole community or some 
part of it.13 Their small dimensions are not suitable 
for habitation, almost none is connected with rec-
tangular structures but, in some cases, they have an 
oven or a fireplace inside, especially the larger ones, 
with a diameter between 2 and 3 m.

types, subject to the uncertainty explained above.
12 Seeden 1982, p. 72, p. 74.
13 Cf. also Breniquet 1996, p. 60, p. 87, p. 90; Frangi-

pane 1996, pp. 74-76; 2007, pp. 155-157; Hijara 1997, p. 20; 
Pollock, Castro Gessner 2009.

Figure 6 
Tholos with antechamber (A: Khirbet esh-Shenef) and with benches outside (B: Shams ed-Din) 
(after Akkermans, Schwartz 2003, fig. 4.12; Seeden 1982, fig. 79)
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the settlement would coincide with the compound 
and the family that lives in it.19

Some years later, Ted Banning also rejected the 
model of a compound for the Natufian and PPNA 
contexts but on the basis of opposite arguments.20 
According to him, the circular structures do not 
have the same sizes and, except for the smaller ones 
(no more than 3 sq m) which function as storage 
buildings, the others have sizes between 9 and 25 sq 
m, and would have been large enough to accommo-
date a nuclear family. Moreover, he states that the 
arrangement of circular structures does not support 
the model of a compound and that there are no ex-
amples showing the grouping of circular structures 
around a courtyard, as is often the case with com-
pounds, nor evidence that each person had his or 
her own dwelling.

The general context is not so different from the 
Halaf, and the range of about 16 sq m (from 9 to 
25 sq m) proposed by Banning for the Natufian 
and PPNA houses is virtually the same as can be 
seen in the possible Halaf dwellings. At the lower 
end of the range, dwellings have areas between 10 
and 24 sq m; at the upper end, at the sites where 
there are larger dwellings, the sizes range from 20 
to 35 sq m. The circular structures of the Natufian 
and PPNA, like the Halaf tholoi, are often consid-
ered too small for more than one person, an argu-
ment that also draws support on Naroll’s proposal 
of about 10 sq m (7 sq m according to LeBlanc) of 
‘living space’ per person.21 It has been noted, howev-
er, that these numbers will contain statistical error 
and, above all, that the 10 sq m number results from 
considering all the buildings in a settlement, includ-
ing storage facilities, stables and so on, overestimat-
ing the square metres per person and underestimat-
ing the number of possible occupants of a dwelling.22 
Hypothesised numbers of inhabitants per structure 
can, of course, vary across researchers. For the Halaf 
period, Seeden, for instance, argues for 8 people liv-

19 Cf. also Akkermans 1989, pp. 63-64; Akkermans, 
Schwartz 2003, p. 151; Frangipane 1996, pp. 76-77; 
2007, pp. 155-157; 2013; Hunter-Anderson 1977; Huot 
1994, pp. 147-148; Verhoeven 1999, p. 219.

20 Banning 1998, 2003.
21 LeBlanc 1971; Naroll 1962.
22 Banning 2003, pp. 12-13; Kamp 2000, p. 86.

on a supposed association of size and type – that is, 
a link between the bigger tholoi and the ones with 
antechamber – as well as on a supposed trend of in-
creasing size over time.16 The data collected and ana-
lyzed, however, do not clearly show either of these 
two trends. Putting together Proto-Halaf and Halaf 
I on one side and Halaf II on the other, the average 
size is essentially the same (about 10 sq m) in both 
periods. While special functions cannot be ruled 
out, it seems perhaps more prudent to consider pos-
sible dwellings as lying along a range of sizes. At some 
sites, the size distribution clusteres towards the low-
er end of the range, at others towards the upper. 

