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Late Bronze Age Rural Landscapes of the Euphrates 
according to the Emar Texts 

Hervé Reculeau, FU Berlin 
 
 

Valley landscapes of the Euphrates underwent drastic changes within the last 
decades, especially after the river was dammed in Tabqa (1973-1974) and Tišrin 
(1999); albeit destructive of the present environment, these modern upheavals were 
also the source of a great increase of knowledge regarding ancient landscapes, 
according to both archaeology and epigraphy. The whole area of the Great Bend of 
the Euphrates, nowadays under water, has been thoroughly prospected and 
numerous salvage excavations were made at major sites1, and the valley downstream 
(up to the Halabiyeh-Zalebiyeh area) was surveyed, with a special focus on natural 
environment and river-based destruction of sites2. Multidisciplinary studies aiming 
at the reconstruction of ancient environments were undertaken on different sites of 
the area, such as Selenkahiye3, Tell es-Sweyhat4 or, in the Bend proper, Tell 
Munbāqa (Ekalte) where remains of Bronze Age plants were found5. At Emar, the 
time frame of salvage excavations did not allow such data to be collected, although a 
few remarks were made on the geographical situation of the city and its relationship 
to the river in its present and reconstructed past location6. However, the new Syro-
German excavations on the preserved part of the site7 fortunately revealed plant 
remains, which now allow an environmental reconstruction based on the Emar 
documentation itself8. 

At the same time, Assyriologists working on the Emar tablets have drawn the 
attention of the scholars to the numerous indications contained in those texts, which 
could allow a study on landscapes: among others, Durand’s articles focused on 
landscape terminology9, certain terms of West Semitic origin were studied by 

 
1 For a general impression, see Freedman 1979. For the survey, see Rihaoui 1965 and van 
Loon 1967. 
2 Kohlmeyer 1984; idem 1986. 
3 Boerma 2001. 
4 Wilkinson 2004. 
5 Küster 1989. 
6 Geyer 1990.  
7 Finkbeiner et al. 1999-2000; idem 2001; idem 2002; Finkbeiner 2002; Finkbeiner, Sakal et 
al. 2004. 
8 Riehl 2001; Deckers 2005. 
9 Durand 1989; idem 1990a. Important collations and readings of the Emar texts regarding 
landscapes can also be found in Durand & Marti 2003a. 
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Pentiuc10, while the Italian school of historical geography focused on shapes and 
dimensions of properties, the Emar documentation being first integrated in a general 
study by Liverani11, before Mori presented a monography on Emar landscapes, both 
urban and rural12. 

As far as landscape history is concerned, the most important sources are the 
Emar legal texts, along with similar documents of Ekalte13; they are mostly land 
purchase contracts, complemented by a few testaments mentioning inherited land, 
which describe transferred plots by enumerating adjacent properties or features on 
the land’s (mainly) four sides. Among numerous personal names corresponding to 
neighbours or institutions (mostly the City)14, remarkable features of the landscape 
lining the plots are mentioned, which are the main source of information on ancient 
rural landscapes, along with more general topographical indications of territories or 
irrigation districts. The present study aims at placing this textual evidence in its 
geographical and anthropological context through a multi-disciplinary approach 
taking into consideration the latest developments of archaeological and 
geomorphological studies of the valley, as well as additional textual information 
dating to the 2nd millennium BCE from this area15; it focuses on ancient 
environmental conditions, irrigation practices and land uses. 

1. The Ancient Environment of Emar 
Paleoenvironmental studies allow to reconstruct LBA conditions globally similar 
with those presently known, except for the significance of wild flora. 

