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Of Men and Equids
Piecing the Clay Images from Tell Arbid Back Together

M  M

Abstract: This paper aims at analyzing relations between different types of clay fi gurines 
and models found at Tell Arbid, a site in northern Mesopotamia, in the Khabur region. 
Starting with a presentation of a set of third millennium  clay objects – including an 
equid and an anthropomorphic fi gurines, as well as a wheel model – the author discusses 
those fi gurines which were deliberately shaped to fi t, or to be combined with, other objects. 
Analyzing them against the backdrop of analogies from Mesopotamian iconographic sources 
allowed for defi ning some functional associations between the representations of males, 
wheeled vehicles and/or equids. The hypothetically reconstructed sets seem to reproduce 
scenes well-known from other media. Based on these observations, it is possible better to 
understand and to interconnect phenomena characteristic for the clay plastic art not just of 
the site but of the whole region: predominance of equids, prevalence of male over female 
images and popularity of model vehicles. 
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The meaning and function of clay fi gurines, widespread at most sites of the Near East, 
is an issue drawing the attention of most scholars analyzing this class of small fi nds. 
However, studies devoted to this research problem generally do not yield unequivocal and 
conclusive results, especially when Bronze Age or earlier fi gurines are considered. Since 
written sources provide hardly any direct aid for reconstructing such images’ function and 
meaning, the analysis of the fi gurines themselves and of their context – in a broad sense 
– is essential for these studies.

This holds true also for clay fi gurines from the Khabur River basin, in north Mesopo-
tamia. The plastic art of the region from the third and fi rst half of the second millennium  
is among the least recognized in Mesopotamia. Most are rather schematic representations
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whose makers paid little attention to detail. A vast majority comes from  secondary 
contexts: room fi lls, refuse pits, street deposits and disturbed or eroded layers.1 This is also 
the case of fi gurines from Tell Arbid, studied by the author of  article. The assemblage 
numbers c. 650 fi gurines. An overwhelming majority of them (c. 90%) represents different 
species of animals, the rest – human males and females. These objects are dated from the 
Ninevite 5/Early Jazirah I–II period (c. 2900–2500 ), through the Early Dynastic III/
/Early Jazirah III (ED III, c. 2500–2350 ), Akkadian/Early Jazirah IV (c. 2350–2200 ), 
and Post-Akkadian/Early Jazirah V periods (c. 2200–2000 ) to the Khabur ware period/
/Old Jazirah I–III (c. 2000–1500 ). Hardly any of them were found in primary contexts 
in which they may have originally functioned or, at least, been intentionally deposited. 
However, these cases are not just rare but also involve unique representation dissimilar to 
the bulk of other fi gurines.2

Exceptional in the Tell Arbid assemblage is a set of objects made of unbaked clay 
(Fig. 1) found just above the fl oor of a late ED III house, unearthed on the eastern slope 
of the tell.3 The set includes an anthropomorphic fi gurine, an equid fi gurine4 and a wheel 

1 Pruβ 2011: 239.
2 Makowski 2013: 618, 621, Fig. 3; Bieliński 2000: 281, Figs 5–6; see also: Pruβ 2012a.
3 Bieliński 2004: 341, Fig. 6/locus 5, square 35/65.
4 Makowski 2014: Fig. 6.

1. Set of clay objects found above fl oor level of a late ED III house, Tell Arbid: a. anthropomorphic fi gurine; b. wheel 
model; c. equid fi gurine; inv. nos: ARB’03 SD 35/65-20A (1–3) (a. Makowski 2014: Fig. 6; b-c. Digitizing M. Momot).

a

b c



 O  M   E  123

a

b

c

d e

2. Conical/cylindrical anthropomorphic fi gurines from Tell Arbid, dated to the Ninevite 5 (a), late ED III (b) and Post-
Akkadian (c-d) periods or of uncertain date (second half of third millennium ); inv. nos: a. Stray fi nd ARB D; 
b. ARB’98 SD 36/65-8; c. ARB’03 SD 36/64-102A; d. ARB’08 P 37/60-98; e. ARB’02 D 29/41-16 (b-c. Makowski 
2007: Fig. 3; a, d-e. Drawing and digitizing: M. Momot, M. Puszkarski and M. Święszkowska).
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model. The fi nd context seems to refl ect the place where the set had functioned. However, 
the set is not complete and each of its elements is damaged. The presence of the wheel 
strongly suggests that a model of a wheeled vehicle could have belonged to the set.5 Several 
unidentifi ed clay objects found with the described set could, in fact, have been fragments 
of such a model.

Individual objects forming the set represent categories of small fi nds very popular at 
Tell Arbid – both fi gurines belong to the most numerous types among zoomorphic6 and 
anthropomorphic7 representations, respectively. Therefore, the analysis of this set could 
potentially contribute signifi cant data with regard to the function and meaning of clay 
fi gurines from the site.

SET OF CLAY IMAGES – WARRIOR, EQUID AND WHEEL

The anthropomorphic fi gurine from the abovementioned set represents a type which can be 
dated anywhere from the Ninevite 5 period through the Post-Akkadian period (Figs 2–3).8 
Such fi gurines are distinguished by a conical or cylindrical body with few or no details 
marked. Several feature male gender traits (beard, genitalia), but none is identifi able as 
a female. In short, this type of fi gurines seems to represent men.

Although the images are rather schematic, there are certain details which allow for 
further interpretation of the depicted fi gures. The most helpful hint is provided by the 
cone-shaped headdresses recorded on some of the fi gurines. The conical, or triangular 
pyramid-shaped head of others seems to indicate the same detail of attire (Figs 2b-c, e; 3b).