4. First question: 
nuclear or extended households?

These abstract data would be more useful in the spe-
cific context of each site and the internal settlement 
layout but, as has been noted above, it is not always 
so easy to have a general overview of the settlement. 
Here we address the first question about the model 
of nuclear or extended families and households. In 
1972, and later revisited about 15 years ago, Flan-
nery proposed the model of African compounds in 
the interpretation of the circular structures of the 
Natufian.17 The compound is made up of an extend-
ed family, generally polygamous, consisting of an 
average of about twenty people. Everyone has their 
own home, except for the youngest children, while 
the other structures (kitchens, granaries, stables) are 
in common. This model was rejected for the Natu-
fian by Breniquet and Forest, who instead use it in 
the Halaf context (fig. 7).18 According to them, the 
circular buildings of the Natufian are more or less 
of the same size and inhabited by a nuclear family, 
while in the Halaf context, different sizes and func-
tions of the tholos would fit with the model of a 
compound. In this way, the various tholoi are paral-
lel to the various rooms of a rectangular house, and 

16 Breniquet 1986, p. 237; 1989, p. 331; 1996, p. 87, 
pp. 90-96, pp. 117-118. See also Huot 1994, p. 146; Tsuneki 
1998.

17 Flannery 1972, 2002.
18 Breniquet 1986, p. 237; 1989, p. 331; 1996, 

pp. 92-94; Forest 1996, pp. 27-31.
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Breniquet considers some tholoi with connected 
structures from Yarim Tepe II and, more general-
ly, the tholoi with auxiliary structures from Middle 
Halaf onward, as dwellings suitable for more than 
one person. She relates this interpretation to the 
evolution of the tholos, consisting of an increase of 
size and the adoption of connected structures.26 It 
has been noted previously that this evolution is ac-
tually not so clear: tholoi with auxiliary structures 

26 Breniquet 1986, p. 237; 1989, p. 331; 1996, 
pp. 94-96, pp. 117-118.

ing in a tholos with a diameter of 3.7 m (and thus 
an area of about 10.75 sq m);23 Verhoeven places 10 
people in some tholoi of Sabi Abyad level 6, with a 
diameter that varies from 5 to 6 m (area between 
about 20 and 28 sq m).24 Hours and Copeland stress 
that the size of tholoi and their arrangement suggest 
a social organization founded on the autonomous 
life of nuclear families.25

23 Seeden 1982, p. 71.
24 Verhoeven 1999, p. 211.
25 Copeland, Hours 1986, p. 218.

Figure 7 
Compound Matakan (A), Muktele (B), Songhai (C), Senufo (D) 
(after Breniquet 1996, pl. 47, 48, 50, 53)
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Figure 8 
Tell Sabi Abyad – Tholos with antechamber (A) and Fıstıklı Höyük – Levels IV-IIIa (B) 
(after Akkermans [ed.] 1996, fig. 2.22; Bernbeck et Al. 2003, fig. 2)

Figure 9 
Khirbet esh-Shenef – Level 3 
(after Akkermans, Wittmann 1993, fig. 5)
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from those at Fıstıklı Höyük. Even when the exca-
vated area is sufficiently extensive to determine the 
placement of some bigger tholoi apparently around 
an open area or a courtyard, the entrances, where 
they can be detected, do not face onto the courtyard 
as the compound model would suggest, but rather 
face in different directions (including away from the 
courtyard itself).

5. Second question: 
domestic and/or communal storage?

Whether families consisted of nuclear or extended 
households, considering the placement of the build-
ings, the open activity areas and so on, a context ap-
pears in which the individual households seem to be 
tied together by close relations of cooperation, and 
the community as a whole seems to have precedence 
over the single household or family.30 At this point, 
there arises the second question, regarding storage 
facilities and the practices of communal and ‘pub-
lic’ storage or domestic and ‘private’ storage. In the 
context of a compound and extended households, 
it is not a key question because the border between 
domestic and communal is less well-defined, espe-
cially in the small sites, inhabited by no more than 
one extended family. However, taking into account 
the nuclear household hypothesis or the possibility 
of different ways of life at different sites, the issue 
becomes one of some importance.