1.1 Late Bronze Age Climate 
Tell Meskene nowadays experiences average annual rainfalls of 200-250 mm, which 
makes it belong to a zone of marginal rain-fed cultivation16, where irrigation would 
be at least used as a complementary water source for greater liability. The similarity 
of Bronze Age and present day climates has been debated among specialists, but it is 
widely admitted that climatic conditions have been similar, with perhaps a slightly 
drier phase within the Late Bronze Age17, and irrigated cultures are at least 

 
10 Pentiuc 2001.  
11 Liverani 1996. 
12 Mori 2003a. 
13 See for Emar, Mori 2003a, 17-19, and for Ekalte, W. Mayer 2001, 4-7. 
14 See Mori 2003a, 118ff.  
15 A more general study of the valley in the Middle and Late Bronze Age can be found in my 
Ph.D dissertation: Reculeau 2006. References to this study are given here only by chapters 
and paragraphs, because it is unlikely that page numbers will remain identical in the 
forthcoming publication. 
16 See the remarks in Wilkinson 2004, 42. 
17 See Wilkinson 2004, 143, 181 and 187-189. 
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ascertained in Emar by the cultivation of wine, attested by both texts18 and plant 
remains19.  

1.2 Fluvial Dynamics of the Euphrates 
The Euphrates is characterized by winter high flows, a massive spring peak and 
summer lows20, which all influence human settlement and agricultural land use of 
the valley floor: intermediate peaks in the cold season allow irrigation of winter-
crops (mainly barley, but also emmer21), which must have been harvested before the 
spring flow (which could in recent times raise above 5 m22 and inundate most, if not 
all, of the arable land), whereas the low flows of summer only allow irrigation of 
crops in the immediate vicinity of the streams, in the absence of water-raising 
devices. 

In the Late Bronze Age, the river experienced a braided-channel flow linked 
since at least the Middle Bronze Age with an aggradating dynamic, which resulted 
in the constitution of the terrace level defined “Q0b”23; in the vicinity of Emar, 
however, this terrace level has been almost completely destroyed24 by the more 
recent developments of the river’s dynamics (incision in the first millennium BCE, 
aggradation from the late Classic/early medieval times on)25, and has to be 
reconstructed in most places presently occupied by the Q00 terrace. 

1.3 A More Developed Natural Vegetation 
An important ecological dissimilarity between present-day and Bronze Age 
landscapes lies in the role played by wooden areas within the valley floor: instead of 
the present scarce and disseminated groups of poplar trees, the Early Bronze Age 
charcoals of Emar allow to reconstruct a more extensive riverine gallery forest, 
which included a greater variety of tree species than today: beside poplars, willows 
and tamarisks, alders, ashes and elms could also be found26; this testifies for a more 
complete ecological succession within the gallery forest. Those elements, confirmed 
by similar samples from the Euphrates27 and Ḫabur28 valleys, allow to reestimate the 

 
18 See Wilkinson 2004, 38-47, and Mori 2003a, 134ff. 
19 See Riehl 2001 and Deckers 2005. 
20 For a general description, see Sanlaville 1985, and, for a more detailed analysis of inter- 
and intra-annual variations of the river’s flow, Reculeau 2002, 527-532. 
21 The predominance of barley among winter cereals, common in the area, is confirmed at 
Emar by EBA plant remains; see Riehl 2001, 160-161 and 164. 
22 Wilkinson 2004, 21; Reculeau 2002, 529-531. 
23 See Geyer & Monchambert 2003, 43-47, as reinterpreted in Reculeau 2006, chapter 1.2.1.3, 
and in accordance with the chronology estimated for the downstream part of the river by 
Verhoeven 1998. 
24 See the topographical description in Geyer 1990, 109-110. 
25 See Reculeau 2006, Chapter 1.2.1.3. 
26 Deckers 2005. 
27 Wilkinson 2004, 17. 
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meaning of the “forests” (GIŠTIR / qištu) found in several Emar texts as describing 
parts of the gallery forest, which could be individualised by personal names, such as 
“the forest of Aḫi-ḫe” (Emar 147:1) or the one “of Ekida” (TSBR 9:4). More than a 
simple topograhical description, this suggests the possibility of private appropriation 
of (at least) parts of the forest, as is also implied by the mention of a “forest” among 
inherited properties in ETBLM 15:729. 

