EUT EDIZIONI UNIVERSITÀ DI TRIESTE

East

West

&

SISBA

West & East
Rivista della Scuola di Specializzazione in Beni Archeologici
delle Università di Udine, Trieste, Venezia Ca’ Foscari

Anno II, 2017

West & East
Rivista della Scuola di Specializzazione in Beni Archeologici
delle Università di Udine, Trieste, Venezia Ca’ Foscari

Direttore responsabile / Publisher
Bruno Callegher
Direttore scientifico / Editor
Ludovico Rebaudo
Segreterio di Redazione / Assistant Editor
Marco Iamoni
Comitato Scientifico / Scientific Board
Stephen Bourke
Aaron Burke
Filippo Carinci
Mario Fales
Augusta McMahon
Maria Chiara Monaco
Luca Peyronel
Monika Verzàr
Comitato di redazione / Editorial Board
Elisabetta Borgna
Simonetta Minguzzi
Franco Zanini
Comunicazione editoriale e gestione Web / Editorial Assistant and Web-manager
Sara Bini
Redazione testi e correzione bozze / Editing and proofreading
Silvia Galasso

© copyright Edizioni Università di Trieste, Trieste 2017.

Proprietà letteraria riservata.
I diritti di traduzione, memorizzazione elettronica,
di riproduzione e di adattamento totale e parziale di questa
pubblicazione, con qualsiasi mezzo (compresi i microfilm,
le fotocopie e altro) sono riservati per tutti i paesi.

ISSN 2499-7331 (online)

EUT Edizioni Università di Trieste
Via Weiss, 21 – 34128 Trieste
http://eut.units.it
https://www.facebook.com/EUTEdizioniUniversitaTrieste

SOMMARIO

West & East

4

Mattia Francesco Antonio Cantatore
Il castello sulla Pietra di Bismantova. Considerazioni sulle due pentole provenienti
dallo scavo Chierici

13

Igor Kreimerman
Skeletons in Bronze and Iron Age destruction contexts in the southern Levant:
what do they mean?

31

Lorenzo Lazzarini
Assus Troadis: the beginning of coinage and its later silver emissions in the V and
IV century B.C.

42

Anna Lena, Veronica Rossi, Marco Palmieri, Marco Marchesini
A glimpse under the water-table. The Magdala Harbour bio-archive:
An integrated analysis of carpological and faunal data

63

Aurore Schmitt
Middle Neolithic burials in Mediterranean France: honouring or rejecting the
dead?

ISSN 2499-7331

3

Anno II – 2017

EUT EDIZIONI UNIVERSITÀ DI TRIESTE

West&East

ISSN 2499-7331

II (2017), 4-12

DOI: 10.13137/2499-7331/15055

www.openstarts.units.it/dspace/handle/10077/10886

Il castello sulla Pietra di Bismantova.
Considerazioni sulle due pentole
provenienti dallo scavo Chierici
Mattia Francesco Antonio Cantatore

Riassunto / Abstract
The long and well documented history of Bismantova
castle (placed on the homonymic Pietra, in Castelnovo ne’
Monti town in Reggio Emilia province) unfolds throughout
the medieval centuries until the modern age. Historical
sources attest the presence of a castrum on the Pietra from
the late VI until XVII century. In particular it played a
leading strategic role between the XII and XIII century,
period in which, in the chronicle sources, it appears often
as a stronghold home to clashes. But not only. The castle
represents one of the first example of Medieval Archaeology,
being investigated in 1865 by Gaetano Chierici, one of
the precursors of modern archaeology. Unfortunately this
excavation has never been published completely. However
remote nearly a century and half this common thread has
never broken and has been taken up by Bologna University
that has made a new archaeological excavation campaign
in 2012, giving a new contextualization to the castle.
Great importance has been given to the long history of the
castle and to vascular artifacts found by Chierici, because
they are still unpublished. The publication of these two pots
is important to recover primary data for archaeological
research in Apennine area in Reggio Emilia district.

La lunga e ben documentata vita del castello di Bismantova (posto sull’omonima Pietra, nell’attuale comune di
Castelnovo ne’ Monti nella provincia di Reggio Emilia) si
dispiega lungo tutti i secoli medievali sino all’età moderna. Le fonti scritte attestano la presenza di un castrum sulla Pietra dalla fine del VI fino al XVII secolo. In particolare esso ricoprì un ruolo strategico di primo piano tra XII
e XIII secolo, periodo nel quale, nella fonte cronachistica,
compare spesso come roccaforte sede di scontri. Ma non
solo. Il castello si pone anche agli albori dell’Archeologia
Medievale, essendo stato indagato nel 1865 da Gaetano
Chierici, uno dei precursori della moderna archeologia.
Questo scavo purtroppo non ha mai visto una pubblicazione completa. Il fil rouge, però, non si è mai spezzato ed
è stato ripreso dall’Università di Bologna che a distanza
di quasi un secolo e mezzo, nel 2012, ha effettuato una
nuova campagna di scavi che ha avuto il pregio di dare una
nuova contestualizzazione al castello. In questo contributo si è quindi dato spazio alla lunga storia del castello e
grande rilievo a quei reperti vascolari ritrovati dal Chierici
che ad oggi non avevano ancora conosciuto una pubblicazione, cosa che si rivela tanto più importante in quanto
funzionale al recupero di dati di primaria importanza per
la ricerca archeologica nell’Appennino reggiano.

Parole chiave / Keywords
Medieval archaelogy, castle, tower, written sources, pottery,
soapstone
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1. Introduzione

seconda metà del XIX secolo effettuato nella zona
detta del ‘Castelletto’ da Don Gaetano Chierici.4

È indubbio che il sito della Pietra di Bismantova sia
oltremodo interessante, ma l’assenza di sistematiche
ricerche a livello tanto archivistico-documentario1
quanto archeologico lascia diverse questioni aperte.2
Non avendo le recenti indagini archeologiche sulla
Pietra fornito dati sufficienti per una riconsiderazione integrale del sito,3 si è ritenuto opportuno in questa sede dare spazio ad alcune considerazioni su due
rinvenimenti vascolari provenienti dallo scavo della

2. Fonti scritte e fonti archeologiche
La prima attestazione di Bismantova si trova nella Descriptio Orbis Romanι, tradizionalmente attribuita a Giorgio Ciprio (vissuto tra fine VI e inizio VII secolo), che cita tra le località della Ἐπαρχία
Ἀννωνάρια anche il κάστρον Βισιμάντω.5
Successivamente il castrum di Bismantova appare nella Vita sancti Bertulfi,6 redatta da Giona di
Susa nel 642, da cui si apprende che lo stesso Bertulfo, abate di Bobbio, nel 628 colpito da febbri si sarebbe fermato presso un «castrum, cui Bismantum
nomen est».7
Le due attestazioni, per quanto interessanti, oltre
a porre seri problemi di esegesi (entrambi i testi sono
traamandati in copia), non permettono di ricavare
molte informazioni, se non l’esistenza di una probabile fortificazione tardo-antica.8
Su questo aspetto anche le fonti archeologiche
appaiono laconiche e sfuggenti. Dagli scritti di Don
Gaetano Chierici (1819-1886) si evince il ritrova-