Some scholars, from Akkermans to Frangipane, 
especially on the basis of level 6 (and 3) of Sabi Ab-
yad, stressed the importance of communal storage.31 
Others, such as Kielt Costello, consider the rectan-
gular buildings of Sabi Abyad and the sealings found 
inside, as an index of ownership or accountability 
at a ‘private’ and familial level – extended family in 
this case, in the context of a village community or-
ganized along the lines of Samarran society – and 
not at a communal level.32 Kielt Costello regards the 

30 Cf. Frangipane 1996, pp. 69-87; 2007, 2013; Pol-
lock 2013; Pollock, Castro Gessner, 2009. Cf. also 
Akkermans, Schwartz 2003.

31 Akkermans, Duistermaat 1997; Frangipane 
1996, pp. 76-81; 2007, pp. 157-159; 2013; Verhoeven 1999.

32 Kielt Costello 2002.

and antechambers are present from the Proto-Halaf 
onward (fig. 8), perhaps in smaller numbers but we 
must remember that several tholoi are only partially 
excavated, and it is difficult to know whether there 
were any connected structures or not. Therefore, the 
model that Breniquet proposed as holding from the 
Middle Halaf onward could, in fact, also fit earlier 
periods. Furthermore, the tholoi from Yarim Tepe, 
which Breniquet refers to, are not so large and the 
connected structures are divided into small cells not 
suitable for habitation.

We cannot completely exclude the model of the 
compound, nor should we suggest a sort of ‘regres-
sion’ from the Halaf to the Natufian and PPNA 
periods. Rather, one might wonder if there may be 
different contexts at different sites and villages. At 
Fıstıklı Höyük, a small short-lived site, it has been 
noted that the arrangement of tholoi fits a situa-
tion in which there are independent residential 
units rather than a household made-up of several 
tholoi (fig. 8).27 Such a situation may also occur at 
sites with similar characteristics such as Kharabeh 
Shattani, Shams ed-Din or Tell Umm Qseir (figs. 
11, 12). These are all small and short-lived sites, 
and seem to be less densely built-up than the larg-
er and longer-lived ones, such as Yarim Tepe II or 
Sabi Abyad.28

However, the distinction is not so simple. Khir-
bet esh-Shenef is a small and short-lived site but the 
excavated area is quite densely built-up with adjoin-
ing houses (fig. 9). On the other hand, Yarim Tepe 
II and III have some levels with unbuilt areas and, 
if you consider the buildings to have been contem-
porary in use, the resulting image is quite different 
from what it may at first seem. In Yarim Tepe II 
levels VI and V (fig. 10), not all the structures be-
long to the same building phase and probably some 
buildings and some tholoi were under construction 
when others were already in a state of decay.29 As 
a result, the possible dwellings in use at the same 
time are not always so many, and their location and 
distances between them are not always so different 

27 Bernbeck et Al. 2003, pp. 69-70.
28 Cf. also Baird, Campbell, Watkins 1995, 

pp. 187-188.
29 Cf. Benitti 2008, pp. 16-53; Breniquet 1996, 

p. 82.
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made up of several small cells, which can be con-
sidered as a kind of domestic storage.35 To sum up, 
we can assume the existence of different forms and 
practices of storage according to the needs and the 
context of each site, from communal storehouses to 
domestic storage associated with the home, to an in-
termediate form common to more than one house.36

6. Third question: what kind of 
mobility?

The third point, linked to the previous ones and 
to the possible differences between short and long-
lived sites, concerns mobility. Proto-Halaf and 
Halaf society and its way of life seem to be charac-

35 Bernbeck et Al. 2003, pp. 69-71; Breniquet 
1986, p. 237; 1989, p. 331; 1996, p. 95; Pollock, Castro 
Gessner 2009.

36 Cf. also Frangipane 2013, p. 91.

communal arrangement as more typical from the 
Early Halaf onward.