5 On models of vehicles from Tell Arbid, see: Raccidi 2012.
6 Makowski 2014: 258. Equid fi gurines constitute c. 44% of all zoomorphic fi gurines from Tell Arbid.
7 Makowski 2007: 475–477, Fig. 3.
8 Makowski 2007: 475–477, Fig. 3.

3. Conical/cylindrical anthropomorphic fi gurines from Tell Arbid, dated to the Post-Akkadian period; inv. nos: 
a. ARB’08 P 37/60-98; b. ARB’09 P 37/60-149-1 (Phot. M. Szabłowski).

a b
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Most probably, in both instances the fi gurine makers attempted to record a cone-shaped 
helmet, well attested in third millennium  Mesopotamia iconography (Fig. 4).9 Therefore, 
it can be assumed that fi gurines of this type depict warriors. The interpretation is corro-
borated by other features of the clay images: perforations of arms and slots in the body. 
They facilitated equipping the fi gurine with an attribute, most likely a model weapon of 
some sort, made separately from an organic material.10 In the case of the anthropomor-
phic fi gurine from the discussed set and of another one, found in the same building,11 
there are two slots: one piercing the body from the front and going into an arm, and the 
other, vertical, in a shoulder (Figs 1a, 2b). The orientation and arrangement of these slots 
indicate that the fi gurine was originally equipped with two attributes: one held slantwise 
in front of the body and the other resting vertically against its shoulder. Contemporary, 
or slightly later, iconographic sources suggest that the fi gurines may depict infantrymen 
wielding an ax and a spear or standard (Fig. 4).12 Similarly equipped soldiers are often 
portrayed in direct association with wheeled vehicles pulled by equids. The analyzed set of 
objects from Tell Arbid was probably an image in the round presenting this type of scene 
(Fig. 5a), characteristic for Mesopotamian iconography of the ED III period.13 Some of 
the elements of the set could have been physically attached to each other. For example, 

9 Margueron 2004: Figs 278, 279e, 280, 282/1, 4–8, 414; Börker-Klähn 1982: Pls 17d, 21c, 22b, 26a, d, f-k; 
Seidl 2006–2008: Figs 3b, 4; Littauer, Crouwel 1979: Fig. 3.

10 Wissing 2009: 30, no. 14; McDonald 2001: 270; Oates 2001a: 285.
11 Makowski 2007: Fig. 3, second from top.
12 Börker-Klähn 1982: Pls 17d, 26a, d-f, j-k; Seidl 2006–2008: Figs 3b, 4. Interpretation of fi gurines from 

Tell Arbid against the backdrop of analogies from south Mesopotamian iconographic sources is fully justifi ed, 
as clay images of this type are known from both regions; see infra, p. 136.

13 Börker-Klähn 1982: Pl. 17d; Seidl 2006–2008: Fig. 3b; Strommenger 1963: Pl. 72.

4. Detail from the ‘Stele of the Vultures’ from Tello, dated to the ED III period (based on: Seidl 2006–2008: Fig. 3b, 
not to scale).



126 M  M

a perforation in the head of the equid fi gurine (Fig. 2c) was meant for a thread connecting 
the animal and a presumed vehicle model or its occupant.14

The functional association of vehicle models and equid fi gurines is quite obvious, yet 
actual sets have hardly ever been found. Therefore, it is diffi cult to determine how many 
specimens were originally associated with a counterpart from the other category (see infra). 

14 Pruβ 2011: 243; Makowski 2014: 264.

5. Sets from Tell Arbid depicting wheeled vehicle drawn by equids and accompanied by warrior or driver, hypothetical 
reconstructions: a. dated to the ED III period; b. dated to the Ninevite 5 period; c. dated to the Post-Akkadian period 
(a. based on: Fig. 1 and Raccidi 2012: Fig. 4; b. based on: Fig. 2a, Raccidi 2012: Fig. 1, top and ARB’04 SD 33/65-9 
– unpublished; c. based on: Fig. 2c and Raccidi 2012: Fig. 4).
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Of equal importance is the question of whether anthropomorphic fi gurines were a standard 
element of such sets. Unfortunately, most of them were found in secondary contexts, so 
fi ndspot analysis does not help in resolving the issue. Therefore, the present author will 
make an attempt at answering this question through  examination of fi gurines which were 
deliberately shaped to fi t, or to be combined with, other objects.

CLAY IMAGES OF WARRIORS, DRIVERS AND NOBLEMAN

C /  

Anthropomorphic fi gurines of the same type as the specimen from the discussed set, 
have been attested since the Ninevite 5 period. Two of these early specimens, made of 
poorly (probably accidentally) fi red dark-gray clay, have horizontally perforated stub arms 
(Fig. 2a). On one of them, impressions visible around the opening of the perforation indi-
cate the use of a thread. The arrangement of the thread impressions suggest that thread’s 
both ends were pulled several times in the same direction the fi gurine was facing. The 
presence of the thread impressions and the association between fi gurines of this type and 
models of wheeled vehicles (presumed for the ED III period) suggest that this could have 
been an image of a driver. The thread passing through the perforation could have imitated 
a rope for controlling the draught equids. Using an equid fi gurine and vehicle model of 
similar size and date15 allows for a hypothetical reconstruction of the set to which the 
discussed fi gurine could have belonged (Fig. 5b). Moreover, a cavity visible on the front 
side of the fi gurine’s body can be an accidental impression of a vehicle’s front shield. It 
could have been made by pulling the equid fi gurine connected by a thread to the driver 
fi gurine, which had not been fi xed to the vehicle model. The other similar fi gurine,16 with 
a deep slot in its base, could have been fi rmly attached inside a vehicle with a peg.