2. Water for Emar: the Organization of Irrigation Agriculture 
Unlike what occured in other areas, such at the MBA Mari kingdom30 or on the 
lower Ḫabur under Assyrian rule31, irrigation at Emar appears to have been small-
scale with the water diverted from numerous locations, either natural or (at least 
partly) anthropized. 

2.1 The Absence of Large Scale Irrigation 
Neither excavations nor surveys in the vicinity of Emar have been able to locate 
remains of Bronze Age irrigation structures32, and their mentions in cuneiform texts 
are scanty: as a matter of fact, many documents, primarly linked to irrigation canals, 
must be reexamined. Such is particularly the case for TSBR 86, considered by 
Arnaud as a confirmation of irrigation rights33; the text has been recently 
reinterpreted by Durand as the confirmation of a barber’s privilege34. Such is also 
the case for the yardānu, seen as a canal35 but which is in fact a wadi (see here, 3.1.), 
or for the meƥdilu, interpreted by Arnaud as a derivation (from a canal or river)36, 
which is in fact a strictly urban feature37. Canals are, in fact, only mentioned in the 
Emar texts as distributory channels (PA₅) in lists of persons38 and in three cases in 
landscape descriptions. The first text, TSBR 55, mentions a place called “The-Two-
Channels” (Nārtân), probably named after two small canals deriving from a ditch 
(kimartu, see 3.3.). The second example is mentioned in TSBR 85, where a channel 

 
28 Frey & Kürschner 1991. 
29 A description such as “the Woods” (qištātu), mentioned as neighbouring a field in HIR 
14:5, should however be understood as a purely descriptive denomination of a wooden area, 
whose location was, for the ancient Emarites, obvious. 
30 See lastly Reculeau in print. 
31 See Ergenzinger & Kühne 1991. 
32 The canals south of Emar, mentioned in Geyer (1990, 114) are most probably, as indicated 
by T. J. Wilkinson (quoted ibid.), Ummeyad, a period when a canal (the Nahr Maslama), is 
mentioned in the area. 
33 Arnaud 1991, 141-142; see Mori 2003a, 116. 
34 Durand & Marti 2003a, 162-163. 
35 See the historiographic point by Mori 2003a, 115-116. 
36 Arnaud 1991, 12. 
37 Mori 2003a, 59. 
38 In Emar 209, RE 95 and qualifying a defendant in a legal process, in ETBLM 1.  
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derives from a well39, and the third occurs in TSBR 9, where two streams (ÍD) are 
mentioned, probably two branches or parts of a meander of the river40. A last 
example can be found in RE 24:1, but its interpretation is problematic. Beckman 
suggested a reading “a-šà ma-la ma-sú-ú i-na íd bal-ri” “A field on the opposite side 
of the river”41, but this interpretation is difficult: it would imply an inversion of the 
ÍD and BAL.RI signs, and the reading does not fit Beckman’s autography. Any 
suggestion without collating the document is tentative, but a reading such as “ÍD 
d*UTU*-gam*-ri”, could be proposed, describing a channel named after a PN, 
which is however unattested. It seems nevertheless possible to refute the idea of a 
large-scale irrigation network in the area of Late Bronze Emar42. 

2.2 Small-scale Irrigation Practices and the Meaning of “KÁ/bābu” 
Irrigation was practiced at Emar through the sole use of small-scale devices, which 
can be traced in the documentation by mentions of “irrigations districts”, described 
as “doors” (KÁ/bābu). This logogram, traditionally understood as describing a city 
door43, has been recently reinterpreted by Durand as describing “the place where one 
could have access to the river”44, a meaning which has to be broadened to every kind 
of access to water. This reality, which can also be found in additional documentation 
and periods45, must therefore be clearly distinguished from urban doors, which are 
always described as “KÁ.GAL/abullu”. The study of their names show a wide 
pattern of possibilities, including naming after gods, people or places, as have long 
been acknowledged. It suggests, however, a frequent use of descriptive names, given 
in reference to landscape features, and especially water sources which fed the 
irrigation district or wet zones in which they were encased, as already pointed out by 
Durand for PdA 6546. 

