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1. The Syro-British Team 

 
The members of the team were as follows: 

 

Dr Emma Loosley, Archaeologist and Art Historian, Co-Director of the Mission (UK) 

 

Yaarrob Al-Abdallah, Archaeologist, Co-Director of the Mission (Syria) 

 

Dr Jolene Debert, Archaeologist and Geologist 

 

Joshua Bryant, Archaeology Student 

 

William Chappell, Art History Student 

 

Omar Cheema, Archaeology Student 

 

Mustafa Qadour, Archaeologist (DGAM Idlib) 

 

 

2. Dates of the Mission 

 
Saturday 31st July – Tuesday 24th August 2010. 

 

 

3. Hours of Work 

 
Excavations at Zalabiyeh: Saturday- Thursday 05.30-12.00 before Ramadan, 05.30-11.30 

during Ramadan. 

 

Study, Cataloguing and Restoration in the Museum: Sunday, Tuesday & Thursday 16.00-

19.00 before Ramadan, 15.00-18.00 during Ramadan. 
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4. The Archaeological Site 

 
The Byzantine citadel of Zalabiyeh is first mentioned by Procopius in his Buildings but a 

closer reading of the text reveals that he is reporting information gathered by others and 

therefore his account is rather confused. It is clear that the site Procopius names Zalabiyeh is 

actually Halabiyeh on the other side of the Euphrates. In this way we can only take his report 

as confirmation that there was a Justinianic fortress named Zalabiyeh, but we can glean no 

useful information from his description. 

 

Largely due to the fact that the site is overshadowed by the much larger fortified settlement of 

Halabiyeh across the Euphrates, Zalabiyeh has thus far received relatively little attention 

from travellers and archaeologists. This has been compounded by the fact that a change in the 

meander of the river has destroyed a significant portion of the west side of the citadel and this 

process will be significantly accelerated by the construction of a new dam downstream of the 

site from 2013 onwards.  

 

There has been no scientific study of Zalabiyeh, other than basic survey work in the region, 

before the arrival of the British-Syrian Mission and so it was initially thought to be 

impossible to gauge the rate of destruction of the site. However it was discovered that 

Gertrude Bell had passed through the area in 1909 and photographed the citadel meaning that 

it was possible to contrast the level of preservation of the site today with its condition one 

hundred years ago. This proved to be a pleasant surprise as there appears to have been little 

general change in the citadel which suggests that the Euphrates has not changed its course 

dramatically in the past century. 
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Photograph taken April 2010 

 

 
Photograph taken by Gertrude Bell 1909 

 



6	  
	  

In the light of this discovery it was decided that the mapping and full architectural recording 

of the site could be undertaken in the second season of work (2011) and that the first season 

would concentrate on the following objectives: 

 

• Establishing the length of occupation at the site 

• Formulating a hypothesis as to why the site was abandoned 

• Exploring the nature of occupation at the site, ie: was this purely a military garrison or 

was there a significant civilian population as at Halabiyeh? 

• Hypothesising the original size of the fortress 

• Locating the main administrative and religious buildings of the site 

 

It was accepted that these objectives would not be achieved in the first season, but significant 

progress was made on a number of these questions enabling us to refine ort strategy for next 

year. 

 

5. The 2010 Excavations 

 

5.1. General Comments 
After preliminary site visits, two possible areas for excavation had been identified by the 

British team. One area had also been targeted by the Syrian members of the mission. On the 

first day on site it was discovered that an exploratory team taking soundings for the proposed 

dam project had destroyed the area within the citadel gate where the British had proposed to 

put in a trench. Therefore it was decided to open three trenches as following: 

 

Trench 1 in the south of the site relatively close to the E wall. 

Trench 2 to the N and W of Trench 1 nearer to the Euphrates 

Trench 3 in the N of the site in the centre of the extant citadel and SW of the main gate 

 

All three locations were chosen as they had clear evidence of substantial basalt walls at the 

surface level indicating large buildings. 