Ringrazio il Dott. Iames Tirabassi per avermi concesso di
visionare il materiale conservato ai Musei Civici di Reggio Emilia
e avermi fornito i disegni della fig. 2. Questi furono realizzati nel
1998 per produrre i pannelli illustrativi di un percorso turistico
sulla Pietra di Bismantova con relativo opuscolo illustrato. Tale
percorso, allestito in modo provvisorio con cianografie protette
da plexiglass, non fu mai inaugurato e reso definitivo, così come
l’opuscolo non fu mai dato alle stampe. Sarebbe auspicabile
non solo una sistematica ricerca archivistica e documentaria su
Bismantova che travalicasse i limiti temporali spesso causa di
visioni parziali dei processi storici, ma anche una revisione di
tutti gli scritti inediti del Chierici riguardanti le sue attività di
ricerca sulla Pietra.
2
Alcuni dei temi tutt’oggi fonte di dibattito che han
no catalizzato l’attenzione di storici e archeologi e che
meriterebbero una trattazione a sé stante sono: la natura della
circoscrizioni territoriali tardoantiche (Bonacini 2001,
pp. 132-3; Lazzari 2006, pp. 8-9; Lazzari 2009, 621-51;
Lazzari 2015, pp. 339-56; Ravegnani 1982, pp. 271-82),
la conquista longobarda di Bismantova (Dall’Aglio 1986,
p. 254; Pavoni 1992, p. 76; Schumann 1973, p. 270), il
presunto trasferimento della pieve di Campiliola dalla cima
della Pietra alla sua attuale posizione (Cantatore 2015,
pp. 2-4; Chierici 1869, p. 98; Saccani 1916), il passaggio
della giurisdizione sul territorio bismantino dal comitato
parmense a quello reggiano (Schumann 1973, pp. 273-74), il
rapporto tra i comites di Parma della dinastia degli Arduini e i
Canossa e la natura del loro potere su questa fascia di territorio
montano (Saccani 1915, pp. 27-8; Schumann 1973, pp. 4451), la reale appartenenza della famiglia dei da Bismantova a un
ramo dei da Dallo (Cavalazzi 2014, pp. 65-6; Tincani 2012,
p. 71; Tiraboschi 1824-25, I, pp. 55-6), l’esatta provenienza
dei reperti ascritti alla Pietra di Bismantova oggi conservati ai
Musei Civici di Reggio Emilia (Chiesi 1989, p. 142; Degani
1959, p. 37; Aberg 1923, p. 11; Sturmann Ciccone 1977,
p. 23, tav. XIV, 2 e n. 98, p. 34; Catarsi, Dall’Aglio 1994,
p. 46, tav. XXX, 3, tav. XXXVI, 3; Brogiolo, Gelichi 1996,
p. 64), la precisa ubicazione della necropoli di circa 30 inumati
citata dal Chierici (Tirabassi 1979, p. 173).
3
Si tenga presente che ad oggi dei circa 20 ettari della
superficie della Pietra risultano indagati tra pulizia superficiale
e scavo appena 500 m2, equivalente allo 0,025% della superficie
totale e che lo scavo non ha raggiunto in tutte le aree il terreno
naturale. Mancassola et Al. 2014, pp. 155-7.
1
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4
Chierici 1869, pp. 91-9; Chierici 1876, pp. 211‑6.
Sulla vita del paletnologo Don Gaetano Chierici si v. De
Marinis 1980, pp. 700-2.
5
In questa sede si riassume una più ampia ricerca volta ad
affrontare in maniera sistematica sia le fonti scritte, sia le fonti
archeologiche del territorio di Bismantova. Per i necessari
approfondimenti v. Cantatore 2013. Per il testo della
Descriptio: Gelzer 1890, p. 32. L’attribuzione è messa in
discussione in Cosentino 1994, pp. 498-9. Concordemente
la critica ascrive l’opera al regno di Tiberio II (578-582):
Brogiolo, Gelichi 1996, p. 63. Molti autori si sono occupati
di questa problematica fonte: senza entrare nel dibattito si
rimanda a Conti 1975; Bottazzi 1993, p. 60; Honigmann
1939; La Regina 1988, pp. 59-64; Cosentino, 1994,
pp. 501-6; Lazzari 2009, p. 639. Sull’interpretazione del
termine κάστρον in età tardo-antica si v.: Ravegnani 1982,
pp. 271-82, Lazzari 2009, pp. 621-51 e Lazzari 2015,
pp. 339-56.
6
Cupero 1732, pp. 752-3.
7
Buzzi ha avanzato ipotesi di interpolazioni sul passo in
questione sulla base di considerazioni storiche e portando prove
filologiche della falsità della bolla di Onorio I logicamente
legata alla vita del Santo (Buzzi 1970, pp. 31‑47).
8
Messa in dubbio, pur in assenza di adeguate ricerche
archeologiche, in Lazzari 2009, pp. 643-4.

5
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aggiungere ulteriori elementi. Come anticipato, il
recente scavo del 2012 non ha dato indicazioni in
merito, ma bisogna considerare la scarsità della superficie indagata e il fatto che in non tutte le aree si
sia giunti al terreno naturale.17
Durante l’alto Medioevo si perdono le tracce
della fortificazione sulla Pietra di Bismantova. Dopo
la Vita Sancti Bertulfi, c’è un lasso di tempo di un
secolo e mezzo, corrispondente alla dominazione
longobarda, in cui non si hanno notizie riguardanti
la Pietra.18 Le informazioni riprendono in età carolingia, quando il toponimo va a identificare una circoscrizione territoriale, i fines Bismanti o gastaldato
Bismantino, posta sotto il controllo del conte di Parma.19 In un documento di inizio X secolo compare
per la prima volta il loco Bismanto,20 un insediamento di cui non si può desumere l’esatta collocazione
potendo essere stato tanto sulla Pietra quanto a valle.21 Dalla fine del IX secolo appare attestata anche
l’importante plebem de Bismanto, appartenente alla
diocesi di Reggio Emilia e da identificare con la chiesa di Santa Maria di Campiliola.22
I secoli altomedievali sembrano quindi rappresentare per la Pietra di Bismantova un periodo del
tutto particolare che ne sancisce l’importanza da un
punto di vista zonale, ma che non sembrano portare
tracce di una sua stabile e strutturata occupazione da
un punto di vista militare o insediativo.
Situazione diversa si ha a partire dal XII secolo, quando è possibile contare su una nutrita serie di
fonti sia scritte sia materiali che permettono di definire meglio la situazione sulla Pietra.