KÁ Named after a Geographic Name (GN) 
KÁ-districts explicitly named after geographical places are quite rare: among them 
are places identified by the determinative KI but otherwise unknown, such as 
Išpaḫat (TSBR 6) or Zumnān (TSBR 19), whereas others are linked to places 

 
39 TSBR 85:1-4: (1) A-ŠÀ ma-la ma-sú-ú i-na KÁ* ku-la-ti, (2) i-na KÁ* a-wi-ri 3 GÁN 1 
ši-id-du₄, (3) ša GÁN GÍD-DA-ši ru-up-ši KASKAL-nu, (4) ša i-na ku-la-ti il-la-ku a-di ÍD 
na-aḫ-ba-ti. 
40 TSBR 9:7-8: (7) SAG.KI.1.KÁM-ma ÍD: DUMU.MEŠ Ia-za-li-lu4, (8) SAG.KI.2.KÁM-ma 
ÍD.ḪÁ-ma. 
41 Beckman 1996a, 41. 
42 For a globally similar appreciation, see Mori 2003a, 115, although I would not use the term 
“network” for describing these devices. 
43 See recently, and among others, Mori 2003a, 140. 
44 Durand & Marti 2003a, 144-145. 
45 A detailed study is far beyond the scope of the present paper; see Reculeau 2006, Chapter 
2.2.1. 
46 Durand & Marti 2003a, 144-145, whose readings of PdA 65 we follow here. 

Late Bronze Age Rural Landscapes 



Hervé Reculeau 

 

134

designed elsewhere in the documentation with this determinative, such as BinƦātu47 
or Rabbān48. To this category belong also districts described as those of a village 
(URU), such as the one of Yaššunu49, Izbu50 or a lost GN51. These were apparently 
mostly small settlements, some of them being both a GN and a topographical 
description (lieux-dits), such as “The Clay-Pit” (Kullatu), which is most probably to 
be understood both as an actual clay-pit52 and a hamlet named after it53.  

KÁ Named after a Personal Name (PN) 
Several examples mention a KÁ district named after a personal name: should we 
consider, following Durand for Ahī-mālik in PdA 65:6, that these were important 
landlords of the district54? It is a possibility, although none of the important Emarites 
known to us (mostly the royal family and the diviner’s family) seems to have given 
his name to an irrigation district. Another possibility would be that people who 
opened certain areas gave their names to it. Examples are few: besides Aḫī-mālik, 
people who gave their names to irrigation districts are Amzaḫi, son of Itūr-Dagān 
(TSBR 20) and (the sons of) Nuza (TSBR 11 and 12), where a clan denomination is 
perhaps to be preferred. One could also add to the list a few obscure examples, such 
as Yaḫšuka (RE 73:23), Šimala55, TU-BaƦla56 and Gatti57. 

KÁ Named after a Divine Name (DN) 
Three irrigation districts were named after deities: NIN.KUR (RE 21:8), “Dagān-
Lord-of-the-Prophets-called”58 (maybe commemorating more a theophany than the 
god himself), and Latarak (TSBR 98:11) to which can be added Bēl Burqa59, if this 
is the designation of a god60. A unique mention of the Yardānātu (Emar 137:1) can 
also be quoted, but this is a special case, since it concerns a divinized natural 
phenomenon (see 3.1.). 