It seems that at least one Post-Akkadian fi gurine of this type17 also portrayed a driver 
(Fig. 2c). It is a warrior fi gurine, as attested by the pointed helmet marked on its head. Its 
outstretched right forearm and its left shoulder are horizontally pierced. The right forearm 
could have pierced to allow for the passing of a thread, as the diameter of the perfora-
tion is much smaller than that of slots for attributes. The second perforation, being wider, 
was rather meant for an attribute. The left arm gesture – bent at the elbow, with the hand 
pointing to the left shoulder – clearly indicates that the warrior was holding the attribute 
in his raised hand. Among Mesopotamian third millennium  warriors’ representations, 
this pose is characteristic for javelin throwers (Fig. 4),18 although – unlike in the case of 
this fi gurine – they usually are vehicle passengers, not drivers (Fig. 5c).

15 Raccidi 2012: 606, Fig. 2, type 1.
16 Makowski 2007: 476–477, Fig. 3, top.
17 Makowski 2007: 475, Fig. 3, third from top.
18 Littauer, Crouwel 1979: Fig. 3; Börker-Klähn 1982: Pl. 17d; Seidl 2006–2008: Fig. 3b; see also: Oates 

2001a: Fig. 313/2.
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Two other Post-Akkadian fi gurines had vertically pierced arms. One seems to depict 
a warrior, as attested by its conical helmet, so it could have been equipped with some sort of 
weapon. The second differs in headdress (Figs 2d, 3a),19 which looks like a round brimmed 
cap characteristic for the iconography of males in southern Mesopotamia.20 Although this 
element of clothing is not typical for warrior images, sometimes it is worn by armed fi gures 
(Fig. 6b).21 Therefore, also the second fi gurine could have carried a weapon (Fig. 6a). 
Nevertheless, this fi gurine, along with another one, clad in a long robe,22 show that in the 
Post-Akkadian period males were defi ned not only by military symbols and association 
with wheeled vehicles, but also by elements of elite garments.23

S  

Some standing male fi gurines were also deliberately shaped to fi t, or to be combined with, 
other objects. One of them, dated to the Ninevite 5 period, had a horizontally perforated 
stub arm.24 One arm of another fi gurine, Post-Akkadian in date (Fig. 7a), is vertically 
pierced. Both feature male genitalia. Possibly, the Ninevite 5 specimen should be inter-

19 Koliński 2011: 313, Fig. 10.
20 In southern Mesopotamia, it is attested since late third millennium , among others on clay fi gurines: 

Pruβ 2012b: 606; ANE Terr.: 74; Barrelet 1968: Pls IV/33, 35–37, VI/65–68; Wrede 2003: 304–306, Fig. 90e-g, 
i, Pl. 41/1092, 1094–1095.

21 Pruβ 2012b: 606; Barrelet 1968: 78–79, Fig. 48; Börker-Klähn 1982: Pl. 26k.
22 Makowski 2007: 475, Fig. 3, bottom.
23 The brimmed cap should be interpreted as an element of elite attire, as it is worn by south Mesopotamian 

rulers (see, e.g.: Pruβ 2012b: 606). The cap and long robe occur together on south Mesopotamian terracotta 
fi gurines of analogous form to the conical/cylindrical fi gurines from Tell Arbid: ANE Terr.: 74; Wrede 2003: 
305, Fig. 90/e-f, Pl. 41/1100; Barrelet 1968: Figs 40, 48. 

24 Makowski 2007: 473, Fig. 1, top.

6. Male fi gurines equipped with a weapon: a. from Tell Arbid, dated to Post-Akkadian period, hypothetical 
reconstruction; b. from Tello, turn of second and third millennium  (based on: Fig. 2d and Barrelet 1968: Fig. 48; not 
to scale).

a b
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preted as a driver, just like the contemporary conical fi gurines with horizontally pierced 
stub arms (Figs 2a, 5b). The Post-Akkadian standing fi gurine, besides the arm perforation, 
had a deep slot in the base, for mounting purposes (Fig. 7a). Most probably, the fi gurine 
was fi xed in a vehicle model. Some vehicle models feature vertical slots in seats25 and 
rear footboards,26 designed for the fi xing of a seated driver and an accompanying standing 
person, respectively. The discussed fi gurine could easily fulfi ll the role of such a standing 
passenger. Moreover, in third millennium  iconographic sources from Mesopotamia, 
the passengers are mainly warriors equipped with javelins or axes (Fig. 8b).27 Therefore, 
the arm perforation of the fi gurine from Tell Arbid could have been meant for attaching 
a weapon (Fig. 8a). 

S  

Most of the seated fi gurines from Tell Arbid have also originally been mounted on some 
other objects, as attested by the position of the legs, bent at the knee, as if sitting28 and, in 

25 Raccidi 2012: 606–607, Figs 2/Arb’05 SD 35/65-16-1, 3/Arb’07 D 31/41-28-16, 5/Arb’99 SS 36/55-IX; 
Oates 2001a: 281, Figs 299, 300 – third from left; Wissing 2009: 194, 206, Pls 41/610, 42/613. On the drawing 
of the model cited above (Arb’ 07 D 31/41-28-16), the slot has not been marked; compare, however: Raccidi 
2009–2010: nos 11, 20, 30, Pls XXIIIA, XXVIIA, XXXIB.

26 Oates 2001a: 281, Fig. 299.
27 Oates 2001b: Fig. 9.1; Jans, Bretschneider 2011: 79–81, Wagon 9, 11–12; Littauer, Crouwel 1979: Fig. 3.
28 See, however: Makowski 2013: 620–621, Fig. 2, right.