mento sporadico di alcuni aurei d’epoca tardo-antica, di cui però oggi non resta più traccia.9
Difficile è inoltre ascrivere a un preciso orizzonte cronologico la necropoli di inumati scoperta nel
1863 nel ripiano posto sotto la salita che da Campo
Pianelli porta alla Pietra,10 dove furono rinvenuti diversi cocci e una punta di lancia.11
A dirimere la questione non aiutano i materiali conservati presso i Musei Civici di Reggio Emilia. Una fibbia di bronzo ad anello ellissoidale della fine del VI secolo,12 probabilmente non viene da
Bismantova,13 da dove sembrerebbero invece provenire una parte di guarnizione da cintura in bronzo e
una controplacca di forma triangolare di VII secolo.14
Nelle vetrine dei Musei Civici di Reggio Emilia sono
segnalate con la medesima provenienza anche «diverse fusaiole, due punte di freccia ad alette con codolo a cannone, una rotella raggiata in piombo [...]
e una fibbia in bronzo di tradizione bizantina (VII
sec. d.C.) con anello a rientranza a ‘8’ nel punto di
contatto con l’ardiglione»15, così come una brocchetta in bronzo.16
Al di là dei problemi non trascurabili di provenienza dei materiali e della dispersione di molti dei
reperti segnalati nelle relazioni del Chierici, i manufatti giunti fino ai giorni nostri paiono confermare
la frequentazione tardo-antica della Pietra, senza
Questo il passo preciso: «sovente poi si trovano sulla
Pietra e dintorno monete d’oro del Basso Impero, e ne ho vedute
d’Onorio, di Giulio Nepote, di Giustino e di Giustiniano».
Chierici 1876, p. 212, 214; Chierici 1869 p. 77.
10
Brogiolo, Gelichi 1996, p. 64. Secondo Bottazzi
la necropoli potrebbe essere riferita all’età gota o bizantina
(Bottazzi 1993, p. 48). Ad oggi non è stato possibile definire
l’esatta posizione della necropoli descritta.
11
Tirabassi 1979, p. 173.
12
Brogiolo, Gelichi 1996, p. 64.
13
La fibbia di bronzo viene considerata provenire da
Bismantova da Chiesi (Chiesi 1989, p. 142) sulla scorta di
Degani (Degani 1959, p. 37). Tuttavia quella stessa fibbia
è stata pubblicata da Aberg (Aberg 1923, p. 11) e dalla
Sturmann Ciccone tra i reperti di provenienza indeterminata
(Sturmann Ciccone 1977, p. 23, tav. XIV, 2 e n. 98, p. 34).
Della fibula si è occupata anche Manuela Catarsi: Catarsi,
Dall’Aglio 1994, p. 46, tav. XXX, 3.
14
Catarsi, Dall’Aglio 1994, p. 46, tav. XXXVI, 3. Da
rilevare come nella sua opera ci sia la riproduzione sbagliata,
confusa con un reperto simile proveniente da Castellarano
(Brogiolo, Gelichi 1996, p. 64).
15
Catarsi, Dall’Aglio 1994, p. 46.
16
Brogiolo, Gelichi 1996, p. 64.
9
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Mancassola et Al. 2014, pp. 151-8.
Alcune considerazioni sul ruolo di Bismantova tra
Longobardi e Bizantini in Pavoni 1992, p. 76; Schumann
1973, p. 270; Dall’Aglio 1986, p. 254; Conti 1967,
pp. 149‑50.
19
Torelli 1921, p. 13, 37, 61, 112, 163. Sulla natura dei
fines altomedievali si v. Bonacini 2001, pp. 132-3; Lazzari
2006, pp. 8-9.
20
Torelli 1921, p. 112.
21
Forse il primo agglomerato da cui poi nascerà Castelnovo
ne’ Monti (RE) di cui si hanno notizie solo a partire dal 1156
in una bolla di Adriano IV in favore del monastero di Canossa.
Tiraboschi 1793-1795, p. 34; Tiraboschi 1824-1825,
p. 181.
22
La chiesa si trova nelle propaggini orientali dell’attuale
centro di Castelnovo ne’ Monti (RE). Sulla storia della pieve
si v. Cantatore 2015, pp. 2-4; Tiraboschi 1824-1825,
pp. 53-5.
17
18
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Il 19 marzo 1184 il catello di Bismantova riappare in un documento che attesta un accordo tra
i Malaspina, possessori del castello, e il comune di
Piacenza, testimoniando come da tempo (ma da
quanto?) fosse presente un castrum , che potrebbe
essere oppure no erede di quello tardo antico.23
Questo castello è più volte teatro di importanti
eventi bellici in relazione al controllo della montagna reggiana da parte del Comune e alle successive
lotte interne tra le fazioni cittadine, tra i componenti delle quali in questi anni si trovano con frequenza
nelle fonti gli appartenenti alla nobile famiglia dei
da Bismantova,24 che dalla fortificazione di cui è assegnataria prende il nome. Così nel 1199, alla porta
cittadina di Santa Croce di Reggio Emilia viene apposta un’iscrizione che tra le varie imprese del podestà ricorda proprio la conquista di Bismantova.25
Anche nei decenni successivi il castello sulla Pietra è oggetto di numerosi assedi. Senza entrare nel
merito di queste vicende, basti rilevare come per tutto il Duecento il castrum mantenga un ruolo strategico di primo piano e continui ad assolvere la sua
funzione di presidio militare.26
Proprio le fasi di XII-XIII secolo alle quali si riferiscono la torre rettangolare e lacerti del muro di
cinta sono quelle più antiche rivenute sia nel recente
scavo del 2012 sia in quello effettuato dal Chierici
del 1865.27
Tra Trecento e Quattrocento il sito pare perdere
via via di importanza, cominciando a diventare poco
funzionale alle nuove lotte per il potere legate, pri-

ma, all’avvento dei Visconti e, successivamente, degli Este.28
Nella prima metà del Cinquecento la Pietra sembra perdere del tutto di rilievo strategico militare,
tanto da essere interessata da atti di compravendita
di terreni destinati alla coltivazione o allo sfruttamento dei boschi.29
Verso la metà del Cinquecento, tra il 1557 e il
1558, in un rinnovato clima di tensioni territoriali, la Pietra conosce l’ultimo fulgore militare. Per la
difesa allora vengono riassettate le strutture preesistenti e si stabilisce di costruire in breve tempo sette
case allo scopo di porvi delle truppe di guardia.30
Anche per queste ultime fasi di vita del castello
si trova puntuale riscontro nei dati provenienti dallo
scavo del 2012. Infatti sulla base dell’analisi dei materiali associati alle stratigrafie e delle strutture murarie si evince che tra XV e XVI secolo si procede
alla ricostruzione della cinta muraria, con la realizzazione della torre circolare con feritoia da bombarda e all’apprestamento di edifici interni alla rocca.31
È una stagione effimera. Ben presto la fortezza
militare viene abbandonata e così nel 1602 il cronista Ercole Rubini la descrive:
una sola casa, fabricata in quadro a forma di Torrione all’antica, pel cui mezo si passa nell’entrata per una porta, tutta
ferrata: appresso veggonvisi alcuni forni da cuocere pane; et
poco discosto una cisterna, che raccoglie le acque piovane,
et nelle ripe, quasi mura a piombo, fabbricate dalla natura,
ne gl’angoli, et altri luoghi certe casette picciole, fatte già
per le sentinelle; se ben mo’ di presente non vi usano queste
diligenze, per non essere habitata; anzi che il Podestà tiene
regione a Vologno, castello, et membro di questa giurisdizione. Quasi nel mezzo si veggono parimenti le rovinose vestigie di un gran palazzo.32

Falconi, Peveri 1984, pp. 532-5. Sul contesto storico
si v. Occhipinti 2001, pp. 166-8. Il documento non è un
originale, ma una copia autenticata.
24
Sulla famiglia da Bismantova si v. Tincani 2012, p. 71,
Cavalazzi 2015, pp. 61-7, Gamberini 2003, pp. 178-81.
25
Holder-Hegger (ed.) 1903, p. 454: Anno MC.
nonagesimo VIIII / Hoc opus est actum Guidonis tempore factum,
/ Qui Lambertini cognomen gestat avini. / Hunc hominem
cautum tribuit Bononia lautum / Urbi Regine rectorem celibe fide
/ Besmantum cepit, Pulganum grandine fregit, / Hanc portam
Crucis censemus iubare lucis.
26
Tiraboschi 1793-1795, pp. 27, 54, 58, p. 25; Gatta
1944, pp. 90, 94, 104, 205; Memoriale Potestatum Regensium
1726, pp. 1127, 1143-5, 1169; Artioli, Corradini, Santi
(edd.) 2000, pp. 48-9, 66-71, 78-9; Salimbene de Adam
da Parma 2007, pp. 1322-3, 1388-9, 1394-7, 1764-1765;
Holder-Hegger (ed.) 1903, pp. 533, 551, 553, 574.
27
Mancassola et Al. 2014, pp. 151-68.
23
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Per il periodo in questione non ci sono documenti editi,
per le vicende del castello di Bismantova e della famiglia ad esso
legata si rimanda a: Tiraboschi 1824-1825, p. 54, 56; Cagni
Di Stefano, 2012, p. 122; Gamberini 2003, pp. 178-81.
29
Cagni Di Stefano 2011, II, p. 127. Unica notizia
che ci ricorda il castello di Bismantova nella prima metà del
Cinquecento è un’annotazione di Cesariano nel suo commento
al Vitruvio del 1521 in cui riporta tra gli esempi di castelli
costruiti sulle montagne, proprio Bismantova (Rovetta,
Monducci, Caselli 2008, p. 225).
30
Cagni Di Stefano 2011, II, pp. 127-8.
31
Mancassola et Al. 2014, pp. 151-68.
32
Monti 1963, pp. 56-7.
28
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3. Le pentole dallo scavo di Gaetano
Chierici