The best-known example, well studied and doc-
umented, is precisely the Proto-Halaf Burnt Vil-
lage of Sabi Abyad, with its extended rectangular 
buildings. However, other, sometimes smaller rec-
tangular buildings, perhaps with similar functions, 
are present at other sites during the Halaf period: at 
Sabi Abyad level 3, Yarim Tepe, Khirbet esh-Shenef 
and Çavi Tarlası (figs. 2, 9, 10).33 Other times, there 
are narrow and elongated rectangular structures 
(seen quite often at Yarim Tepe) that could serve, 
perhaps, only certain parts of the community and 
certain dwellings (fig. 1).34 Finally, there are the rec-
tangular structures connected to tholoi, sometimes 

33 Akkermans 1993; Akkermans (ed.) 1996; Akker-
mans et Al. (eds.) 2014, Akkermans, Schwartz 2003, 
p. 117; Frangipane 2007, p. 157.

34 Cf. Breniquet 1996, p. 60, p. 87, p. 90; Frangi-
pane 1996, p. 74; 2007, pp. 156-157; 2013, p. 96; Hijara 
1997, p. 20.

Figure 10 
Yarim Tepe II – Level VI (A) and Level V (B) 
(after Munchaev 1997, fig. 3, p. 73; Breniquet 1996, pl. 36)
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mia, during the Proto-Halaf and Halaf periods but 
not only then, seems to be characterized by a mix 
of villages with longer occupation and shorter lived 
sites, maybe inhabited on a seasonal basis – it being 
difficult to distinguish seasonal encampments with 
little or no architecture. Proto-Halaf and Halaf set-
tlements are often less than 1 ha and only a few are 
larger than 2 ha. Sabi Abyad is about 5 ha but is the 
result of progressive shifting of smaller villages, and 
this could also be the case for bigger sites (about 20 
ha) as Domuztepe, Kazane Höyük, Samsat, Nisi-
been, Mounbateh and Takyan Höyük.38

38 Akkermans 1993, p. 199; 2013; Akkermans et 
Al. 2006, pp. 151-152; Akkermans, Schwartz 2003, 
p. 103, pp. 118-119; Bernbeck, Pollock, Coursey 1999, 
p. 110; Castro Gessner 2008, p. 84; Frangipane 2007, 
p. 155; 2013; Matthews 2000, p. 108; Nieuwenhuyse 
2000, p. 183; Yildirim, Gates 2007, p. 286. Cf. also Hole 
2000.

terized by some degree of mobility. What kind of 
mobility? Short or long term? What are the reasons 
behind it? Some of the possible reasons proposed as 
related to mobility are the fissioning or segmenta-
tion of groups (a possible process by which commu-
nities reproduced themselves within the territory), 
cyclical agriculture and pastoralism. Such reasons 
may also explain the settlement pattern and ‘expan-
sion’ during the Halaf II period.37 The settlement 
pattern of the Late Neolithic in Upper Mesopota-

37 Akkermans 1993, 2013; Akkermans, Duis-
termaat 1997; Akkermans, Schwartz 2003; Akker-
mans, Wittmann 1993, pp. 162-165; Baird, Campbell, 
Watkins 1995, p. 189; Bernbeck et Al. 2003, pp. 11-12, 
pp. 71-72; Breniquet 1996; Castro Gessner 2008; Fo-
rest 1996, pp. 27-36; Frangipane 1996, pp. 69-87; 2007, 
2013; Hijara 1997; Huot 1994, pp. 132-152; Nieuwen-
huyse 2000, p. 183, pp. 193-194; Tsuneki, Miyake (eds.) 
1998, p. 176; Verhoeven 1999. For a ‘classical’ view of Halaf 
expansion: Copeland, Hours 1986.

Figure 11 
Kharabeh Shattani – Level 3 (A) and Shams ed-Din – Level 4 (B) 
(after Baird, Campbell, Watkins [eds.] 1995, fig. 10; Al-Radi, Seeden 1980, fig. 33)
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Halaf sites, also at long-lived sites as Yarim Tepe II, 
whose first traces of occupation are not so different 
from the stratigraphic sequences found at short-
lived sites like Umm Qseir, Kharabeh Shattani and 
Shams ed-Din (figs. 11, 12).41 The model of long 
term mobility proposed for Fıstıklı Höyük, might 
explain these stratigraphic sequences (fig. 12).42 On 
the other hand, the case of Tell Umm Qseir shows 
that it is too simplistic to assume for all smaller sites 