7. Standing and sitting fi gurines from Tell Arbid dated to the Post-Akkadian period; inv. nos: a. ARB’02 D 29/41-2; 
b. ARB’01 SR 37/60-66; c. ARB’09 P 37/60-149 (Drawing and digitizing: M. Momot, M. Puszkarski, M. Wagner).

a

b c
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one case, a vertical slot in the base (Fig. 7b-c). Some of them could have been 
seated on a sort of stool.29 Others must have been specially made for fi xing in vehicle 
models,30 as at least vehicles with slots in seats (see supra) were combined with a seated 
driver (Fig. 8a).

Figurines of this type feature few details. Two of them have male traits (genitalia) marked, 
none is marked as female. It seems that also the remaining ones should be interpreted

29 McDonald 2001: 270, Fig. 486/1.
30 Two seated fi gurines from Tell Brak were interpreted in this way: McDonald 2001: 270, Fig. 486/11; 

Oates 2001a: 285, Fig. 307.

8. Wheeled vehicles with sited driver and standing warrior: a. hypothetical reconstruction of Post-Akkadian set from 
Tell Arbid; b. detail from the ‘standard’ of Ur dated to the ED III period (a. based on: Fig. 7a-b and Raccidi 2012: Fig. 5, 
left; b. based on: Littauer, Crouwel 1979: Fig. 3, not to scale).

a

b
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as males.31 They are dated to the Post-Akkadian or late Akkadian period, but similar repre-
sentations must have been produced already since late ED III period.32

CLAY IMAGES OF RIDERS AND MOUNTS

A   

The second type of seated fi gurines from Tell Arbid differs by the legs, which are astride 
so these representations were adjusted to be mounted on a rounded object. With regard to 
this feature, they resemble rider fi gurines attested in southern Mesopotamia,33 but hardly 
encountered in the Khabur region.34 Two such representations from Tell Arbid are char-
acterized by naturalistic modeling (Fig. 9a). On one, male genitalia are marked.35 The 
fi gurines come from contexts dated to the late ED III or Akkadian period and the Post-
-Akkadian period. The pose of these two fi gurines – with legs astride, but stretched slightly 
forward – makes them similar to early, two-dimensional images of riders from southern 
Mesopotamia (Fig. 9b-c), dated to the second half of the third millennium , from the 
late ED III or early Akkadian period onwards.36 These riders are always males, often either 
naked or lightly clad, riding astride and bareback. 

M  

An exceptional, but badly damaged, zoomorphic fi gurine (Fig. 10a) proves that at Tell 
Arbid, at the turn of the third millennium , clay effi gies combining the images of rider 
and mount were also made.37 The specimen was found in Khabur ware-period layers, 
but possibly should be dated to the Post-Akkadian period. Although the rider has been 
broken off, its imprint is visible on the loins of the animal. The rider’s position must have 
been similar to that shown on contemporary terracotta plaques from southern Mesopo-
tamia (Fig. 10c).38 These plaques depict riders seated well back at the croup, often with 
their knees sharply drawn up. In several cases the mounted animal wears a wide girth. 
It was meant for the rider to hold onto in case of necessity or for wedging his knees 

31 Most seated fi gurines from other sites in the region also represent males: McDonald 2001: 270; Oates 
2001a: 285, Fig. 307; Mallowan 1947: 183, Pls XXXVIII/5, LIV/5; compare, however: McDonald 2001: 270, 
Fig. 486/11.

32 Vehicle models with slots in seats intended for mounting of sitting fi gurines, dated to late ED III and 
Akkadian periods, seems to corroborate this hypothesis: Raccidi 2012: 607–608, Figs 2 (Arb’05 SD 35/65-16-
1), 3 (Arb’07 D 31/41-28-16); 2009–2010: nos 11, 20, Pls XXIII/A, XXVII/A (see also supra, comments in 
n. 25); Wissing 2009: 206, Pl. 42/613; Oates 2001a: 281, Fig. 300.

33 Wrede 2003: 304, Fig. 90a-d; Frankfort, Lloyd, Jacobsen 1940: 208, Fig. 113b-c.
34 Mallowan 1937: 128, Fig. 9/15; ANE Terr.: 177, no. 275.
35 Makowski 2007: 474, Fig. 1, bottom.
36 Littauer, Crouwel 1979: 35; Moorey 1970: 45, no. 1; Weszeli 2006–2008: 304; see also infra.
37 For fi gurines combining the images of rider and mount see, for example: Magen 2001; Margueron 2004: 

Fig. 413/3.
38 Moorey 1970.
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under it.39 The decorative pattern on the back of the fi gurine from Tell Arbid seems to 
represent the same element of equipment.40 On the sides of the  torso, where it should 
continue, the legs of the presumed rider could have been originally positioned (Fig. 10b).

The fi gurine’s state of preservation makes the interpretation presented above fairly 
disputable. If, however, the rider image was stuck on the back of the animal fi gurine 
– which seems very probable – and the decorative pattern records an element of real 
equipment worn by the mount, the analysis of other iconographic sources leaves no 
doubt that it must have been this kind of girth.41 Nevertheless, the fi gurine’s fragmen-

39 Littauer, Crouwel 1979: 67.
40 For fi gurines with a similar decoration, see: Hauser 2007: 115, 382–383, Bos 300, Equus 10; Wissing 

2009: 119, Pl. 21/221. The dorsal stripe (see: Makowski 2014: 266, 271) marked on the last fi gurine suggest that 
it could represent an equid. The extent of the decorative fi eld on all these fi gurines is different than in the case 
of those with marked trappers or saddlebags (Makowski 2014: 268–269, 273). 