Entrando nel merito, la pentola in ceramica comune da cucina (fig. 2: tav. I.1) si presenta con un
orlo indistinto squadrato a spigoli vivi molto obliquo internamente, con uno spessore della parete di
circa 6 mm, un diametro di 17 cm, un colore beigearancio derivante da una cottura prevalentemente
ossidante, un fondo sabbiato e una filettatura a maglie fitte di 1 mm.40 Il confronto più stringente proveniente da contesto di indagine stratigrafica è desumibile proprio dallo scavo effettuato nello stesso
luogo nel 2012 dall’Università di Bologna.41 A questo possono essere aggiunti quelli provenienti dalle
ricognizioni superficiali di Fodico,42 Canolo43 e Bagnolo in Piano.44
Di più difficile contestualizzazione invece è la
pentola in pietra ollare (fig. 2: tav. I.2). Questa ha
uno spessore delle pareti di circa 0,3 cm, un diametro di 8,5 cm, fondo leggermente convesso, un orlo
indistinto arrotondato, pareti lisce e tracce di fumigazione. L’utilizzo su fuoco ha generato una diversa
colorazione tra le parti che dovevano essere coperte
da un’intelaiatura metallica perduta, la cui funzione era creare delle anse per l’immanicatura,45 ove si
conserva il colore grigio chiaro originario della pietra, e le parti scoperte che hanno assunto un colore grigio fumo. Le difficoltà interpretative sono date
dalla già menzionata incapacità di risalire all’associazione stratigrafica e dalla mancanza di filettatura
sulla superficie esterna che, nel caso della pietra ollare, può essere un ottimo indice datante.46

Il castello bassomedievale (la zona della Pietra comunemente detta il ‘Castelletto’) fu scavata nel
1865 da Gaetano Chierici. L’indagine archeologica
interessò un’area interna oggi non del tutto rintracciabile e la torre.33 In quest’ultimo settore si rinvenne una complessa stratigrafia di 1,70 m di profondità formata da livelli di crollo e abbandono alternati a
piani d’uso (fig. 1).34 Il Chierici datò la torre all’età
barbarica,35 ma il recente scavo condotto nello stesso
sito dall’Alma Mater Studiorum Università di Bologna nel 2012 ha evidenziato come le fasi più antiche delle strutture e delle stratigrafie rinvenute siano
ascrivibili al XII e XIII secolo.36
Tra i materiali archeologici presenti ai Musei
Civici presumibilmente ascrivibili allo scavo della
torre ci sono due pentole: una in ceramica comune da cucina (fig. 2: tav. I.1) e una in pietra ollare
(fig. 2: tav. I.2)37.
Nonostante Gaetano Chierici sia unanimemente riconosciuto come un antesignano della moderna archeologia,38 i dati provenienti dallo scavo da
lui diretto nel castello sulla Pietra di Bismantova,
allo stato attuale delle ricerche sui suoi scritti,39 non
permettono di associare i due rinvenimenti a livelli precisi della stratigrafia individuata (fig. 1). Oggi
tuttavia, dopo lo scavo effettuato dall’Università di
Bologna, l’incrocio dei nuovi dati stratigrafici con
le notizie pubblicate sullo scavo del Chierici consente di recuperare informazioni importanti per la
cultura materiale dell’Appennino reggiano nel Medioevo.

In parte non più visibile a causa dello stato di con
servazione di alcuni frammenti ceramici che la compongono.
La porzione di pentola (circa metà) oggi visibile ai Musei Civici
di Reggio Emilia è infatti frutto di un restauro antico.
41
Mancassola et Al. 2014, p. 162, tav. VI.6. Sebbene
la pentola rinvenuta dal Chierici presenti una filettatura non
attestata sul frammento proveniente dallo scavo del 2012.
42
Raccolta di superficie non sistematica, datazione al
XIII‑XIV sec., Degli Esposti 2014, tav. IX.2.
43
Raccolta di superficie sistematica, datazione XII-XIII
sec., Giovagnoli 2005, p. 72 tav. V.4, p. 77 tav. X.2, p. 75
tav. VIII.2.
44
Raccolta di superficie sistematica, datazione al XII-XIII
sec., Fabbri 2013, p. 74, tav. XI.121. In questo caso è presente
una cordonatura non attestata a Bismantova.
45
Gelichi 1987, p. 205.
46
Malaguti 2005, pp. 182-3.
40

Chierici 1869, pp. 91-99; Chierici 1876, pp. 211‑6.
Uno schema della stratigrafia e brevi considerazioni sugli
scavi del Chierici sono presenti in Tirabassi 1979, pp. 173-5.
35
Magnani 2007, p. 212.
36
Mancassola et Al. 2014, pp. 151-70.
37
Di questo parere anche Brogiolo, Gelichi 1996,
p. 65.
38
Augenti 2016, pp. 17-8; De Marinis 1980, pp. 700-2.
39
Gran parte della produzione manoscritta del Chierici
rimane a tutt’oggi inedita.
33

34
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Figura 1
Schizzo di G. Chierici rappresentante le stratigrafie interne alla torre del castello di Bismantova, 1865.
Biblioteca Municipale ‘A. Panizzi’ di Reggio Emilia, ms. fondo Chierici 2/33, carta sciolta (foto autore).
A sinistra sono riportate le misure in centimetri dello spessore degli strati; a destra una breve descrizione. Dall’alto in basso
si legge: «55-ruine, pietre informi e tagliate dal muro, coppi molti, calcinaccio e terra: colore bianchiccio; 15-ruine e terra
rossiccia; 20-pietre e calcinaccio: bianchiccio; 50-terreno leggero, polveroso che par cenere, carboni sparsi, senza rottami
né pietre, nericcio o cenericcio sparso; 4-come sopra, ma carboni più spessi; 9-calce polverizzata rossiccia; 4-calce rossa
polveroso: par fuligine; 10-cenere bianca; 3-nero fuliginoso»

Figura 2
Materiali vascolari rinvenuti durante
lo scavo di G. Chierici della torre del
castello di Bismantova, 1865.
Reggio Emilia, Musei Civici
(disegni forniti dal dr. I. Tirabassi).
Tav. I.1: pentola in ceramica da cucina
risalente al XII-XIII secolo. Tav. I.2:
pentola in pietra ollare della probabile
medesima cronologia
West & East
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4. Conclusioni

rinvenimenti della campagna 2012 che non ha restituito pietra ollare e frammenti ceramici sufficientemente grandi da permettere la ricostruzione di un
profilo intero, inficiando la possibilità di comprendere le forme complete dei reperti.
Sulla base dei dati desumibili dall’èdito e dallo
scavo condotto nel 2012 dall’Università di Bologna
sembra plausibile ascrivere le due pentole a un periodo compreso tra il XII e il XIII secolo, fermo restando che la datazione di quella in pietra ollare si
desume solo dall’essere stata rivenuta associata alla
pentola in ceramica comune nelle stratigrafie interne della torre del castello.
L’auspicio finale è che una ripresa delle ricerche
sulla Pietra e una revisione degli scavi ottocenteschi,
allo scopo soprattutto di mettere ordine sulla provenienza dei reperti, possano arricchire ulteriormente
il quadro sino ad ora delineato.

Il sito della Pietra di Bismantova fu per tutti i secoli medievali e i primi dell’età moderna luogo nevralgico per il controllo della zona appenninica,
come testimonia la presenza dal VI al XVI secolo di
strutture fortificate attestate dalle fonti scritte. L’esistenza di un castello medievale è stata comprovata
anche dalle indagini archeologiche che in due campagne, nel 1865 e nel 2012 hanno indagato la zona
del ‘Castelletto’ evidenziando strutture e stratigrafie ascrivibili al periodo compreso tra il XII e il XVI
secolo, lasciando ancora da verificare l’occupazione
altomedievale.
A differenza dello scavo del 2012, quello del
1865 non ha mai avuto una pubblicazione organica, lasciando alcuni dei reperti inediti. Questi assumono grande importanza soprattutto in relazione ai
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Skeletons in Bronze and Iron Age destruction
contexts in the southern Levant:
What do they mean?
IGOR KREIMERMAN

Riassunto / Abstract
The current study examines skeletons found in Bronze and
Iron Age destruction contexts from the southern Levant,
within the framework of behavioural archaeology and the
archaeology of destruction. It addresses the rarity of skeletons
in such contexts, and argues that it is due to two main
reasons: 1) genuine siege warfare was rather rare, and most
cities capitulated without a battle, and therefore suffered no
casualties; 2) after any destruction cities were thoroughly
‘cleaned’, mostly for hygienic reasons. A review of the find
contexts of skeletons shows that their presence in surviving
destruction layers occurs either because the skeletons could
not be found soon after death, or their recovery was too
difficult at the time. They may also have remained in these
layers because the sites were abandoned, and thus hygiene
did not play a major role. Yet, in some cases, it seems that
skeletons were left in destruction layers intentionally, as a
sort of punishment. Finally, it is suggested that the presence
of skeletons in destruction contexts with no accompanying
weapons, should not be seen as evidence for an earthquake
as the cause of the destruction.

