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1. Introduction

To define what a temple is and which func-
tions it had in Early Dynastic Mesopotamia is
still an open issue. Studying the so-called sacred
buildings of the 4th and 3rd millennium BC,
Jean-Daniel Forest recently put some thought-
provoking views forward (Forest 1996 and
1999), which were accepted by some French
scholars (cf. Vallet 2001, p. 453 and Thalmann
2003, p. 61). However, Forest’s proposals are
questionable and have been challenged by
Nicolò Marchetti (2006: 121-125). According
to Forest, only those buildings that were built on
terraces inside oval precincts are to be interpret-
ed as temples, while bent-axis rooms basically
had secular functions – in spite of the many ded-
icatory artefacts found there. The present work
aims at examining the relative distribution of
objects in those buildings traditionally interpret-
ed as temples, in order to establish, through the
contextual approach adopted here, the functions
of the different sectors of the buildings in ques-
tion. As a case study, we will focus here on the site
of Tutub (modern Khafajah), in the valley of the
Diyala river (ca 15 km to the North of the conflu-
ence of the Diyala with the Tigris). Tutub is an
Early Dynastic urban center excavated in the ’30s
by the Oriental Institute of the University of

Chicago1. Only the major buildings will be taken
into account here2: the Samuš (“Sin”) temple, the
Small Shrine (“Nintu”) and the Temple Oval.
The relative chronology of these buildings at
Tutub is summarized in the following table3:
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1 Under the direction of Henri Frankfort (from 1930 to
1937) and Pinhas Delougaz. During the 1937-38
campaign, directed by Delougaz and funded by the
University Museum of the University of Pennsylvania
and the American Schools of Oriental Research, the
earlier levels of the temple known as the Small Shrine
(“Nintu”) were explored. However, the plans of those
levels, drawn by the architect Charles Bache, went
lost (Delougaz, Hill, Lloyd 1967, p. 21 n. 22).

2 The plans published in Delougaz 1940 and
Delougaz, Lloyd 1942 have been drawn anew, with
the addition of some symbols for each class of objects
and an indication of their relative quantities in each
room (see also the general functional classes of the
small finds listed in the headline of each table). The
minor shrines (the “Small Temple” and the sanctuary
in S 44) do not present contexts of sufficient signifi-
cance for the aims of the present study.

3 This periodization, which is different from that pro-

* I would like to thank Prof. Nicolò Marchetti, my
MA dissertation supervisor, for the support and
guidance he gave me at the Alma Mater Studiorum -
Università di Bologna.
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SPACE AND RITUAL IN EARLY DYNASTIC MESOPOTAMIA: A CONTEXTUAL
ANALYSIS OF THE SHRINES OF TUTUB

Luisa Guerri*

The present paper deals with the issue of defining what is a temple in Early Dynastic Mesopotamia by considering the
case of ancient Tutub (present-day Khafajah) in Eastern Iraq. The topic is developed by means of tables and diagrams
and by taking into consideration the context, thus analysing the functions of each sector of the buildings, which are
believed to be sacred.

Samuš Small Shrine Oval

JN I-III

?

ED I IV-VII I-IV

ED II VIII V

ED IIIa
IX: 1 VI I

ED IIIb
IX: 5 VII (+P45:51)

X
?

II

Akkadian III

Tab. 1. Relative stratigraphical chart for the buildings of
Tutub examined here.



The final publications of the Oriental
Institute of Chicago excavations at Tutub are
organized according to documentary classes4.
My study, which attempts at reconstructing the
functions of the architectural complexes gener-
ally considered to be cultic buildings5, is most-
ly based on the reconstruction of the small finds
contexts, as well as on the study of the plans
and of the fixed installations. I have chosen to
present the analysis of the evidence in a tabular
form, in order to be as synthetic and clear as
possible.

2. Tabular discussion (figs. 2-14, tabs. 2-21)6
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posed by the excavators, follows Marchetti 2006, pp.
112-121, tab. 12.

4 The volumes published so far concern architecture
(with a summary catalogue of finds) (Delougaz 1940,
Delougaz, Lloyd 1942; Delougaz, Hill, Lloyd 1967),
pottery (Delougaz 1952), glyptic (Frankfort 1955),
sculpture (Frankfort 1939 and 1943). The small
finds, on the contrary, are still mostly unpublished,
only few of them having been published in the pre-
liminary reports (Frankfort 1934, 1935a, 1935b and
1936) or in the above-mentioned volumes on the
architecture.

