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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

In Memory of David Oates (1927-2004)

Sir Mortimer Wheeler relates in his Foreword that David was invited by the Stein-Arnold
Committee of the British Academy to review and continue Sir Aurel Stein’s ‘somewhat hasty’
survey of the Roman frontier carried out in northern Iraq in 1938-9. At Cambridge David had
read Classics followed by Part II of the Archaeology Tripos (1945-8), a combination that not
only led to the fieldwork in Roman Libya that gained him a Research Fellowship at Trinity
College in 1951, but also encouraged an early interest in the interaction of people and landscape
that was to be a fundamental feature of his subsequent research. Wheeler, then Secretary of the
British Academy, was aware of the promising Cambridge student and had indeed suggested
Roman Libya as a suitable area for his research.

David recounted that the 1953 Committee meeting at which the northern Iraq proposal was
discussed had its amusing aspects. Sir Mortimer was of course in the Chair, while among the
others present was M.E.L. Mallowan, then Director of the British School of Archaeology in
Iraq, and in the early stages of his work at Nimrud. As the meeting was drawing to a close
Wheeler suggested that the British Academy pay two-thirds of the cost of a Land Rover.
Mallowan immediately rose to the occasion and offered ‘the outstanding three-fifths’ from the
BSAI. David, whose mental arithmetic was rather better than the calculations of his seniors,
accepted with alacrity, already estimating the petrol he could pay for with the unintended profit.

David set out for Iraq in 1954 accompanied by Geoffrey Clarke, an architect whose beautiful
drawings of Roman Singara appear in Chapter V, and who was also to work with David later
that year in the Great Palace excavations in Istanbul. They arrived in Baghdad at the height of
one of the most severe floods in recent memory, stopping in the outskirts of the city only to find

David at Ain Sinu in 1958, mending the jar illustrated in Fig. 22:55



the Land Rover slipping into a ditch rendered invisible by the depth of deposited silt. The
archaeologist in David temporarily overrode the need for assistance and the depth of the silt was
carefully recorded (30 cm). From Baghdad they were unable to drive north owing to the deeply
flooded roads, but this problem was quickly resolved by Barbara Parker, then Secretary-Librarian
of the BSAI, who simply hired a flatcar on the Mosul train, on which the Land Rover travelled
safely northwards.

As Wheeler’s Foreword makes clear, it was intended that David do no more than revise Stein’s
pioneering manuscript. Once in Iraq, however, it became increasingly clear that here was a
subject of very considerable interest and importance of which Stein had only scratched the
surface. It was also apparent that Stein’s site identifications were in need of considerable revision.
Indeed David’s correspondence of the time remarks on the large number of ‘Assyrian tells and
medieval khans’ identified by Stein as Roman, the examination and recording of which took
much of the first season. It was partly for this reason, but also because of his own increasing fas-
cination with the area, that David chose in the end to write his own text rather than simply
produce a revision of Stein’s original. It 1955 Mallowan ‘poached’ David for Nimrud (some said
it was for the Land Rover!), but the Stein work continued with the excavation of a sounding at
the Hellenistic site of Abu Sheetha and, in 1956, the recording of the sixth-century basilica of
Qasr Serij. David reported on his work in a lecture to the British Academy (published 1956), and
in 1958 he excavated the Roman camp at Ain Sinu/Zagurae.

The completion of the final version of this book was delayed until 1963, largely owing to
David’s increasing responsibilities at Nimrud. This of course had the advantage not only of the
inclusion of the report on the Hellenistic village excavated there, but also of extending his inno-
vative work on the implications of climate and landscape to the Assyrians as well as the Romans.
The result was a book that remains today a major source for archaeologists working in northern
Mesopotamia.

David’s early Roman interests, republished here, were continued in northeastern Syria, while
he was excavating at Tell Brak, with the re-examination of ‘Roman’ sites photographed there by
Poidebard, the inspiration also of Stein’s work. These 1980s investigations were published in a
Festschrift for one of Syria’s most distinguished archaeologists, Dr Adnan Bounni.i More
recently an intensive survey instituted in the vicinity of Brak in 2002, initially under David’s
direction, continues to add to our knowledge of the North Mesopotamian landscape.

Sadly David died in March 2004. This volume is reprinted in his memory by the British
School of Archaeology in Iraq that he served for so long, with permission of the original pub-
lishers, The British Academy, of which David was a Fellow. It is especially appropriate that this
has been made possible by a generous grant from The Charlotte Bonham-Carter Charitable
Trust. In 1956 Charlotte was one of the first to congratulate us on our marriage, apparently sim-
ultaneously from London and New York (a type of geographical feat for which she was
well-noted!), and she remained both a personal friend and a generous supporter of the work in
Iraq until her death. David would have been both touched and pleased.

Joan Oates
February 2005
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i David and Joan Oates: ‘Aspects of Hellenistic and Roman settlement in the Khabur Basin’, in P. Matthiae, M. van Loon
and H. Weiss (eds.), Resurrecting the Past – A Joint Tribute to Adnan Bounni, Leiden 1990, 227–48.








































































































































































































































































































































































