 
47 PdA 65:1: 1/2 GÍN KÙ.BABBAR.MEŠ* KÁ* bi-in-a-ti*. The GN marked by KI can be 
found in RE 86:24.  
48 PdA 65:13: KÁ* ra-ab-ba-AN/IL?. 
49 RE 35:1-2: HIR 14:1-2 and ETBLM 7:8-10. 
50 Iraq-54 4:1-2, TSBR 36:13-14, 27-28. 
51 RE 6:10: ϜÉϝ tu-gu-ru i-na KÁ-bi URU ta-[ . 
52 So Arnaud 1991, 141-142. 
53 So Mori 2003a, 111. 
54 Durand & Marti 2003a, 144. 
55 PdA 65:8: KÁ* ši-ma-la. 
56 PdA 65:11: KÁ* tu-ba-la. 
57 PdA 65:14: KÁ* ga-at-ti*. 
58 Emar 140:1, following the interpretation of Durand, 1990a, 61. 
59 RE 73:10, for which Beckman’s copy does not suggest anything missing after QA. 
60 The name is unclear to me, and there is no DINGIR determinative. 
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KÁ Named after Natural Realities 
A great number of districts are named after elements of their neighbouring 
landscape, mainly describing realities of the major river bed. Such is case for the 
districts of “the depression”61, “the basin”62 and the “ḫurru-depression” (TSBR 9:1-
2 and RE 73:30). In the immediate vicinity of the river were probably located the 
districts of “dead-waters(?)”63 and “fishy(?)” (if not based on a Nunia PN)64. In the 
low terrace were also located the districts of “(land revealed) after the flood”65, 
“puddle”66 and “flooding”67. 

Probably located higher, on the Q0a terrace, existed a district of “Bad-woods”68 
and one of “Bad-lands(?)”69, the contact zone between the terrace and the valley 
slope being represented by the district of “the Yardānātu-wadi”70, the one of “The 
Clay-Pit”71, and, possibly, the one of “the Stone”72. In the immediate vicinity of 
Emar was located the district “of the Urban Ditch”73, and the one of “Sunrise”74 can 
only be located somewhere eastward, probably on the left bank of the river. 

KÁ Named after Irrigation Devices 
A few districts can be directly linked to small scale irrigation devices, such as “The 
Round Ditch”75 or “The Well”76. 

KÁ Named after a Field-Type? 
Finally, a district can be understood as named after a particular type of field, the 
“Awîru-field”77, if it is not simply a PN78. 

 
61 PdA 65:4: KÁ* ḫa-ba-ƥa*-ti*. 
62 TSBR 68:2: 1 me A.ŠÀ.MEŠ i-na KÁ ši-il₅-la; PdA 65:7: KÁ* ši-la. 
63 PdA 65:3: KÁ* a-me-et. 
64 PdA 65:15: KÁ* nu-ni-ia. 
65 Emar 168:32’: A.ŠÀ ma-la ma-sú-[ú] ΒiΓ-na KÁ ni-ḫa-sí. For this interpretation and the 
following two, see Reculeau 2006, Chapter 2.2.1. 
66 Emar 168:36’: SAG.KÁM 2 KÁ sà-a-ḫi-p[í]. 
67 Emar 171:1-2: (1) ki-ir-si-tu₄ ma-la ma-sú-ú, (2) i-na pí-is-ḫi ša KÁ sí-ir-ḫa-na. 
68 PdA 65:5: KÁ* ḪUL*?-i-si. 
69 PdA 65:10: KÁ* maš-kat. 
70 TSBR 58:1, Emar 137:1 and 12, Emar 168:8’ and Emar 206:1. 
71 TSBR 85:1-2: (1) A.ŠÀ ma-la ma-sú-ú i-na KÁ* ku-la-ti. 
72 TSBR 36:18-19: (18) 4 aš-lu₄ ša 45 GÁN.MEŠ, (19) i-na e-bir₅(NAM)-ta-a-an i-na K[Á]-
bi ka-pí. 
73 PdA 65:9: KÁ* ḫa-ri!?-it. 
74 Emar 168:22'-23': (22') SA[G-KÁM-2] KASKAL-nu [ša a-na le-et], (23') KÁ ni-pí-ḫu il*-
[la-ak]. 
75 RE 17:1: A.ŠÀ.ḪÁ a-na KÁ-bi ki*-ma-ar-ti. 
76 TSBR 62:1: (1) A.ŠÀ ma-la ma-sú-ú i-na KÁ be-eƥ-ri; ETBLM 5:24: É tu-gu₅-rù i-na KÁ 
TÚL-Βiϝ; PdA 65:2: KÁ* bé-eƥ*-ri. 
77 TSBR 85:1-2: (1) A.ŠÀ ma-la ma-sú-ú i-na KÁ* ku-la-ti, (2) i-na KÁ* a-wi-ri. 
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3. From the Slope to the River: a Vertically Organized Land Use 
The profile of the valley and its natural constraints, as well as the use of small-scale 
irrigations devices, led to a differentiated use of soils and spaces, which can be 
traced from the plateau onwards. 