5 Cf. Heinrich 1982. However, Heinrich’s analysis disre-
gards contextual data. I refrain here from other kinds
of analysis, such as that brilliantly carried out by Irene
Winter (1999) for some objects from the Ur cemetery.

6 In the tables, the number in brackets refers to the
bibliographical reference in the Appendix. If no
number in brackets is present, it means that the
quantities given have been inferred from the synthet-
ic entry of the objects catalogue in Delougaz, Lloyd
1942.

Fig. 2. The Samuš (“Sin”) Temple I at Tutub.

Fig. 3. The Samuš (“Sin”) Temple II at Tutub.

Fig. 4. The Samuš (“Sin”) Temple III at Tutub.

Fig. 1. Legend.
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Fig. 5. The Samuš (“Sin”) Temple IV at Tutub.

Fig. 6. The Samuš (“Sin”) Temple V at Tutub.

Fig. 7. The Samuš (“Sin”) Temple VI at Tutub.

Fig. 8. The Samuš (“Sin”) Temple VII at Tutub.

Fig. 9. The Samuš (“Sin”) Temple VIII at Tutub.

Fig. 10. The Samuš (“Sin”) Temple IX at Tutub.
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Fig. 11. The Samuš (“Sin”) Temple X at Tutub.

Fig. 14. The Oval Temple II at Tutub.

Fig. 12. The Small Shrine (“Nintu”) VI at Tutub.

Fig. 13. The Oval temple I at Tutub.



Luisa Guerri

135

Ta
b.

 2
. M

at
er

ia
ls

 f
ro

m
 l

ev
el

 I
 o

f 
th

e 
Sa

m
uš

(“
Si

n”
) 

Te
m

pl
e 

at
 T

ut
ub

.

Ta
b.

 3
. M

at
er

ia
ls

 f
ro

m
 l

ev
el

 I
I 

of
 S

am
uš

(“
Si

n”
) 

Te
m

pl
e 

at
 T

ut
ub

.

Ta
b.

 4
. M

at
er

ia
ls

 f
ro

m
 l

ev
el

 I
II

 o
f 

Sa
m

uš
 (

“S
in

”)
 T

em
pl

e 
at

 T
ut

ub
.

Ta
b.

 5
. M

at
er

ia
ls

 f
ro

m
 l

ev
el

 I
V

 o
f 

Sa
m

uš
(“

Si
n”

) 
Te

m
pl

e 
at

 T
ut

ub
.



Ocnus 16, 2008

136

Ta
b.

 6
. M

at
er

ia
ls

 f
ro

m
 l

ev
el

 V
 o

f 
Sa

m
uš

(“
Si

n”
) 

Te
m

pl
e 

at
 T

ut
ub

.

Ta
b.

 7
. M

at
er

ia
ls

 f
ro

m
 l

ev
el

 V
I 

of
 S

am
uš

(“
Si

n”
) 

Te
m

pl
e 

at
 T

ut
ub

.

Ta
b.

 8
. M

at
er

ia
ls

 f
ro

m
 l

ev
el

 V
II

 o
f 

Sa
m

uš
(“

Si
n”

) 
Te

m
pl

e 
at

 T
ut

ub
.



Luisa Guerri

137

Ta
b.

 9
. M

at
er

ia
ls

 f
ro

m
 l

ev
el

 V
II

I 
of

 S
am

uš
(“

Si
n”

) 
Te

m
pl

e 
at

 T
ut

ub
.

Ta
b.

 1
0.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 l
ev

el
 I

X
 o

f 
Sa

m
uš

(“
Si

n”
) 

Te
m

pl
e 

at
 T

ut
ub

.

Ta
b.

 1
1.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 l
ev

el
 X

 o
f 

Sa
m

uš
(“

Si
n”

) 
Te

m
pl

e 
at

 T
ut

ub
.



Ocnus 16, 2008

138

Ta
b.

 1
2.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 l
ev

el
 I

II
 o

f 
th

e 
Sm

al
l 

Sh
ri

ne
 (

“N
in

tu
”)

 a
t 

Tu
tu

b.

Ta
b.

 1
3.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 l
ev

el
 I

V
 o

f 
th

e 
Sm

al
l 

Sh
ri

ne
 (

“N
in

tu
”)

 a
t 

Tu
tu

b.

Ta
b.

 1
4.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 l
ev

el
 V

 o
f 

th
e 

Sm
al

l 
Sh

ri
ne

 (
“N

in
tu

”)
 a

t 
Tu

tu
b.

Ta
b.

 1
5.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 l
ev

el
 I

V
 o

f 
th

e 
Sm

al
l 

Sh
ri

ne
 (

“N
in

tu
”)

 a
t 

Tu
tu

b.