41 Decorative pattern marked on the fi gurine could also represent a pack saddle (see, for example: Bar-Oz et 
al. 2013: 3–4). However, this interpretation does not explain, or even account for, the object which was origi-
nally stuck onto the loins of the fi gurine and must therefore be rejected. 

9. Rider images from Mesopotamia, dated to the late third millennium : a. anthropomorphic fi gurine from Tell Arbid, 
dated to the Post-Akkadian period, inv. no. ARB’09 P 37/61-140-1; b. rider fi gurine mounted on equid fi gurine, 
hypothetical reconstruction; c. detail of seal impression, dated to the Ur III period (a. Drawing: M. Święszkowska, 
digitizing: M. Puszkarski; b. based on: Makowski 2014: Fig. 1; c. based on: Owen 1991: Fig. 1, not to scale).

a

b c
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tation does not allow to ascertain whether it represents an equid or some other kind 
of ridden animal.42

PIECING THE CLAY IMAGES BACK TOGETHER

Interpretation of a single clay fi gurine – in isolation from other elements of material culture – 
hardly ever gives reliable results, for a single symbol could be understood in multiple ways. 
The fi nd context of fi gurines from Tell Arbid and from other sites in the region hampers 
attempts at their association with other categories of small fi nds. However, examination of 
their formal features implicates that some of the fi gurines were once part of sets consisting 
of different clay images. At Tell Arbid, such features occur on some male fi gurines. Most 
of these representations, deliberately shaped to fi t or to be combined with other objects, 
were originally functionally associated with models of wheeled vehicles and/or equid fi gu-
rines. On the other hand, such formal features are quite common among equid fi gurines.43

Notably, perforation of the head (Figs 1c, 11b) – a detail indicating that the equid fi gurine 
was most probably combined by thread with a model of a wheeled vehicle – is attested 

42 Littauer, Crouwel 1979: 66; Hill et al. 1990: 98, Pl. 35k-l.
43 Numerous equid fi gurines feature perforations or slots in the neck (Figs 1c, 11a-c) and rump. They were 

meant for fastening on tassels imitating the mane and tail of the animals (Makowski 2014: 261).

10. Mounts images from Mesopotamia, turn of third and second millennium : a. zoomorphic fi gurine of Post-
-Akkadian or Khabur ware period date, inv. no. ARB’10 P 35/60-96; b. rider fi gurine on mount fi gurine, hypothetical 
reconstruction; c. detail from terracotta plaque, dated to the beginning of second millennium  (a. Drawing, digitizing 
and Phot. M. Puszkarski; b. based on: Fig. 9a, not to scale; c. based on: Weszeli 2006–2008: Fig. 1, not to scale).

a

b c
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in about one-third of specimens with head preserved. Therefore, it could be tentatively 
suggested that even one-third among the c. 250 equid fi gurines from Tell Arbid could have 
been suited for combining with vehicle models. This estimated number is higher than the 
number of model vehicles known from the site,44 so probably at least some of the clay 
vehicles were originally pulled by more than one equid fi gurine.

Analysis of other details marked on the equid fi gurines corroborates this assumption 
(Fig. 11). These are, among others, elements of equipment characteristic for draught equids: 
yoke or neck straps, holding a yoke on, and trappers.45 Moreover, a vast majority of equid 
fi gurines with a neck strap with fringe and/or headstall seem to represent draught equids 
as well.46 It is hard to estimate how often such details were originally marked on fi gurines. 

44 In material from sectors investigated by the University of Warsaw team, in seasons 1996–2009, 40 models 
of wheeled vehicles were recorded (Raccidi 2012). Further specimens were found in 2010 and during three 
seasons of work conducted by the Adam Mickiewicz University team.

45 Makowski 2014: 268–269.
46 Makowski 2014: 262–263, 265.

11. Equid fi gurines from Tell Arbid with marked elements of their equipment: neck strap with fringe (a), headstall (b-c), 
trapper, yoke/neck straps holding a yoke on and decorative nape strap (c) (Makowski 2014: Figs 4, 7, 14).

a b

c
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However, for example at Tell Arbid, headstalls and/or head perforations are attested on 
half of the specimens with preserved heads. This estimate suggests that even every other 
equid fi gurine among the c. 250 specimens from the site could have been combined with 
a model wheeled vehicle. Some of these sets, but not more than half of them, included 
also clay images of warriors and/or drivers (Figs 5, 8a). Therefore it cannot be precluded 
that the anthropomorphic fi gurines were only additional elements that did not change the 
basic meaning of the sets. 

Summing up, it seems that even 20% of the whole assemblage of c. 650 fi gurines 
from Tell Arbid, both anthropomorphic and zoomorphic, might have been elements of sets 
depicting wheeled vehicles drawn by equids and accompanied by warriors and drivers. The 
tradition of creating such sets was shaped in the Ninevite 5 period and lasted throughout 
the second half of the third millennium  and possibly into the fi rst half of the second 
millennium , although to a reduced degree.

The motif of rider and mount is remarkably less popular among the terracottas from Tell 
Arbid (Figs 9–10). Only several fi gurines could be interpreted as representations of mount 
or rider. They are attested since the ED III or Akkadian period, i.e. much earlier than in 
other iconographic records.

T            

Popularity of vehicle models and the predominance of equid representation among zoomor-
phic fi gurines are visible not just in the terracotta assemblage from Tell Arbid, but also in 
those from some of the neighboring sites, such as Tell Mozan and Tell Brak.47 Moreover, 
among the relatively few anthropomorphic fi gurines from these sites,48 there are specimens 
comparable to the warrior and driver representations from Tell Arbid.49 Therefore, the 
interpretation of clay images of wheeled vehicles drawn by equids and accompanied by 
males needs to be considered in a broad context of regional culture.