3.1 The Slope and Wadis 
The first recognizable element in the landscape is the slope linking the high steppic 
plateau to the steep-sided valley. In the area of Emar, the difference between the 
plateau and the valley bottom is ca. 80 m, and the slope is sheer, the transitional 
Pleistocene terraces having here almost entirely disappeared, especially upstream 
from the site79. This slope was described by the ancient inhabitants of the valley as 
“the mountain”, noted in Emar texts by the logogramm ḫur.sag, which is said to be 
bordering the back of a ruin80 in Emar 171 and the one of a house in RE 70, as well 
as neighbouring a field located in the irrigation district of the Yardānātu-wadi in Fs-
Kutscher 4; the “ḫur.sag qa-aš-šu” of RE 7:6, though obscure, is probably to be 
related to the same reality. 

Because one of the peculiarities of the valley around Emar is the quasi-absence 
of Pleistocene terraces, it is not suprising that texts reveal a limited use of wells and 
underground waters, which in other parts of the valley are present on these high 
terraces. Few attestations relate to the district of “Clay-Pit” (Kullatu), where a 
tugguru equiped with a well is mentioned in Emar 115 and where was found a 
naḫbatu-canal (TSBR 85) which must be related to the verb ḫabû, “to draw water”81 
and to the area so described in TSBR 7. This indicates a localisation of this hamlet 
and its land somewhere in the contact zone between the slope and the highest 
Holocene terrace. Other wells are mentioned, perhaps in Binƥātu (ETBLM 5) and in 
Rabbān (HIR 16, ETBLM 9); however, at least in the last case, the communal 
territory spread from the lowest part of the valley to the zone of wells, near the 
slope. 

It appears that certain parts of the slope could be individualized, such as the 
“Crests”, described at Emar by the term gabƦu (Emar 8 and 9) and its variant 
gibaƦu82 (Emar 147, TSBR 7; see figure 1). Parallel uses of this term in the Mari 
texts do not suggest a general meaning of “slope” or “cliff”, but rather a particularly 
steep part of it, which, according to the topography, should tentatively be sought 
North-West of the site. On its South-Eastern side, a particular feature is represented 
by a major wadi, correlated with two smaller ones, which are likely to have been 
designated in Emar texts with the proper noun ‘Down-hurtler(s)’ (Yardānu / 

 
78 The PN is known at Emar, but the use of this term as a field designation is attested at Nuzi; 
see CAD A/2, awīru, 523b. 
79 Geyer 1990, 109-110. 
80 For this meaning of kirsitu, see Mori 2003a, 48-53. 
81 See Arnaud 1991, 12, although the translation “aiguade” does not fit the meaning of the 
logogramm ÍD, which describes a canal, not a cistern. 
82 We follow the suggestion by Durand (1990a, 62), which suits the topograhy of the 
described plots better than the reed-marsh suggested by Arnaud (1986, 161). 
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Yardānātu, the singular form referring to the big wadi, the collective to several of 
them: see figure 1). All attestations of these terms can indeed be located in one and 
the same place, and the fact that it was a strictly local Emarite reality explains that 
the term was unknown in archives from other sites of the Euphrates, whereas the 
divine form, attested once (in Emar 137:1), echoes of similar practices in wadi 
designation known from the Mari texts83. 