Il presente studio esamina gli scheletri rinvenuti in contesti di distruzione dell’età del Bronzo e del Ferro nel Levante meridionale, nell’ambito dell’archeologia comportamentale e dell’archeologia della distruzione. Sottolinea
la rarità degli scheletri in tali contesti e ipotizza che ciò
sia dovuto principalmente a due ragioni: 1) gli assedi veri
e propri erano piuttosto rari e la maggior parte delle città capitolavano senza combattere, dunque non soffrivano
vittime; 2) dopo ogni distruzione le città venivano attentamente ‘bonificate’, in primo luogo per ragioni igieniche. La rassegna dei contesti di rinvenimento degli scheletri mostra che la loro presenza in strati di sopravvivenza
dopo la distruzione dipende dal fatto che non fu possibile individuare i cadaveri abbastanza presto dopo la morte
oppure che il loro recupero risultava troppo difficile. Essi
potevano anche rimanere sul posto in quanto il sito veniva abbandonato e l’igiene non costituiva una seria preoccupazione. In alcuni casi, tuttavia, sembra che gli scheletri
siano stati lasciati negli strati di distruzione intenzionalmente, come per una sorta di punizione. L’autore suggerisce infine che l’assenza di armi in contesti di distruzione
con scheletri non costituisce una ragione sufficiente per
attribuire la distruzione a un evento sismico.

Parole chiave / Keywords
Skeleton, destruction, warfare, earthquake, Bronze Age,
Iron Age, Levant

Scheletro, distruzione, conflitto, terremoto, Età del bronzo, Età del ferro, Levante
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1. Introduction

2. The Archaeological Contexts
of Skeletons

Unburied skeletons, and especially the presence of
skeletons in destruction contexts, have not received
the attention they deserve. Two approaches are outlined in the scientific literature concerning this issue.
The first one sees skeletons bearing signs of violent
trauma, or those found close to weaponry (whether
buried or unburied) as good indication for warfare.1
The second suggests that skeletons found in destruction contexts, with no weapons and no evidence for
violent trauma, should serve as good indicators for
earthquakes.2 These arguments have been central
in determining the cause of destruction events –
whether natural or man-made. As destruction layers
play a prominent role in the reconstruction of historical processes, and especially in correlating events
known from historical sources with archaeological
evidence, the phenomenon of skeletons found in destruction contexts must be scrutinized.
The goal of this essay is to suggest an interpretational framework for skeletons found in destruction
contexts. The contexts in which such skeletons are
found will be assessed within the framework of behavioural archaeology, and using models that help
us understand the destruction and abandonment
of sites.3 The literary sources that discuss burial and
non-burial in the ancient Near East can also assist
us in our interpretations. Anthropological examination of the skeletal remains is important and will be
described, where the data exists. However, in most
of the discussed cases it was not conducted.
Since this is a very broad subject, the current
analysis will focus on the Cisjordan Southern Levant, from the Middle Bronze to the Late Iron Age,
ca. 2000-586 BCE.

For the current study, all the unburied skeletons
found in destruction contexts will be included.
Skeletons that were found buried under floors or in
clearly-built tombs will be excluded. Isolated bones
will not be considered, as they need not be directly
related to a destruction event, and their appearance
can be the result of other processes.
Generally, two scenarios can be assigned to skeletons found in habitational contexts. The first is a
wholesale destruction of a site (A), while the second is a localised destruction event in the immediate proximity of the skeleton, without any signs of
destruction trauma in most other areas, the site continuing in occupation with no noticeable break (B).

2.1. Wholesale Destruction of a Site
In the case of skeletons as part of wholesale destructions, these destruction layers are characterized by
a number of attributes, such as evidence for conflagration, pottery vessels and other finds that attest to
a rapid escape or trapping of the inhabitants, with
sometimes weaponry scattered in the destruction
debris. These attributes can give us valuable hints regarding the cause and the process of the destruction
event.4 Each of these will be examined in relation to
skeletons (see tab. 1 for a summary).
A. Location.
Skeletons have been found in a variety of locations
throughout sites. Some were found by gates, such as
the six skeletons found crushed at Shechem XV city
gate, together with some complete skeletons of animals.5 In Gezer XVIII, the only skeleton was found
in Field IV, in a private building adjacent to the gate
and the city wall (fig. 1).6 In H orbat Rosh Zayit IIA,
a skeleton was found in the cistern, just outside the

1
E.g. Vencl 1984, p. 127; Lambert 2002; Wileman
2009, pp. 22-9.
2
E.g. Nur, Burgess 2008, pp. 141-61; Marco 2008, p.
153; Cline 2011, pp. 63-4; 2014, pp. 140-2.
3
Schiffer 1987; Tomka, Stevenson 1993;
Driessen, Macdonald 1997; Nelson, Shachner 2002;
Finkelstein 2009; Driessen 2013; Kreimerman 2017.
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Driessen, Macdonald 1997; Finkelstein 2009;
Driessen 2013; Kreimerman 2017.
5
Campbell 2002, pp. 137-9.
6
Seger 2013, pp. 95-6.
4
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Figure 1
A crushed skeleton of a woman holding a basalt bowl. Gezer XVIII, Field IV (Seger 2013: photo III. 47). Courtesy of
the Hebrew Union College

entrance to the fort.7 At Tel ‘Ira VII, the remains of
two charred skeletons were found lying in a room
adjacent to the city gate.8
Other skeletons were found in private structures, far away from the entrance to the city. In Tell
Beit Mirsim D, between seven to nine skeletons
(one of those might be attributed to Stratum E)
were found lying face down in a domestic quarter
in area SE.9 In Lachish VI, the skeletal remains of a
woman and four children were found by a building
in area S. Two of the children were lying on their
faces, most probably after they were either thrown
down or died while crawling on the ground. Fragments of a single isolated skull of a young woman
were uncovered in area D. No signs of direct trauma
7
8
9

were found on the bones of any of the individuals
found at Lachish.10 In the Late Bronze III/Iron Age
IA destruction layer at Azekah, four skeletons were
found under the destruction debris.11 In Megiddo
VIA, the skeletons were found mostly in Areas CC
and K, far from the entrance to the city. Sixteen examples of skeletons are detailed in the report of the
University of Chicago, and while two of these seem
to have been completely unburied and crushed by
the collapse (fig. 2),12 the others were at least partially buried (figs. 3-4).13 The renewed excavations
Smith 2004.
Kleiman et Al. 2016.
12
Harrison 2004, figs. 83, 94.
13
Harrison 2004, p. 20, figs. 73, 75, 76, 84, 85, 86, 87, 95.
It cannot be excluded that some of the burials were dug as part
of the regular life-span of the stratum, and do not have a direct
relationship to any destruction. However, it is clear that most of
the burials are associated with the destruction debris.
10
11

Gal, Alexandre 2000, p. 22.
Finkelstein, Beit-Arieh 1999, p. 76.
Albright 1938, pp. 57-8.
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Figure 2
A crushed skeleton. Megiddo
VIA (Harrison 2004: fig. 83).
Courtesy of the Oriental Institute,
University of Chicago

Figure 3
A skeleton of a child buried
in a storage jar. Note that
the storage jar is within the
destruction debris. Megiddo VIA
(Harrison 2004: fig. 87).
Courtesy of the Oriental Institute,
University of Chicago