 

The stratigraphy was remarkably uniform across the site. The surface level (context .01) is 

silt-sized windblown soil no loam with a colour of 5YR 5/3 in trench 1,  windblown sediment 
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with no loam coloured 10YR 10/4 in trench 2 and 10YR 5/4  in trench 3. It is loose and has 

not been compacted; this is clearly a windblown level that has formed since the abandonment 

of the site and some scattered finds, mainly of ceramics with a few other media such as glass 

are clearly out of context. The second level (context .02) is comprised of silt with less than 

1% pebble inclusion and 7.5YR 6/4 in trench 1, sandy silt with well-rounded pebbles and 

7.5YR 6/4 in trench 2 and 7.5YR 5.4 silt with a strongly windblown upper surface in trench 

3. This layer is also clearly windblown but is more tightly compacted than the surface context 

and yielded a significant number of finds, including a large quantity of bone and a Byzantine 

bronze coin in trench 2. Finally the third level (context .03) was compacted silt coloured 

10YR 5/6 in both trenches 1 and 2 and 7.5YR 6/4 silt with some fissile layers in trench 3. 

This level was a distinctive brown in colour and the context had significant patches of 

burning and charcoal inclusions across all three trenches. This burning was mixed with 

frequent incidences of burnt brick and suggested an episode that appears to have caused the 

end of occupation at the site. Trench 3 alone reached context .04 which was 7.5YR 6/6 which 

was a mixture of silt, pebbles and gypsum. 

 

With the exception of one later Islamic glazed ceramic fragment found on the surface outside 

the castle walls, all finds have been from the Byzantine and Umayyad periods. This 

supposition that we are dealing with only a C6th-mid C8th CE window of settlement was 

confirmed by a test pit in trench 3 which showed no evidence of occupation prior to the 

Byzantine period (for more see the section on trench 3 below).  Therefore all the signs point 

to only two phases of usage before the site was abandoned. It became clear during the 

excavations that trenches 1 and 2 were dealing with the Umayyad period, whilst trench 3 

yielded more Byzantine material. The conclusions drawn from the season will be presented in 

the final section of the report after a brief summary of the situation in each trench. 

 

5.2. Trench 1 
 

Trench 1 is located in the SE part of the site and soon yielded a remarkably complex 

arrangement of walls and gypsum pavements and measures 7x8m. To the E of the trench 

abutting the citadel wall is an open area paved in a mixture of gypsum tiles, gypsum and 

pebble pavements and, in one case, a polished gypsum threshold. This is bisected by a 

drainage channel running E-W across the first half of a possible courtyard. This area is 
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surrounded on the N, W and S sides by walls constructed of a basalt-rubble technique and on 

the S side the wall has the polished gypsum threshold mentioned above. To the W of the 

trench there are two small chambers with gypsum and pebble-plastered walls and to the N 

and S of the trench are two more partially exposed rooms. All these rooms have extensive 

evidence of burning and large amounts of charcoal were present. The finds from the trench 

suggest that the occupation in the trench dates from the Umayyad period. 

 

 
 

Final view of trench 1, facing E 

 

5.3. Trench 2 
Trench 2 is located to the N and W of trench 1 and measures 10x10m. It has revealed two 

large chambers on the N side of the trench with S facing entrances leading onto a 

corridor/small road. There are also two chambers (partially excavated) on the S side of the 

corridor. The corridor is mainly covered with a gypsum and pebble rough flooring and has 

two tannours at the W edge of the trench. Of the two southern chambers, that in the W 

yielded many finds including a Byzantine bronze coin and a lot of bone, but the E chamber 
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was empty except for a small patch of burnt brick. The E chamber and both chambers in the 

N of the trench had extensive evidence of burning throughout context 2.03. The NW chamber 

has a brick and stone threshold in the NE with some evidence of gypsum plaster around it. 

Behind this at the N end of the trench is a small chamber with a third tannour. The 

easternmost chamber has been partially paved with a fine gypsum and lime plaster and is 

bisected EW by a gap that has raised gypsum on either side suggesting that it is perhaps 

following the path of a former water channel. This plaster appears to have been truncated in 

antiquity and is now limited to the NW quadrant of the chamber. Therefore in summary this 

trench appears to show two chambers N and two chambers S of a corridor running EW and 

there is ample evidence of food preparation in this area. The occupation appears to have 

ended with an incidence of burning in the Umayyad era as no finds are more recent than this 

period and the usage of Byzantine spolia in the walls suggests that we are dealing with an 

early Islamic phase. Finally the only anomaly appears to be the lack of usage of the chamber 

in the SE corner, but this will be explored further next season. 