During the second half of the third millennium , terracottas are not the only kind of 
evidence pointing to the importance of wheeled vehicles and equids in the Khabur region. 
For example, textual sources of a late ED III date indicate that Nagar, identifi ed with the site 
of Tell Brak, specialized in breeding of hybrids,50 most probably a donkey and onager cross, 
particularly valuable and favored for pulling wheeled vehicles in  whole Mesopotamia. 

47 McDonald 2001: 271–272; Oates 2001a: 280, 287; Wissing 2009: 37–38, 193.
48 On Tell Arbid, anthropomorphic fi gurines are attested four times more rarely than equid fi gurines. 

A similar ratio between these two categories of clay images has been observed on Tell Mozan (Wissing 2009: 
13, 37–38) and Tell Brak, if the so-called gaming pieces be taken into the calculation (McDonald 2001: 271–
272, Tab. 26; Oates 2001a: 287).

49 McDonald 2001: 270; Fig. 486/11; Oates 2001a: 285, Fig. 307; Mallowan 1947: 183, Pls XXXVIII/5, 
LIV/5; Wissing 2009: Pls 4/14–15, 17–18; 5/23–24; 6/31–32, 36.

50 Oates 2001a: 286.
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The vehicle of the ruler of Nagar was, most probably, drawn by this kind of equids,51 and 
they were also imported by rulers from outside of Mesopotamia.52 What is more, equids 
are quite popular in elite iconography –  glyptics of late ED III and Akkadian periods – so 
they seem to have had prestigious connotations.53

The same pictorial evidence testifi es to the importance of wheeled vehicles in the 
elite culture of the region.54 They are attested in military contexts, in scenes resembling 
the iconography of southern Mesopotamia (Figs 4, 8b), in hunt scenes and even in cultic 
contexts. According to texts, the upkeep and repair of vehicles, as well as feeding, care and 
grooming of draught animals, was one of the duties of central authority.55 This could be 
one of the reasons behind depicting wheeled vehicles on seals belonging to high offi cials.56

The iconographic and written sources suggest that in the Khabur region in the second half 
of the third millennium , or at least in late ED III and Akkadian periods, equids and 
wheeled vehicles were important symbols of male elites. At the same time, the same motifs 
were common among the terracottas from the region. Could identical motifs in elite and 
popular culture have conveyed equivalent meaning?57 The discussed clay images – often 
unbaked, small-sized, schematic and imprecisely shaped – seem to be a rather inappropriate 
medium to demonstrate prestige or high status. On the other hand, there is a growing body 
of evidence for crude clay images’ usage in public or offi cial contexts, and their spatial 
association with administrative devices. On several sites in southern Mesopotamia assem-
blages comprising models of wheeled vehicles, zoomorphic and anthropomorphic fi gurines, 
as well as sealings with seal impressions were found in the context of monumental build-
ings.58 Of special interest is a late ED III assemblage from Abu Salabikh. It included male 
fi gurines, comparable to the conical/cylindrical fi gurines from Tell Arbid, vehicle models 
and zoomorphic fi gurines, among which equid fi gurines, some with perforated heads, were 
most numerous.59 Throughout the third millennium , the phenomenon is attested in the 
Khabur region as well.60 These examples prove that terracottas could have functioned in 
close association with objects in other media – such as glyptic – representing elite culture, 
and therefore they were in use among members of society familiar with high status symbols.

51 Sallaberger 1998: 173.
52 Oates 2001a: 279–280, 286, 292–293.
53 Pruβ, Sallaberger 2003–2004: 304.
54 Raccidi 2013; Oates 2001a: 289–292; Jans, Bretschneider 1998.
55 Sallaberger 1998: 175.
56 Jans, Bretschneider 1998: 155, no. Bey. 1.
57 Although there is no consensus as to the meaning and function of north Mesopotamian terracottas, most 

scholars agree that they were not toys (see, e.g.: Pruβ 2012b: 603; Cholidis 1989) or at least there is hardly any 
evidence for such an interpretation.

58 Green 1993: 2, 18–21; McAdam 1993; ANE Terr.: 54–55.
59 McAdam 1993: 85–88, 93–95, Figs 3.4/275; 3.6/283, 287; 3.10/318–319, 323; 3.16–18.
60 By assemblages from the royal building AK in Tell Mozan, dated to the late third millennium  (Hauser 

2007: xvii–xx), administrative-public complex from Tell Leilan, dated to ED III and Akkadian periods (McCar-
thy 2012) and from Ninevite 5 context from Tell Brak (Matthews 2003: 102–104). See also assemblage from 
palace G in Ebla (Peyronel 2008).
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Although, on Tell Arbid, clay fi gurines and vehicle models come mostly from dwelling 
districts, they seem to convey symbols related to the elite culture. However, while clay 
images of equids pulling wheeled vehicles, as well as the accompanying warriors and 
drivers, were produced since the Ninevite 5 until the turn of the third millennium  at 
the least, in elite iconography of the Khabur region such themes are testifi ed mainly in 
late ED III and Akkadian periods.

T      

Rider and mount is a recurrent motif among Mesopotamian terracottas from the second half 
of the third and fi rst half of the second millennium  (see supra), sometimes attested also 
in other media.61 However, its relatively low importance in the iconography of the region is 
quite obvious. Paucity of Mesopotamian sources relating to riding hinders the interpretation 
of this theme.62 In general, riding was a male prerogative but there is no reliable evidence 
for its association with military context. Equids were ridden by scouts, messengers and 
nobleman, among others. 