Figure 4
Two skeletons buried in
extended position within
the destruction debris.
Note the traces of soot around
the skeletons, the large pithos
lying at the same level, and
the different orientations of
the skeletons. Megiddo VIA
(Harrison 2004: fig. 73).
Courtesy of the Oriental
Institute, University of Chicago
West & East
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at Megiddo revealed additional data from this level. In level K-4, in a domestic building destroyed by
a fierce conflagration, and covered by a thick collapse of burnt mudbricks, were found the remains
of about ten individuals, together with pottery vessels. However, only four to five adults, one child and
an infant were found in situ, while just fragmentary
remains (sometimes isolated bones) were found of
the rest. One of the adults was found in the central
courtyard; another adult, a child and an infant in
an adjacent room; and another adult in a different
room.14 In Aphek A-7, a skeleton was found lying
in the debris of a domestic structure.15 In Tel Rehov
A3, two skeletons were found in two adjacent rooms
of a private dwelling.16 Similarly, in Tel Batash III,
in a building that was full of large storage jars of the
lmlk type, but did not seem to have a public function, the remains of a single skeleton of a 20-25 years
old male were found lying on the floor.17 In the 604
BCE destruction layer at Ashkelon, a skeleton of a
young woman was found in a domestic context.18
The rarest occurrences are skeletons found in
public buildings. The only likely cases come from
Tel Batash. In stratum VII, two skeletons were
found in a relatively large structure that was identified as a patrician’s house.19 In the debris of stratum
III, in a massive public building, the skull of a two
year old child was found, and in a nearby room, a
complete skeleton of a woman was found covered by
destruction debris.20 In none of these cases were the
skeletons found in a palace, a temple or any other
clearly administrative building.

loci related to open spaces, such as courtyards or a
street. In other sites, only the public buildings were
burned, and in other cases the evidence for fire was
found only next to the fortifications.21 Although
destruction layers showing signs of a complete and
thorough destruction by fire are relatively rare, it is
at such sites that skeletons are nearly always found,
whereas they are rarely found in sites that were only
partially burned. Tel Batash III is the only case of
a destruction layer that is evident throughout the
entire site, and where some of the buildings were
burnt. However, the skeletons were actually found
in unburnt loci.
C. Restorable Pottery and Finds
Destruction level skeletons have always been found
with large amounts of pottery and small finds. Studies that have focused on abandonment processes
demonstrated that, generally speaking, the more ‘de
facto refuse’22 is found in a structure, the more rapid
is the abandonment. The presence of various pottery
vessels, metal objects and, in the case of Gezer XVIII, Lachish VI, Megiddo VIA and Ashkelon XII, of
hoards in the same destruction layers – the most valuable objects that were possessed by a family – demonstrates that such layers were either very rapidly abandoned or not abandoned at all. This should come as
no surprise, since if the inhabitants of the sites had a
very short time to escape, their first reaction would
have been to run away out of the buildings. In this respect, the presence of skeletons could serve as an indication for a very rapid destruction, with probably
almost nothing missing from the original assemblage
of the find context. Nevertheless, one could also expect a different situation, in which individuals were
first executed and their house was then looted by the
executors, although in none of the discussed sites was
such evidence observed.23

B. Evidence for Conflagration
The evidence for conflagration, when found, is not
always uniform throughout the site. In some sites
the entire city was burned, except perhaps for some
Gadot et Al. 2006, p. 97; Nagar 2006, tab. 22.1;
Gadot, Yasur-Landau 2006.
15
Kleiman 2015, pp. 180-1, fig. 6. It should be noted that
only limited remains of the stratum were uncovered, and it
is not clear where the entrance to the settlement was and the
settlement’s size is unknown.
16
Mazar 1999, p. 32.
17
Mazar 1997, p. 190; Arensburg 2006, p. 313.
18
Stager et Al. 2011, p. 41.
19
Mazar 1997, p. 65.
20
Mazar 1997, pp. 147-8; Arensburg 2006, p. 313.
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D. Abandonment
Destructions tend to have different outcomes. In
some cases, sites quickly recover and are rebuilt following the same plan, while in other cases the sites
Finkelstein 2009; Kreimerman 2017.
After Schiffer 1987, p. 89.
23
However, see some evidence for this practice in Hasanlu
IV (Danti 2014).
21
22
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F. Skeletons of Executed People?
The next nearest thing to evidence for conflict is
skeletons of people that seem to have been executed from a short distance. These are characterized either by visibly missing body parts or the grouping
of individuals in close proximity to each other and
lying in the same position. Needless to say, the evidence here is not clear-cut, and only an examination
of the skeletons can perhaps determine the cause of
death.30 In Tell Beit Mirsim D, six to eight skeletons
were found. Since six of them were lying face down
(fig. 5) in close proximity to each other, it was suggested that they had been executed.31 In Tel Rehov
A3, two skeletons were found in two adjacent rooms
of a private dwelling. One of them was found in a
contracted position with no skull, while the other
was holding its contracted legs.32 In Ashkelon XII,
a skeleton of a woman was found. Due to radiating
fracture lines observed on the cranial vault, seemingly caused at the time of death, it was concluded
that the death of the woman was caused from a blow
with a blunt instrument.33

seem to be rebuilt relatively quickly but following a
new plan. Some sites could be abandoned for a long
period of time, or at least considerably decrease in
size, and the vast majority of the destruction layers
that are accompanied by skeletons come from sites
in this category. The only exception seems to be Tel
Batash III that was not completely burned, and was
reconstructed soon afterwards following the same
town plan.24
E. Ranged Weapons
What one would expect to see from the archaeology if a siege battle occurs, of skeletons accompanied
by massive amounts of arrowheads or sling-stones, is
rather rare.25 A few examples come from Tel Batash
VII, dating to the LBA IIA, where two skeletons
were found in the destruction debris of Building
315. One of them was found with two arrowheads
lying nearby. The remains of the other, from a male
about 20-25 years old, with additional arrowheads,
were found in the destruction debris of the building.26 In Tel Aphek A-7, two arrowheads were found
next to a skeleton, and they may also suggest conflict.27 The fort of H orbat Rosh Zayit IIA was violently destroyed, and dozens of arrowheads were
found at the entrance. The destruction debris sealed
a cistern located on the outside of the north-western
corner of the fort and, just below the destruction
debris, a burnt skeleton was found.28 Thus, in this
case, there are ranged weapons in the destruction
debris, but these were not found in association with
the skeleton. Notably, no skeletons accompanied by
ranged weapons were reported from any Assyrian or
Babylonian destruction layers.29

2.2. Skeletons Found within a Localized Destruction
Context
Two skeletons were found in localized destruction
contexts in Beth Shean R-4: one of a child, attributed to stratum R-4b, the other of an adult, attributed
to stratum R-4b or stratum R-4a.34 In Beth-Shean VI
(N3b/S4), two skeletons were found in two distinct
places, one in building SF and the other in building
SP. The first was lying on its back (no age or sex were
specified), and the other was of a 30 year old male,
found lying in an extended position, the hand resting on the pelvis, with his skull turned and facing

If the identification with the biblical Timnah is correct,
then we know from Sennacherib’s prism that the city was
transferred to the kingdom of Ekron.
25
In addition to the examples below, it was reported that
a few skeletons were found trapped in Hazael’s destruction
layer at Tell es-Safi/Gath (Namdar et Al. 2011, p. 3472;
Zukerman, Maeir 2012, p. 201), but the report on the
skeletal remains and the metal objects is yet to be published.
26
Mazar 1997, p. 65; Arensburg 2006, p. 313.
27
Kleiman 2015, p. 180-1.
28
Gal, Alexandre 2000, p. 22.
29
This notion cannot be taken as a general rule beyond
the southern Levant, as a good counter-example comes from
the seventh century BCE destruction layer in Nineveh. At the
Halzi gate, a few slaughtered skeletons of adults and children
24
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were found lying among several arrowheads, some of them
clearly causing the death of the individuals (Stronach 1997;
Pickworth 2005).
30
For instance, a skeleton that was found in a cave by the
water-system of Megiddo and was considered to be an executed
guard (Lamon 1935, pp. 8.9), was shown to be a part of a
disturbed burial (Zarzecki-Peleg 2016, pp. 176-177).
31
Albright 1938, pp. 57-8.
32
Mazar 1999, p. 32.
33
Smith 2008, p. 533; Stager et Al. 2011, p. 41.
34
Mullins, Mazar 2007, pp. 55, 81.
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Figure 5
A skeleton facing down with
thigh bones flexed upon the
abdomen, and the legs flexed
upon the thighs.
Tel Beit Mirsim E-D
(Albright 1938: pl. 20a)

