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Abstract

Recent field survey in the upper Orontes Valley, near Homs, Syria has allowed the 
identification of several new strands of evidence that when viewed together point to 
significant changes in the scale and nature of human activity in the landscape of the 
western Syria during the 4th millennium cal. BC.  The key elements include the 
recognition of the following the points:

1. Later prehistoric activity (6th and 5th millennia cal BC),  characterized by 
material with links to Ubaid and Wadi Rabah assemblages, appears to be 
mainly  focused  on the river valley and related basins;

2. It is now possible to identify a diagnostic ceramic assemblage for the early-
mid  4th millennium cal. BC in the Orontes region;

3. In the rocky basalt landscape west of the Orontes there exist groups of stone-
built enclosures, the ceramics from which show some parallels to material 
largely dated to the 4th or early 3rd millennia cal. BC in other regions of the 
Levant, and which appear to represent the first visible evidence for a 
significant expansion of settlement activity into this zone;

4. These enclosures sit in a landscape that is dominated by presence of tens of 
thousands of built stone burial monuments, a significant proportion of which 
appear to be of 4th-3rd millennium BC date;

5. The material culture associated with the enclosures differs in key respects 
from that found on contemporary sites immediately  east of the Orontes River, 
and may represent something more than a simple expansion of pre-existing 
river valley communities into the landscape to the west;

6. This phase of activity is distinct physically, chronologically and in socio-
economic terms, from the now well-documented expansion of activity into the 
west Syrian steppe during the EB IV period (later 3rd millennium cal. BC).

7. This expansion of activity is almost certainly associated with a growing 
intensity of livestock herding, in terrain that had previously seen only modest 
exploitation.  
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It is possible to view this expansion as but one instance of a broader increase in the 
exploitation of “sub-optimal” landscapes, i.e. those which lay beyond the main 
riverine basins, a process which is documented in various parts of the Levant, during 
the 4th millennium BC, but which is manifest in context-specific forms.  While it is 
tempting to connect this activity with climatic change in the early 4th millennium cal. 
BC, in the absence of detailed environmental data local to the Orontes Valley region, 
and the relative imprecision of ceramic dating, this remains very uncertain.

The paper will use this dataset as a case-study through which to explore a range of 
alternative ways in which evidence of this kind might be understood, and the 
strengths and weakness of different approaches..
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