41 Cf. Baird, Campbell, Watkins 1995, pp. 187-188; 
Benitti 2008. See also Frangipane 2013, p. 92.

42 Benitti 2008, pp. 276-277; Bernbeck et Al. 2003, 
pp. 11-12, pp. 71-72. See also Akkermans 2013; Bernbeck 
2013.

Short occupation, with possible breaks in stra-
tigraphy, shifting of settlements, small sites with 
limited architecture and sometimes an emphasis 
on hunting activity, have led researchers to consid-
er some small and short-lived sites as seasonal (and 
specialised) camps related to activities such as herd-
ing and hunting.39 Possible breaks in stratigraphic 
sequences and in site occupation are not always sim-
ple to detect, especially in sites where we cannot ex-
clude the shifting over time of functional and built-
up area.40 This kind of shifting is present at many 

39 Cf. studies cited in note 37.
40 Cf. Benitti 2008; Breniquet 1996, p. 68; Castro 

Gessner 2008, p. 82. See also Akkermans 2013.

Figure 12 
Tell Umm Qseir – Level 1 (A) and mobility and settlement pattern around Fıstıklı Höyük (B) 
(after Bernbeck et Al. 2003, fig. 45; Tsuneki, Miyake [eds.] 1998, fig. 19)
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the differences in the architecture and to make it 
necessary to maintain social relations (marriage, rit-
ual, political, etc.) between the two groups.47 Oth-
erwise, if there was not such ‘strong’ specialisation, 
rather than the rotation of two distinct groups it 
seems more likely that there would have been the 
ethnographically known situation where, with-
in the same family, there are transhumant herders 
and sedentary farmers. We will mention only one 
case of a well-known pastoral society (cattle in this 
case, not sheep and goats as in the Halaf): the Nuer 
studied by Sir Evans-Pritchard, which is exactly of 
this type.48 The settlement pattern has some resem-
blance to that of the Halaf (and to that of many pas-
toral societies), with sedentary larger villages during 
the rainy season and more dispersed encampments 
during the rest of the year.  Inside the family itself 
there are young males and adults who move around 
with the herds and females, children and older 
males who stay in the village to undertake farming 
and other activities.

7. Conclusions and a final point: 
a question of identity?

This paper has tried to ask questions rather than 
give answers. Further, it has tried to argue for the 
possibility of nuanced and not necessarily univocal 
answers to certain issues. It has been seen that clos-
er study and comparison of certain local contexts, 
settlements and villages, could support the possible 
hypothesis of a family pattern based on the nuclear 
family without, on the other hand, excluding the ex-
tended household and compound model. It has also 
been seen that the existence and adoption, at least in 
part, of collective storehouses does not exclude the 
possible presence of other storage facilities and prac-
tices on a domestic level.

It has been noted that the question of mobil-
ity and related issues in the Proto-Halaf and Halaf 
periods involves potentially complex issues of in-
terpretation: settlement patterns and the mecha-

47 «Structuring Structures» is the (sociological) defini-
tion used by Verhoeven 1999, p. 213.

48 Evans-Pritchard 1940.

a seasonal occupation when, instead, from a care-
ful and integrated analysis of paleobotanical and ar-
chaeozoological remains, Umm Qseir seems to have 
had a year-round occupation.43

Regarding pastoralism: what are we talking 
about in Proto-Halaf and Halaf contexts? It is not 
always clear whether the model refers to a kind of 
specialized pastoralism that involves whole seg-
ments of the society or community, entire families 
and villages that maintain relations with the agri-
cultural and sedentary villages; or to a type of pas-
toralism common in the ethnographic literature, 
that is, within the same village and the same fami-
ly.44 For instance, according to the interpretation 
of the Burnt Village of Sabi Abyad proposed by 
Akkermans and Duistermaat and followed and ex-
tended by Verhoeven, the community would have 
consisted of two groups, one of ‘nomadic’ pasto-
ralists and the other one of sedentary people.45 The 
big rectangular storehouses and the sealings in-
side them would be explained by the need to pre-
serve the goods of a large number of people who 
were not physically present in the village. The two 
groups would also explain, at least in part, the dif-
ferences in architecture, with the tholoi related to 
sedentary residents and the rectangular buildings 
related to the ‘nomads’. The roles, however, would 
be interchangeable, with the groups of pastoralists 
becoming sedentary farmers after a short period of 
time and vice versa.