There are no fi rm indications as to the identity of the individuals depicted by rider 
fi gurines from Tell Arbid. Nonetheless, identifi cation of mount and rider fi gurines in 
the assemblage from Tell Arbid is additional testimony (apart from that cited  above) of 
a functional association between fi gurines of males and those of equids. 

*

Phenomena distinctive for third millennium  fi gurines from Tell Arbid – the prevalence 
of male over female images,63 the predominance of equid representations and popularity 
of vehicle models – are doubtlessly closely associated. On the one hand, these clay images 
refl ect a specifi city of the Khabur region: the importance of wheeled vehicles, specializa-
tion in breeding of equids, innovations related to their exploitation and equipment64 and 
signifi cance of military motifs in the symbolic defi nition of males. On the other hand, they 
prove that the society of the site was familiar with the system of symbols characteristic 
for the culture of Mesopotamian urban centers.

Acknowledgments
The research project aiming at analyzing and publication of the terracotta fi gurines from PCMA 
excavations at Tell Arbid (both from sectors excavated by the University of Warsaw team 
and that investigated by the Adam Mickiewicz University team) is fi nanced from the funds 
of the National Science Centre, granted on the basis of decision DEC-2011/01/N/HS3/06191. 
I wish to thank Professors Piotr Bieliński and Rafał Koliński for making my study possible.

61 Oates 2001b: 119–120, Figs 9.3–5.
62 Weszeli 2006–2008: 304, 306; Littauer, Crouwel 1979: 46.
63 Makowski 2007: 481.
64 Makowski 2014: 262, 277.



138 M  M

Bibilography

ANE Terr.: Moorey, P.R.S., Ancient Near Eastern Terracottas with a Catalogue of the 
Collection in the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, http://www.ashmolean.org/ash/
amocats/anet/ANET-Download.html (accessed April, 2014)

Bar-Oz, G., Nahshoni, P., Motro, H., Oren, E.D. 2013: Symbolic Metal Bit and Saddlebag 
Fastenings in a Middle Bronze Age Donkey Burial, PLoS ONE 8(3): e58648, 
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0058648, http://www.plosone.org/article/info%3Adoi%-
2F10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0058648 (accessed April, 2014)

Barrelet, M.-T. 1968: Figurines et reliefs en terre cuite de la Mésopotamie Antique I : 
potiers, termes de métier, procédés de fabrication et production, BAH LXXXV, 
Paris

Bieliński, P. 2000: Tell Arbid, the fourth season, PAM XI (Reports 1999), 273–284
Bieliński, P. 2004: Tell Arbid. The 2003 Campaign of Polish-Syrian Excavations. Prelimi-

nary Report, PAM XV (Reports 2003), 335–354
Börker-Klähn, J. 1982: Altvorderasiatische Bildstelen und vergleichbare Felsreliefs, Bagh-

dader Forschungen 4, Mainz a/Rhein
Cholidis, N. 1989: Tiere und tierförmige Gefäße auf Rädern – Gedanken zum Spielzeug 

im Alten Orient, MDOG 121, 197–220
Frankfort, H., Lloyd, S., Jacobsen, T. 1940: The Gimilsin Temple and the Palace of the 

Rulers at Tell Asmar, OIP XLIII, Chicago
Green, A. 1993: The Excavations. Details and Overview, [in:] Green, A. (Ed.), The 6G 

Ash-Tip and its contents: cultic and administrative discard from temple?, Abu 
Salabikh Excavations 4, London, 1–21

Hauser, R. 2007: Reading Figurines. Animal Representations in Terra Cotta from Royal 
Building AK at Urkesh (Tell Mozan), Aids and Research Tools in Ancient Near Eastern 
Studies 6, Bibliotheca Mesopotamica 28, Urkesh/Mozan Studies 5, Malibu 2007

Hill, H.D., Jacobsen, Th., Delougaz, P., Holland, T.A., McMahon, A. 1990: Old Babylonian 
Public Buildings in the Diyala Region, OIP 98, Chicago

Jans, G., Bretschneider, J. 1998: Wagon and Chariot Representations in the Early Dynastic 
Glyptic, [in:] Lebeau, M. (Ed.), About Subartu. Studies devoted to Upper Meso-
potamia, Subartu IV/2, Turnhout, 153–173, 175–194 

Jans, G., Bretschneider, J. 2011: Seals and Sealings from Tell Beydar/Nabada (Seasons 
1995–2001), A progress report, Beydar Monographs I, Subartu XXVII, Turnhout

Koliński, R. 2011: Tell Arbid. Adam Mickiewicz University excavations in Sector P. Spring 
Season of 2008, PAM XX (Research 2008), 301–317

Littauer, M.A., Crouwel, J.H. 1979: Wheeled Vehicles and Ridden Animals in the Ancient 
Near East, HbOr VII/I/2/B1, Leiden-Köln

Magen, U. 2001: Der Wettergott als Eselreiter? Gedanke zur Volksfrömigkeit am mittleren 
Euphrat (Gebiet des Assad Stausees) am Ende des 3. und zu Beginn des 2. Jts. 
v. Chr., [in:] Meyer, J.-W., Novák, M., Pruß, A. (Eds), Beiträge zur Vorderasiatischen 
Archäologie, Winfried Orthmann gewidmet, Frankfurt a/Main, 246–253



 O  M   E  139

Makowski, M. 2007: Anthropomorphic fi gurines of the third millennium BC from Tell 
Arbid. Preliminary report, PAM XVII (Reports 2005), 472–482

Makowski, M. 2013: Anthropomorphic fi gurines of the second millennium BC from Tell 
Arbid – preliminary report, PAM XXII (Research 2010), 617–626

Makowski, M. 2014: Terracotta Equid Figurines from Tell Arbid. New Evidence on Equids, 
their Equipment and Exploitation in North Mesopotamia during Third and First 
Half of Second Millennium BC, EtudTrav XXVII, 255–278