Ta
b.

 1
6.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 l
ev

el
 V

II
 o

f 
th

e 
Sm

al
l 

Sh
ri

ne
 (

“N
in

tu
”)

 a
t 

Tu
tu

b.



Luisa Guerri

139

Ta
b.

 1
7.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 l
ev

el
 I

 o
f 

th
e 

Te
m

pl
e 

O
va

l 
at

 T
ut

ub
.



Ocnus 16, 2008

140

Ta
b.

 1
8.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 “
H

ou
se

 D
”,

 l
ev

el
 I

 o
f 

th
e 

Te
m

pl
e 

O
va

l 
at

 T
ut

ub
.



Luisa Guerri

141

Ta
b.

 1
9.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 l
ev

el
 I

I 
of

 t
he

 T
em

pl
e 

O
va

l 
at

 T
ut

ub
.

Ta
b.

 2
0.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 “
H

ou
se

 D
”,

 l
ev

el
 I

I 
of

 t
he

 T
em

pl
e 

O
va

l 
at

 T
ut

ub
.



Ocnus 16, 2008

142

Ta
b.

 2
1.

 M
at

er
ia

ls
 f

ro
m

 t
he

 I
II

 o
f 

th
e 

Te
m

pl
e 

O
va

l 
at

 T
ut

ub
.



3. Concluding remarks

Architecturally, the buildings have a specif-
ic structure, with a central courtyard serving as
a the focus of the inner circulation. The cella
(either single or double) is placed in the farther-
most sector with the lowest degree of accessibil-
ity from the outside. Secondary rooms open on
the main ones. Moreover, especially in the most
structured and complex buildings, there exist
vestibules, or rooms controlling the access to
the various sectors7. Such features can be
observed in all the superimposed construction
phases of the buildings, in which the bent-axis
cella and its fixed installations remain the focus
of the overall plan, notwithstanding later refur-
bishings and enlargements.

In the Samuš (“Sin”) Temple, most of the
finds of the earlier levels (II, III, IV and V) were
made in the alleged cellae and the small rooms
connected to them. Among the various object
typologies examined, cylinder seals8 from the
alleged cella and the subsidiary rooms of the
earlier levels (Samuš I – V9) seem to be particu-
larly significant; no find of statues or reliefs is
reported except for a fragmentary relief from
the Samuš IV cella (where some pottery vessels
were also found in front of the podium).

From level VI onwards, seals are no more
present and other materials become less abun-
dant too, both in the alleged cella and in the
annexed rooms. Four statues come from level
VII: two from the alleged cella, two from the
antecella (which features a subsidary “altar”).
The same sector, in level VIII, was the theatre
of some important finds. Level IX yelded stat-
ues in great quantity, but they were almost
exclusively found in the courtyard and its sur-
rounding rooms to the South-East. The same is
true for the other objects coming from this
level. So in level IX we can observe an increase
of finds from the area of the courtyard and the
secondary rooms opening on it, while in the
earlier periods the finds are more concentrated

in the alleged cella and its annexed rooms10. The
Small Shrine (“Nintu”) complex presents a dif-
ferent distribution of the materials in respect of
the Samuš Temple, perhaps partly because of
the different architectural layout; the typology
of the found objects is also different. The most
significant level is level VI (contemporary with
Samuš level IX), with a double courtyard struc-
ture and two alleged cellae: one to the East and
another one to the West. In the western part no
object was retrieved in the courtyard, but only
in the alleged cellae. Two statues and some
mace-heads have been found near the podium of
P45:51 (level VII). In the eastern part, on the
contrary, the finds were retrieved both in the
alleged cella and in the courtyard. The most sig-
nificant ones are the statues11 and a large
amount of weapons which comes from the
courtyard12.

Still different is the distribution of finds in
the Temple Oval, where no room showing the
features of a cella has been preserved; moreover,
as has been seen above, the attribution of finds
to a given level is not always certain. The most
significant finds are the weapon deposits of
level I (in N 44:1 and in N 45:2) and level II (in
N 44:1). Yet, the greatest concentration of
objects lied in the so-called “House D” (usually
interpreted as a private dwelling for a high
priest), in particular in the so-called “private

Luisa Guerri

10 Note, for instance, room Q 42:7 and the courtyard Q
42:9 of level VI, for which the catalogue reports 42
items (whole statues and fragmentary statues). The
different distribution of materials seems related to a
significant change in the architectural layout of both
rooms and installations (cf. also Meijer 2002). The
rooms with direct and exclusive access from the
alleged cella in level VI disappear, except for the
entrance room which is enlarged and provided with
rectangular tables; in the following levels, these will
be shaped as podia similar to the ones of the alleged
cellae. The traditional, circular offering table, located
next to the entrance of the alleged cella, is not
rebuilt; instead, in level VIII, a podium appears,
flanked by tables of various shapes. This change
probably reflects a shift of the activities carried out
there from the cella to the courtyard. The ex-voto were
laid down near the courtyard podium and then stored
in the subsidiary rooms, as the multiplication of the
offering tables allows one to think.