Figure 6
A crushed skeleton of a woman,
holding her hands in front
of her face.
Tel Dor G/7 or G/6b:
Courtesy of the Tel Dor
Excavations Project

west. The excavators suggested that it might be a partial burial, within the destruction debris, of a victim
of a disaster, since the skeleton was accompanied by
a few burial offerings.35 At Tel Dor, local phase G/7
or G/6b (Iron Age I or transitional Iron Age I/II respectively), no overall destruction was found. One
of the rooms, however, showed a different picture.
A skeleton of an adult female, that was holding her
hands in front of her face, was found crushed under
35

a collapse of large rocks (fig. 6). An anthropological
examination showed that some fracture marks were
made when the bone was fresh, and did not start to
heal. Thus, it was concluded that the rock collapse
either brought about the death of the individual,
or it occurred soon afterwards. Around the woman
there were some broken pottery vessels.36

36
Stern, Sharon 1993, pp. 126-50; Stewart 1993;
Sharon, Gilboa 2013, pp. 411-2.

Panitz-Cohen, Mazar 2009: 102-29, ph. 4.51-2.
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3. How Common are Skeletons
in Destruction Contexts?

the buildings, but also on the time it occurred within the day. Naturally, there were more casualties if
the earthquake struck during the night, when all the
residents were in their homes, than during the day,
when some of the inhabitants were outside the settlement in the fields. Thus, the scenario of a destruction layer that resulted from an earthquake, with no
or few casualties is a plausible one.
In the case of military conflict, one should note
that skeletons should be expected only in two cases. The first is when siege warfare occurred, and the
second if a massacre took place after the city capitulated. However, cities could also be taken by other
means, such as peaceful negotiation, after which the
city surrendered, the use of stratagems and tricks, capitulation after a field battle, or a prolonged siege.39
Therefore, actual siege warfare was relatively rare
and most cities eventually capitulated.40 Finally, it
should be remembered that people could escape a
city, and that it could have been completely abandoned out of fear of the approaching army.41 Thus, it
is not at all surprising that skeletons are absent from
most of the military destruction layers. Similarly, in
cases of accidents or social revolt in the city, it could
be expected that many of the inhabitants would
have tried to escape.
However, even when casualties were present, hygiene played a major role. Usually, settlements that
were destroyed as result of a natural disaster were
quickly rehabilitated.42 Thus, in order to prevent the
outbreak of diseases, corpses were recovered. The
same applies for rehabilitation after a battle. In many
cases, the fleeing inhabitants of captured cities left
supplies that could be utilized by the conquerors.
The possibility can therefore not be excluded that
sometimes the conqueror and his army may have decided to dwell for a short period of time in the city,
thus requiring the removal of corpses.
Furthermore, one must remember the importance of proper burial in the ancient Near East, for
in order to get integrated in the community of the

In the preparation of this study, 146 destruction
layers, spanning from the Middle Bronze Age until
the Late Iron Age (ca. 2000-586 BCE), were examined. However, only in 16 of these were skeletons
found lying within the destruction debris, as stated
in the archaeological reports. This means that only
in about 11% of the destruction layers were skeletons discovered, although a possible increase in this
number cannot be ruled out as the excavation of
such layers continues. As well as this small percentage, in those layers where they were found, they were
few in number, and only at Shechem XV, Megiddo
VIA, Lachish VI and Tell Beit-Mirsim D were more
than two skeletons reported. Nowhere have situations like those seen at Hasanlu IVb from Iran, or
Wâdī ed-Dâliyeh, of the Persian-Hellenistic period,
been observed. At these sites, 246 and more than
200 skeletons, respectively, were found.37 The rarity of skeletons in destruction layers seems to stand
in contrast to the vast literature that mentions the
slaughter and execution of enemies in times of battle, as well as to common sense, that assumes that
conflict (and especially siege warfare) and natural disasters must have brought about the death of
many individuals.38
The scarcity of skeletons can be explained in one
of two ways. The first is to argue that in most destruction events no people were killed inside the
city, while the second is that people were indeed
killed, but their corpses were removed afterwards.
As we shall see, the combination of these explanations may explain our finds.
The destruction of a city could be caused by a
number of factors, such as natural disasters – especially earthquakes – accidents and conflict. Earthquakes did not always end with casualties, let alone
many, as sometimes people could escape before the
structures collapsed. Furthermore, the number of
casualties depended not only on the magnitude of
the earthquake and the quality of construction of

39
40

37
Cross 1963; Lapp, Lapp 1974, p. 7-29; Muscarella
1989; Danti 2014.
38
Hamblin 2006; Richardson 2007; Vidal 2014.
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dead, the person must be buried.43 With no such
burial, and especially when the body was left lying in
the field, scavenged by wild animals, the individual
concerned, it was believed, would not get peace and
might even become a ghost.44 Moreover, the proper
burial of soldiers that died in battle was seen as extremely important. Egyptian literary sources mention that special efforts were made by officials to
bury soldiers, especially when the deceased had no
relatives who could take care of the operation.45 Indeed, evidence for a mass burial of Egyptian soldiers
that were killed in battle was found in tomb MMA
507 in Deir el-Bahri.46
Due to the religious importance of burial, leaving unburied bodies could serve as a punishment
for the residents of an unlawful city. Consequently, literary sources that discuss war in the ancient
Near East, mention the scattering and prevention of
burial of the corpses of defeated enemies. In many
instances, the mutilation or display of the corpses,
piled up in front of city gates, or placed on stakes
around the city, are also described.47 The mutilation
of corpses after death is well known from many cultures.48 In some extreme cases, when the desecration
of a nation was sought, the exhumation and mutilation of the bones of long-past deceased rulers was
also practised. In fact, threats concerning the prevention of burial and the mutilation of corpses were
included in various treaties.49
Based on the above, in the case of a siege battle
which resulted in casualties, the following reconstruction of events can be suggested. First, the conqueror carefully collected the corpses of his soldiers,
and either buried them or sent them back to their
homeland for proper burial. Next, the corpses of the
soldiers and inhabitants of the defeated city were
collected, either by the conqueror, for gruesome dis-

play of various sorts, or for hygienic considerations,
or by the remaining inhabitants of the city in order
to bury their own.
The notion that cities were intentionally and
thoroughly ‘cleaned’ of corpses after they were conquered is clearly attested in a number of cases, the
best examples being Lachish III and Ashdod VIII.
Lachish, the second largest city in Judah, was conquered by Sennacherib, the king of Assyria, in 701
BCE. The evidence for the event is compelling.
The siege ramp that was constructed by the Assyrians was found,50 with hundreds of arrowheads and
dozens of sling-stones next to it and by the city gate,
attesting to the battle that took place.51 The city
was then put to the torch. The event is also documented in the Hebrew Bible and in a relief found
in Sennacherib’s palace in Nineveh.52 There can be
no doubt that during the intense fighting that took
place, both sides suffered casualties. However, up to
now, the past three expeditions that excavated the
site have not reported even one skeleton from the
destruction layer. Nonetheless, in four caves near the
city mass burials of ca. 1500 individuals were found,
piled up one on top of the other.53

Ussishkin 2004a.
Gottlieb 2004.
52
Ussishkin 1982.
53
Risdon 1939; Ussishkin 1982, p. 56-8. Only 695 crania
and 56 mandibles were examined, so there is no data for the rest
of the bones, and it is not clear if the sample is representative. It
is apparent, however, that crania were more common than other
bones in the tomb, yet Risdon makes a compelling argument,
suggesting that whole bodies were thrown into the burials
(Risdon 1939, pp. 104-6). Some of the bones were damaged by
fire; on one skull evidence for a wound that could cause the death
of the individual was found. According to an examination of
the crania, 51.8% of the deceased were male, 39.4% were female
and 8.8% were children (Risdon 1939). So, although there are
some indications that the mass burial is a result of the conquest
of Lachish by Sennachierb, it cannot be proven beyond doubt.
Others suggested that the mass burial should not necessarily be
attributed to the Level III destruction, but could be associated
with that of Level VI (Eph῾al 2013, pp. 32-3), or even to a
different event (Zimhoni 1997, pp. 160-4). Yet, even if one of
these suggestions is true, the burial cave still testifies to a process of
clearing the city of corpses after a fierce destruction. Additionally,
it is clear that the city of Level III was cleared of corpses, even if
they were not placed in these particular burial caves.
50
51