Mallowan, M.E.L. 1937: The Excavations at Tall Chagar Bazar and an Archaeological 
Survey of the Habur Region, Second Campaign, 1936, Iraq IV/2, 91–154

Mallowan, M.E.L. 1947: Excavations at Brak and Chagar Bazar, Iraq IX, 1–259
Margueron, J.-Cl. 2004: Mari. Métropole de l’Euphrat au IIIe et au début du IIe millénaire 

av. J.-C., Paris
Matthews, R. 2003: A Chiefdom on the Northern Plains Early Third-millennium Investiga-

tions: the Ninevite 5 Period, [in:] Matthews, R. (Ed.), Exploring Upper Mesopotamia 
regional centre, 1994–1996, Excavations at Tell Brak 4, Oxford-London, 97–191

McAdam, E. 1993: Clay fi gurines, [in:] Green, A. (Ed.), The 6G Ash-Tip and its contents: 
cultic and administrative discard from temple?, Abu Salabikh Excavations 4, 
London, 83–109

McCarthy, A. 2012: Figuring out Figurines: A Sealed Zoomorphic Clay Figurine from 
3rd Millennium Tell Leilan, [in:] Matthews, R. et al. (Eds), Proceedings of the 7th 
International Congress of the Archaeology of the Ancient Near East, 12 April – 16 
April 2010, the British Museum and UCL, London, vol. 1, Wiesbaden, 461–473

McDonald, H. 2001: Third-millennium Clay Objects, [in:] Oates, D. et al., Nagar in the 
third millennium BC, Excavations at Tell Brak 2, London, Cambridge, 269–278

Moorey, P.R.S. 1970: Pictorial Evidence for the history of horse-riding in Iraq before the 
Kassite Period, Iraq XXXII, 36–50

Oates, J. 2001a: Equid Figurines and ‘Chariot’ Models, [in:] Oates, D. et al., Nagar in the 
third millennium BC, Excavations at Tell Brak 2, London, Cambridge, 279–293

Oates, J. 2001b: A Note on the Early Evidence for Horse and the Riding of Equids in 
Western Asia, [in:] Levine, M., Renfrew, C., Boyle, K. (Eds), Prehistoric steppe 
adaptation and the horse, Cambridge, 115–125

Peyronel, L. 2008: Making images of humans and animals. The clay fi gurines from the 
Royal Palace G at Tell Mardikh-Ebla, Syria (EB IVA, c. 2400–2300 BC), [in:] 
Córdoba, J.M. et al. (Eds), Proceedings of the 5th International Congress on the 
Archaeology of the Ancient Near East, Madrid, April 3–8 2006, vol. II, Madrid, 
787–805

Pruβ, A. 2011: Figurines and Model Vehicles, [in:] Lebeau, M. (Ed.), Associated Regional 
Chronologies for the Ancient Near East and the Eastern Mediterranean I. Jazirah, 
Turnhout 2011, 239–254

Pruβ, A. 2012a: A Closure Ritual at Tell Beydar?, [in:] Boiy, T. et al. (Eds), The Ancient 
Near East, a Life! Festschrift Karel Van Lerberghe, OLA 220, Leuven-Paris-Walpole, 
471–486



140 M  M

Pruβ, A. 2012b: Terrakotten, [in:] Streck, M.P. et al. (Eds), RLA XIII, Berlin, 603–611
Pruβ, A., Sallaberger, W. 2003–2004: Tierhaltung in Nabada / Tell Beydar und die Bilder-

welt der Terrakotten als Spiegel von Wirtschaft und Umwelt, AfO 50, 293–307
Raccidi, M. 2009–2010: I modelli di carro in terracotta della Jazira Siriana del Bronzo 

Antico e Medio. I Casi di Tell Arbid e Tell Barri, unpublished MA thesis, Napoli
Raccidi, M. 2012: Chariot terracotta models from Tell Arbid, PAM XXI (Research 2009), 

605–623
Raccidi, M. 2013: Wagons and Carts in the 3rd Millenium BC Syrian Jazirah: A Study 

through the Documentation, [in:] Veldemeijer, A.J., Ikram, S. (Eds), Chasing 
Chariots. Proceedings of the First International Chariot Conference (Cairo 2012), 
Leiden, 175–190

Sallaberger, W. 1998: The Economic Background of a Seal Motif: A Philological Note on 
Tell Beydar’s Wagons, [in:] Lebeau, M. (Ed.), About Subartu. Studies devoted to 
Upper Mesopotamia, Subartu IV/2, Turnhout, 173–175

Seidl, U. 2006–2008: Relief, [in:] Streck, M.P. et al. (Eds), RLA XI, Berlin-New York, 
308–318

Strommenger, E. 1963: L’Arte della Mesopotamia. Dal 5000 a. C. ad Alessandro Magno, 
München

Weszeli, M. 2006–2008: Reiten. A. In Mesopotamien, [in:] Streck, M.P. et al. (Eds), RLA 
XI, Berlin-New York, 303–307

Wissing, A. 2009: Die Tonobjekte, [in:] Bianchi, A., Wissing, A., Die Kleinfunde, Ausgra-
bungen 1998–2001 in der zentralen Oberstadt von Tall Mozan / Urkeš 2, Studien 
zur Urbanisierung Nordmesopotamiens Serie A, Wiesbaden, 13–427

Wrede, N. 2003: Uruk. Terakotten I. Von den ‘Ubaid- bis zur altbabylonischen Zeit, 
Ausgrabungen in Uruk Warka Endberichte 25, Mainz a/Rhein