11 In the excavation catalogue, 7 are reported from the
alleged cella Q 45:4, 8 from the courtyard Q 45:12
and 2 from the room adjacent to courtyard Q 44:15. 

12 The weapons found in courtyard Q 45:12 are 51, of
which 6 in Q 45:7.

7 For a spatial analysis concerning a different case
study, cf. Burasco 2004.

8 They are found in all of the first five levels of the
Samuš (“Sin”) Temple, in particular in the cellae of
levels II (9), IV (94) and V (11), as well as in the sub-
sidiary rooms of levels II (25), III (22) and V (11).

9 See tables 2-6.
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shrine” of level I (L 43:7). The concentration of
statues (14), which in other parts of the build-
ing are only found scattered in various rooms,
seems to be particularly noteworthy.

Moreover, intentional depositions have been
found inside rooms believed to be the cellae;
these include a small pit with a clay lid contain-
ing amulets and ornaments from level VIII of
the Samuš Temple; a steatite vessel which had
been placed on the podium of the Small Shrine –
level III; a group of statues in front of the altar
of the Small Shrine – level VI; many fragments
of raw materials – like gold, bronze, copper,
lapis lazuli, crystal and slate – in the Temple
Oval II, in the north-eastern and north-western
corners of the platform. At least some of these
deposits – especially those with ornaments or
raw materials – are related to the rituals carried
out during the construction phase.

To sum up the architectural structure, the
distribution of the small finds and the presence
of offering pits, cultic installations and dedica-
tory inscriptions (cf. Marchesi 2006) – all these
features suggest that the buildings in question
were indeed temples. 

Appendix (cf. tabs. 2-21)

1) Delougaz 1952: pls. 144, 175: A.633.263,
C.414.253. 2) Delougaz 1952: pl. 134b-c: B.413.253,
C.49-.-53. 3) Frankfort 1955: no. 1, pl. 1. 4) Delougaz
1952: pl. 28: C.494.253, C.495.253. 5) Frankfort 1955:
53. 6) Frankfort 1955: nos. 2-10, pl. 1. 7) Delougaz
1952: pls. 147, 169: B.041.500, C.041.500. 8) Frankfort
1955: nos. 11-15, pl. 2. 9) Delougaz 1952: pl. 170:
C.200.200. 10) Frankfort 1955: nos. 16-34, pls. 2-4. 11)
Frankfort 1955: no.60, pl. 6. 12) Frankfort 1955: nos.
36-56, pls. 5-6. 13) Delougaz 1952: pls. 25a, 27, 147,
172, 175, 134, 186, 189: B.041.500 (2), B.085.200,
B.415.253, B.493.253, B.546.242, C.305.400,
C.413.253: a-b, C.603.270, C.634.253, C.634.373(2),
C.634.453, C.702.253. 14) Frankfort 1955: nos.57-58,
pl. 6. 15) Delougaz 1952: pl. 177: C.494.273. 16)
Frankfort 1955: no.59, pl. 6. 17) Frankfort 1955: no.
210, pl. 18. 18) Frankfort 1955: nos. 211-214, pl. 18.
19) Frankfort 1949: no.208, pl. 1 fig. 23. 20) Frankfort
1955: nos.66-209, pls.7-18. 21) Delougaz 1952: pl. 156:
B.516.273, C.654.222. 22) Frankfort 1955: 53. 23)
Frankfort 1955: nos. 221-222, pl. 21. 24) Frankfort
1955: nos. 223-224, pl. 22. 25) Frankfort 1955: pag. 53.