3.2 The Holocene Terraces: Forest, Gardens and Fields 
The highest level of Holocene terraces (Q0a) was mainly covered with the gallery 
forest, which in the area of Emar, where the valley is rather narrow (from 4 to 7 km 
for the whole alluvial plain), probably bordered the slope, at least in some places. 
The forest could be chopped down to make room for cultivated land, such as the 
fields described by Emar 147 as belonging to “the forest of Aḫī-ḫe”, which can be 
located in the area North-West of Emar, near the “Crests” (Emar 147:13), which 
indicates also a location next to the slope.  

A major opposition is made in texts between fields inscribed in constituted 
rural unities, whose access to water was probably more secured and whose 
maintenance more regular, and unevenly located plots: the first ones were described 
as “cultivated land” (mēreštum)84, whereas the second ones were known as 
“disseminated (land)” (sipḫu)85. The categorization of plots depended probably on 
local conditions which escapes us almost completely and no systematic organization 
could be found: a town such as Rabbān, for instance, had on its territory both 
“cultivated” (Emar 3) and “disseminated” (ASJ-14) land. 

One particular aspect of the interaction of trees and farmland was the coltura 
promiscua developed in gardens, where fields were integrated to orchards 
(GIŠKIRI₆.NUMUN) or orchards with vine climbing trees (GIŠKIRI₆.GEŠTIN): if it is 
not a documentary illusion, the first ones appear to have been mostly located in the 
immediate vicinity of Emar, in what could be described as a peri-urban horticulture 
ring, whereas the second ones were located in different areas of the valley, the 
territory of Rabbān appearing as a particularly propitious one86. Oddly enough, large 
numbers of vine-planted orchards were located in the immediate vicinity of the river 
in the flood plain87. 

 
83 For a complete analysis of these phenomena, see Reculeau 2006, Chapter 3.1.2.3. 
84 The interpretation “land under cultivation”, suggested by Mori (2003a, 131) does not fit the 
use of this expression in the Mari documentation (especially ARM XXIII 467), which shows 
that it is a particular type of field. It must therefore be distinguished from the “sown field” 
(A.ŠÀ zêri, as in Emar 82), which indeed represents a field sold with its harvest, as indicated 
by Mori (2003a, 131). 
85 For this meaning, see Durand & Marti 2003a, 147 n. 2, although the connection with the 
system of irrigation districts (KÁ / bābu) may not be as systematic as indicated. 
86 See the gardens of this type sold in Emar 1:1-10, Emar 3:1-9, TSBR 51:1-2, HIR 16:1-9, 
RE 6, RE 9 and RE 16. 
87 See, for example, RE 1:3-5 or ETBLM 5:8. 
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3.3 Open Spaces of the Alluvial Plain 
The lower part of the alluvial plain, incised from 1 to 2 m in the Q0a terrace, was in 
the LBA represented by the Q0b terrace, constituted at that time. It was generally 
designed, all along the Euphrates, as the ḫamqum, “the low-part of the valley”88 (see 
figure 1), attested once in Emar (TSBR 3:8) as Ʀanqu. It was in fact (as humid 
environments always are) a complex reality whose face would change within the 
year and from one year to another, depending on the particular dryness or humidity 
and on the height of the river. Despite their changing nature, these areas were 
favorable to agriculture: the flooding would flatten them and in the same time 
destroy natural vegetation, by wetting the soils and washing them from salts. The 
counterpart of these favourable locations was that they were subject to the river’s 
vagaries and had to be harvested before the flood destroyed the crops.  