It is difficult to establish whether this model fits 
or does not fit with the Burnt Village or with Pro-
to-Halaf and Halaf society as a whole.46 Perhaps it 
would be simpler to imagine a situation in which the 
possibility of ‘strong’ specialisation into two groups 
is regarded as the alternative to a ‘weak(er)’ speciali-
sation with interchangeable roles. That is, one could 
see either the existence of specialised groups or suffi-
cient specialisation as reason enough to ‘structure’ 

43 Perhaps the question remains open. Anyway, cf. Hole, 
Johnson 1987; McCorriston 1992; Tsuneki, Miyake 
(eds.) 1998; Zeder 1994.

44 See references in note 37.
45 Akkermans, Duistermaat 1997; Verhoeven 

1999.
46 Cf. discussion at the end of Akkermans, Duister-

maat 1997.
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between the Halaf Ib assemblage typical of the Up-
per Tigris and Sinjar and the ‘Intermediate phase’ of 
the Syrian Jazira.51 In some levels belonging to the lat-
ter and more-or-less contemporaneous with Halaf Ib 
levels, one finds pieces of pottery both from the Halaf 
Ib assemblage and from the traditional Middle Halaf 
(Halaf IIa) assemblage (such as large cream bowls).52 
Differences may be a question of identity or social 
practices or both. What kind of identity and social 
practices might these be: cultural and ethnic, related 
to social groups, different families, different sites and 
geographical areas, different skills and abilities in pot-
tery production and decoration?

So, the last question is: what are the relation-
ships (if any) between these supposed local or re-
gional differences in pottery production and the 
three main points discussed above (family structure, 
storage and mobility)? Generally speaking, the ques-
tion is that of Halaf ‘identity’ and Halaf as a ‘cul-
tural – and maybe social – umbrella’.53 There are 
probably no easy and definitive answers, not even 
regarding how family structure determined house 
size and design. However, it is definitely worth con-
tinuing asking the questions!

51 Cf. Campbell 2007; Castro Gessner 2008. Inter-
mediate phase (Halaf Intermediate), used in particular by Cru-
ells, refers to CB III at Chagar Bazar, Balikh IIIC at Sabi Abyad 
and the Balikh, HL VI at Tell Halula and the entire produc-
tion of Tell Amarna. Cf. Akkermans 1993; Cruells 2004, 
2006a, 2006b, 2009, 2013; Nieuwenhuyse 1997, 2010. 

52 An analysis of these aspects and a more complete bibli-
ography in Benitti 2016, in particular pp. 244-255.

53 Akkermans 2000, p. 51. See also Akkermans, 
Schwartz 2003.

nisms by which communities reproduced them-
selves within the territory, social practices and 
subsistence strategies, stratigraphic sequences 
and use of space.49 Again, we focused mainly on 
the identification of possible differences between 
sites, without taking for granted univocal strong 
distinctions between small and large settlements, 
long- and short-lived ones, year-round and season-
al occupations.

There remains another question: Even within a 
context that, like the Halaf, is on the whole rather 
homogeneous there are possible distinctions that 
result from studies on pottery production, compar-
ing data between local and regional scales.50 Dimen-
sions include more or less slight differences in the 
appearance, adoption and diffusion of certain types 
or decorative modes, and hence also relative chro-
nology. Not only are there differences between Pro-
to-Halaf, Samarra and Hassuna, but also within the 
Halaf period too.

It is not the aim of this paper to treat the aspects 
related to pottery production and chronology. Nev-
ertheless, what are the possible reasons behind these 
differences? Consider this example: the differences  

49 However, these issues concern the whole Late Neolith-
ic in Upper Mesopotamia.

50 E.g. Spataro, Fletcher 2010.
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