26) Frankfort 1955: nos. 11-15, pl. 2. 27) Delougaz
1952: pl. 182: C.533.313 (2). 28) Frankfort 1955: nos.
215-220, pl. 21. 29) Delougaz 1952: pls. 133c, C.96-.—
-. 30) Frankfort 1955: nos. 225, pl. 22. 31) Frankfort
1955: no. 227, pl. 22. 32) Delougaz 1952: pl. 183:
C.202.200, C.545.320, C.367.010. 33) Frankfort 1939:
no. 92, pl. 69: G. 34) Frankfort 1955: no. 234, pl. 23.
35) Frankfort 1955: no. 237, pl. 23. 36) Delougaz 1952:
nos. 160: a-b, pl. 48: g-f. 37) Frankfort 1955: nos. 235-
236; pl. 23. 38) Frankfort 1939: nos. 87, 170, pls. 68: B-
E-H, 96: B. 39) Frankfort 1955: nos. 239-243, pls. 23,
24. 40) Frankfort 1939: nos. 58, 60, 133, 139, 145, 148,
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P. 41) Frankfort 1955: no. 238, pl. 23. 42) Frankfort
1939: nos. 83, 86, 88, 114, 115, 124, 127, 130, 140,
151a, 151b, 190, 191, pls. 67: E, 68: A-D-G, 68: C-F-I,
81: A, 81: B, 86: C-D, 85: I-J, 86: C-D, 90: A, 88: G-I,
91: A-C, 91: D-F, 109: A, 109: B. 43) Frankfort 1955:
no. 245, pl. 24. 44) Delougaz 1952: pls. 82, 83, C.99-.,
Delougaz, Lloyd 1942: figs. 48, 49. 45) Frankfort 1939:
no. 91, pl. 69: E. 46) Frankfort 1955: no. 234, pl. 23. 47)
Frankfort 1955: no. 247, pl. 24. 48) Frankfort 1939: no.
46, pl. 58: A-B. 49) Frankfort 1939: nos.18, 20, 26, 35,
37, 39,110, 113, 119, 132, 141, 149, 173, 174, 176,
251, 252, 253, pls. 27: A-B-C-D, 29, 30C-D, 31, 33, 34,
39: B, 46: C-E, 48, 50, 52, 53, 78: D-F, 80, 84: F-G, 86:
L-M, 88: J-K, 90: B-M, 95: A, 96: E-F-H. 50) Frankfort
1939: nos. 38,48,138, pls. 51,58: D,88: A-C,90: L. 51)
Frankfort 1939: nos. 21-25, 27, 34, 36, 51, 76, 102b,
104, 106-108, 109, 111, 112, 116-118, 123, 125, 128,
135, 136, 146, 150; pls. 35-38, 39: A, 40: A-B-C-E, 45:
A-C-D-F, 47,60: G-H, 64: G-H, 71, 74, 76, 77: D-F, 78:
A-C, 79: A-C-D-E, 82, 83, 84: A-C, 85: A-B-E-F-K-L,
87: C-D-E-F, 89: I-J, 90: C-D-E-F-I-J-K-O, 95: B. 52)
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B,89: K-M. 56) Frankfort 1939: nos.
17,37,104,134,137,151, pls. 28, 30: A-B, 48-50, 87: A-
B-G-H, 74, 90: G-J-N, 91: A-C-D-F, 95: B. 57)
Frankfort 1939: no. 185, pl. 105. 58) Frankfort 1955: no.
246, pl. 24. 59) Frankfort 1939: no. 143, pls. 89: A-B,
90: P. 60) Frankfort 1955: no. 248; pl. 24. 61) Delougaz
1952: pl. 140: A.014.703. 62) Delougaz 1952: pl. 155:
B.514.570, B.756.521. 63) Frankfort 1949: nos.209-
219; pls. 2-3,4: A-B-C,5,6,7: A-B-C-D,8-10, 11: A-B-C.
64) Frankfort 1949: no.313; pl. 62. 65) Frankfort 1943:
nos. 225, 226, 237, 238, 240, 293-295, pls. 14: C-D, 15,
22: D-E-F-G, 23: C-D, 46-50, 51: A-B. 66) Frankfort
1943: nos.220, 235, pls. 12: A-B, 22: A-B. 67) Frankfort
1943: nos. 232, 233, pls.19, 20, 21: A. 68) Frankfort
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C, 21: B, 22 C, 23: A-B, 53: A. 69) Frankfort 1943: no.
328, pl. 67: E. 70) Frankfort 1955: no. 280, pl. 28. 71)
Frankfort 1943: nos. 219, 223, 224, 227, 228- 231, pls.
11: B-C, 13, 14: A-B, 16: A-B-C, 17, 18: A-B-C. 72)
Frankfort 1955: no. 277-279, pl. 28. 73) Delougaz 1952:
pls. 146, 154: B.001.200a (2), B.416.371. 74) Frankfort
1943: no. 315, pl. 64: A. 75) Frankfort 1939: no. 201,
pl. 114. 76) Delougaz 1952: pls. 146, 154, 106: m:
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