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EXPERIMENTAL ARCHAEOLOGY 

HOW IS A SOAKAWAY WORKING - AND WHY?


An experiment is devoted to the soakaway focusing on the function of  the 
seepage holes in the terracotta rings and the backfilling of  the excavation 
pit. Why are there soakaways that were encased in ceramic sherds, while 
others were directly set into the soil ? To answer this question, a 40 cm high 
soakaway was replicated (Figs. 3 and 4) and the time needed for a fixed 
amount of  water to percolate was stopped (Tab. 1). It turned out that the 
different backfilling of  the pit influenced how quickly the water seeped away 
at the beginning. From this it can be deduced that a shaft with soil filling is 
only suitable for absorbing larger quantities of  water to a small extent before 
overflowing. Accordingly, in a room with such a shaft, only a small amount 
of  liquid was probably expected to accumulate at a time. This design was 
only servicable to a limited extent: either the wastewater had to be fed into 
the shaft gradually in a controlled manner to prevent overflowing, or the 
soakaway had to be built deeper than a shaft with ceramic filling. On the 
other hand, a soakaway encased in ceramics, was suitable in an environment 
where large and sometimes sudden quantities of  water were to percolate.

STUDY OF THE DRAINAGE OF PALACES, TEMPLES AND TEMPLE- 
DISTRICTS AND DOMESTIC HOUSES BETWEEN THE 3RD AND 1ST 

MILLENNIA B.C. 

As an integral part of  the design of  ancient buildings, the various 
elements of  drainage systems are only mentioned in passing in 
research and rarely analyzed. In my dissertation project, I 
investigate the nature and occurrence of  drainage in palaces, 
temples and temple precincts, and residences of  main cities in 
Mesopotamia between the 3rd and 1st millennia B.C. Were canals, 
pipes, gutters, and soakaways used equally for all building types, or 
can they be associated with specific contexts? What do they tell us 
about the function of  the spaces they drained? To answer these 
questions, all drainage elements are carefully recorded and 
compared in their context. How soakaways functioned precisely and 
whether different modes of  construction influenced ther capacities 
will additionally be explored by means of  experimental archaeology. 
This will provide a more detailed picture of  the function and 
occurrence of  drainage systems in the different contexts.


PUZZLE PIECES 

OF ANCIENT DRAINAGE


The elements that made up 
the drainage systems of  the 
area under study were already 
catalogued by C. Hemker in 
her 1993 study.

T h is r evea led tha t the 
drainage was carried out by 
means of  stone and brick 
channels, pipes, gutters and 
soakaways. There has been 
no investigation to date as to 
whether particular contexts 
were associated with any of  
these puzz le p ieces in 
particular. 


COLLECTING - EVALUATING 
- INTERPRETING


The thesis is based on the 
description of  drainage 
elements in the original 
excavation reports. Channels, 
pipes, gutters and soakaways 
were only included in the 
study, if  a description of  the 
context and a clear date 
within an archaeological 
horizon are both available. 
Furthermore, the nature of  
the floor or the existence of  
other fixed installations 
d i r ec t l y r e la ted to the 
drainage, also recorded, are 
recorded in order to trace any 
patterns.
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FIG. 1: DRAINAGE IN HOUSE II IN MERKES

FIG. 2: HOUSE I IN MERKES

FIG. 3: RECONSTRUCTED SOAKAWAY WITH BRICK FILL

FIG. 4: RECONSTRUCTED SOAKAWAY WITH SOIL FILL 
FIG. 5:SCHEMATIC FLOORPLAN OF HOUSE I (MERKES); ROOMS CLASSIFIED AFTER REUTHER 

TAB. 1: DIFFERENT DRAINAGE TIMES DEPENDING ON FILL 