One particularly sought-after type of soils was the accumulated deposits of the 
river, either in convex parts of meanders or after a change in its flow, known in the 
Euphrates’ documentation as raqqatu (see figure 1), a synonym of the more frequent 
ušallum (derived from sumerian Ú.SAL)89, which were used for sowing fields90 and 
planting gardens as well91. In a small-scale irrigation agriculture like the one 
practiced in Emar, access to water during the low levels of the Euphrates was crucial 
for sustaining trees and summer crops. This explains the frequent mentions of water 
reserves, which could be used for irrigation purposes. Among them are dead 
meanders of the river (balîtu)92 (see figure 1), seasonally refilled with water by the 
flood, as well as several kinds of humid depressions (ḫurru)93, either natural or (re)-
dug. These could either be used as water reserves or cultivated areas94, probably 
depending on their depth and width, the cultivated ones being shallow depressions 
which were wet longer than the neighbouring plain. A few other terms are known, 
mostly describing ditches, probably artificial: such is the case of qîru (RE 86), 
glossed by the term šuttetu95, which also describes a “well” (TÚL) in RE 6, and the 
case of kimartu (TSBR 55, RE 17 and ETBLM 11), which is to be linked to the 

 
88 See Durand 1990c, especially 119. 
89 For a general analysis of these terms and a translation as “river deposits” (french: 
atterrissement) in lieu of the usual “water-meadow” and neighbouring terms, see Reculeau 
2006, Chapter 3.3.2.1. 
90 In Emar 146, Emar 169, SMEA-30 3, HIR 7 and RE 49. 
91 In ETBLM 5 and RE 1. 
92 Emar 137:22-27, Emar 168:24'-28', Emar 138, TSBR 3, TSBR 15, HIR 43 and ASJ-10 F. 
The reading of the term as balîtu, not *malîtu, nor *balittum, as been demonstrated by Durand 
1990a, 60, idem 1990c, 121; the Mari parallels, as well as the topographical descriptions of 
the Emar texts, allow no other interpretation. 
93 The meaning “marshy depression” proposed Mori 2003a, 114, is overall similar, although 
we would reject the term “marshy” for agronomical reasons, since no field could have been 
cultivated in such a place, as is indicated by texts were fields are located in (ina) the 
depression (TSBR 16, 17 and 18, all referring to the “depression of Yabni-El”). The parallel 
with ‘*A.SUG’ in Terqa texts (suggested by Buccellati 1990, 161-162) is to be abandoned, 
since this logogramm is most probably to be read ÍD* (see Charpin 2002, 82). 
94 See Mori 2003a, 114. 
95 See Pentiuc 2001, 148. 
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kawārum from Mari texts96, and describes some kind of round ditch. One particular 
case is represented by the naḫrapu97 (Emar 194, HIR 43 and RE 86), which 
represents the gorge formed by the outflow of water in certain places.  

To sum up, Emar texts, when read after the results obtained by archaeologists, 
climatologists and geographers, offer a great variety of information concerning 
ancient landscapes, allowing a rather detailed reconstitution of the city’s ancient 
environment, both natural and man-shaped. The Emarite countryside was marked by 
the important place of the gallery forest now almost completely destroyed. This 
disappearance is the result of a millennia-long process, which had began much 
before the Late Bronze Age, but which can nevertheless be traced in this period by 
the existence of agrar land established in lieu of ancient wooden areas. The 
narrowness of the higher Pleistocene level of terrace around Emar, as well as the 
dependance on local water sources, from which small-scale irrigation devices were 
derived, led ancient people to till and plant open spaces in the lower part of the 
valley, even though these were under the threat of the Euphrates’s vagaries, and 
especially its flood. 

 
96 See Durand apud Birot 1993, 113, n. 51. 
97 For this reading, instead of the usual *naƥrabu, see Reculeau 2006, Chapter 3.3.3.3. 
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