 

 
 
Final view of trench 2, facing NE 
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 5.4 Trench 3 

 
Trench 3 is the northernmost trench and is cut into a rise in the site just S of the main gate. It 

is 10x8m and clearly shows two chambers leading off of a raised lane to the S of the trench. 

The exterior lane is paved in the pebble and gypsum plaster mix observed in the other 

trenches and both rooms are two steps down from the road, suggesting that the buildings in 

this area of the site were terraced into the natural contours of the cliff. The W chamber has 

had a test pit excavated on its E side which confirmed that this is the only occupation level at 

this point in the site. The E room has a tannour which is perfectly preserved (unlike the 

partial survival of the three tannours in trench 2) and clear evidence of food preparation. It 

also has widespread charcoal and burnt inclusions as with the other trenches. The main 

difference here is that the majority of finds are Byzantine rather than Umayyad and suggest 

that this is a Byzantine occupation phase, rather than an Umayyad level as is the case with the 

other two trenches. This hypothesis is supported by the lack of spolia and the fact that 

elements such as a Byzantine limestone water channel are still in situ. 

 

 
Final view of trench 3, facing W 
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6. Conclusion 

 
At the end of the first season at Zalabiyeh we are beginning to build up a picture of the site. 

The evidence thus far points to an occupation of only 150 to 200 years in the 6th-mid 8th 

centuries CE. This hypothesis has been verified by the test pit in trench 3 and will be 

confirmed next season with a test pit in trench 2. Both areas of excavation show dwellings 

compatible with barracks accommodation which would fit in well with the usage of the site 

as a military outpost. This is also strengthened by the location of a secondary watchtower on 

the bank of the Euphrates directly N of the site. 

 

Trench 3 is shows Byzantine occupation as the finds from this area are overwhelmingly 

Byzantine with few Umayyad ceramics and all the walls of monumental construction with no 

evidence of spolia. On the other hand trenches 1 and 2 have produced mainly Umayyad 

material with some Byzantine artefacts – most notably a coin, a fragment of a gypsum mirror 

and some fragments of sigillata ware from North Africa. The varying pavement surfaces and 

the presence of well-dressed limestone blocks re-used in the cruder basalt walls, which in 

places show traces of gypsum and lime plastering, suggest that this is the later Umayyad 

phase of occupation. Next season we must explore whether an earlier Byzantine level lies 

beneath this. 

 

The widespread and significant presence of burning, evidenced by the extensive charcoal 

inclusions and areas of burnt brick suggest that occupation across the site was ended by an 

episode of serious fire. The scattered burnt patches and distribution of brick are consonant 

with a collapsing roof. We know that the roofs of these periods were constructed of bricks 

supported by wooden beams above stone walls and this scattered pattern of charcoal and 

burnt brick suggests that the roofs collapsed into the rooms leaving the walls largely 

unscathed, but nevertheless leading to the abandonment of the site. The reasons for this fire; 

whether it was accidental or intentional, are thus far unknown. 

 

Therefore at the end of the first season we have already gone a significant way to answering 

several of our research objectives. We can be fairly certain of the period of occupation and 

we have a significant event that appears to have precipitated the abandonment of the site. We 
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can also conclude that thus far the evidence points to an overwhelmingly military occupation 

of the site, with no significant evidence of civilian presence at least in the Byzantine period – 

the Umayyad period appears a little more complex in this respect. 

 

In all this has been a rewarding first season and we have already agreed our strategy for the 

2011 season as follows: 

 

• The recording of all standing architecture and completion of a detailed plan of the site 

• The drawing of the ceramic types and continued restoration of ceramics where 

applicable 

• Extending trenches 1 and 2 into one large open sector in the S of the site 

• Extending trench 3 W towards the raised area of the site to see if the terraces continue 

• Open a new trench by the main gate into the site to try and elucidate when the two 

side entrances of the main gate were closed 

 

It is hoped that this plan will enable us to resolve our questions and to answer some of the 

new queries raised by this season’s work. 

 

Emma Loosley & Yaarrob Al-Abdallah 

 

Deir Ez Zor, August 2010 

 

 

 