Abusch 1995.
Abusch 1995, pp. 588-90.
45
Hamblin 2006, pp. 349-50, 430.
46
Vogel 2003.
47
Abusch 1995, pp. 588-90; Westenholz 1970;
Richardson 2007; De Backer 2009.
48
E.g. Hays 2011, pp. 37-41; Voigt 2012; Zorn 2014,
pp. 88-9.
49
Wiseman 1958; Hallo 1993; Lemos 2006;
Stavrakopoulou 2010, pp. 71-5; Olyan 2015.
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In Ashdod VIII, most probably conquered by
Sargon II, the king of Assyria in the late eighth century BCE, no evidence for a siege battle was discovered, but a fragment of a victory stela that Sargon
set up in the city was revealed.54 No skeletal remains
were found in the destruction debris but the remains of a few mass burials, of a total of 3000 individuals, were found under the floors of structures
in Area D.55 This suggests that the casualties of the
campaign were found and granted proper burial
within the city. Similarly, no skeletons were found
in the destruction debris of Beersheba II and Bethsaida V, which were also destroyed in the eighth century BCE and show clear signs of a battle.56 Another
noteworthy case is a cave burial of a soldier, found
in the Samarian highlands, who was most probably
killed in one of the Assyrian campaigns. The individual was killed by a few blows from a sharp object, possibly a sword, and his right hand was cut
and probably taken as a trophy.57 In another case,
from Middle Bronze Age Jericho, six skeletons were
found in a burial cave, all of them killed from blows
by blunt objects, the three males had missing right
hands.58 These two cases attest to the formal burial
of individuals who were killed in combat.59
All in all, the ‘cleaning’ of the city of corpses was
thorough. In order for this to happen it had to be
done before the city was burned. Otherwise, the
collapse layers of burnt mudbricks, that could easily
reach two meters, would have made it much harder
to find and recover the corpses trapped underneath,60

although it would have preserved the skeletons
underneath for later archaeologists to find.61 Accordingly, at least a few hours had to pass between
the conquest of a city and its burning, and hence,
the burning of a city should not be seen as an unthoughtful and random decision, but as intentional
and well-planned.

4. Why are Skeletons Found
in Destruction Contexts?
When considering the cases in which skeletons were
found, it is evident that they are predominantly
found on sites that were completely and thoroughly burned, and were later abandoned. Each of these
three features, namely the presence of skeletons, the
complete burning of a city, and its subsequent abandonment, are relatively rare in the archaeological record. In the vast majority of destruction layers, evidence for conflagration appears only in a few areas,
with the site later rehabilitated.62 This is especially
interesting, as abandonment of a permanent residential site is not a trivial action. Cities are not mere
places of residence, but also function as mechanisms
for the preservation of the social order. Each person, each family, has its social status, its house and
its land. Moving to a new site might mean giving up
on all three. For this reason, abandonment was generally chosen only in extreme cases, especially as a result of environmental changes, subsistence stress or

Tadmor 1971.
Dothan, Freedman 1967, p. 139; Bachi, Ben-Dov
1971, pp. 98-101; Haas 1971; the data on the mass burials is
incomplete. Some clearly show signs of decapitation and others
have injuries that have not healed, including a case when ten
skulls were buried in a narrow pit, one on top of the other. In
other cases the bones are disordered, a thing that could suggest
reburial (Haas 1971). Thus, it seems probable that the burial
resulted from conflict, yet other scenarios cannot be dismissed.
56
Arav 2014; Gottlieb 2016.
57
Aizik, Peleg 2007; Cohen et Al. 2015.
58
Tubb 2000, pp. 81-4.
59
There is also a case of a burial from Ugarit, of an 18-30
year old male whose spine was pierced by an arrow, found in a
Late Bronze Age tomb. The arrow was found still stuck in his
spine ( Jarry 1939; Shcaeffer 1939, pp. 280-2).
60
It was suggested in the past that the skeletons in the
Lachish mass burials were collected after the city was burned,
as signs of burning were found on some of the bones. Yet,
54

a detailed study of 695 of the skulls showed that only 3 were
burnt (Risdon 1939, p. 105). This suggests that that the
skeletons were collected before the complete burning of the site,
since otherwise, signs of fire on a significantly larger number
of skeletons would be expected. The evidence of a few burned
skeletons could represent individuals who were exposed to fire
during fighting, as most probably happened at the gate complex
and in Area R (Ussishkin 2004a, pp. 732-42; Ussishkin
2004b, pp. 518-9).
61
Thus, the idea that the reason for the absence of
skeletons from the city of Ugarit is due to their lack of burial
and disintegration (Vidal 2014, p. 73) should be rejected.
As many of the areas in the city burned down (Yon 1992, pp.
117-8; Vidal 2014, pp. 70-2), if there were any human remains
there, they would be relatively well preserved under the debris of
burned mudbricks. It seems more plausible that, similar to the
Assyrian and Babylonian destruction layers, the city was cleaned
of bodies before it was put to the torch.
62
Kreimerman 2017.
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epidemics, or alternatively, following pressure from
immigration or conflict.63 This means that skeletons
are mostly found in sites the inhabitants did not intend to return to, and thus the destruction debris
was less thoroughly cleaned and so some skeletons
were not rescued. This could happen either because
the skeletons were covered by very thick debris, or if
none of their family members returned to the site.
The clearest case comes from Megiddo VIA.
Only two skeletons among the ones found by the
Chicago expedition,64 and four to six others from
the renewed excavations,65 seem to have been completely unburied (fig. 2). The rest were at least partially buried. In some cases, a skeleton’s head or body
was covered by a vessel as part of a symbolic burial.66
In other cases the skeletons were first rescued, and
then reburied within the debris, either in an extended position, but with no burial offerings and with no
consistent orientation (fig. 4) or, in the case of children, in storage jars (fig. 3). Because the skeletons
were given a formal burial we know that they were
searched for and found by contemporaries, with an
effort made to rescue them from the destruction debris. If there was an intention to return to the site,
those skeletons would have been removed and buried outside the site, or under the floors of rebuilt
houses. So, the uniqueness of Megiddo’s destruction
does not lie in the number of casualties, but with
their treatment and the choice to bury them within
the destruction layer.
These considerations do not apply in the cases of
clearly executed individuals. The destroyers of a site
were aware of the presence of the skeletons in the destruction debris. For this reason, it could be assumed
that these skeletons were left in the destruction lay63

2002

er intentionally, perhaps in order to punish the executed individuals with no burial. These occasions
are among the best evidence for conflict as the cause
of destruction.67
In the case of skeletons found together with
ranged weapons, it is clear that the cause for destruction was military activity. Yet, since these are ranged
weapons, the conquering army might have not been
aware of the deceased individuals. Thus, there is no
way to determine whether these skeletons were left
in the destruction debris intentionally, or if they
were simply not found due to the rapid destruction
process.
Mostly, however, skeletons were found with no
evidence for execution and no ranged weaponry. Of
course, it is clear that this group is over-represented,
as not in all cases was an anthropological examination carried out, and sometimes death could have
been caused by injuries that hurt soft tissue, that
would not be reflected on the skeleton. Yet, clearly,
such skeletons were found in a number of destruction layers from the eighth and seventh centuries
BCE that undoubtedly resulted from military activity. As these skeletons are isolated cases, it is most
likely that they were not rescued, either because the
skeletons were not found or their recovery was considered to be too difficult. This idea is further supported by the fact that many skeletons were found
at the city gate – the place where the battle occurred
and that could collapse during the battle itself –
and in domestic structures. Public buildings usually
contained more wealth than private structures, and
thus, were more likely to be thoroughly searched for
goods before or after any destruction. The case of
Shechem XV, where skeletons of both humans and
animals were found together in the destruction debris, clearly points to a sudden collapse of buildings
that probably caused their death. It is otherwise difficult to explain why animals would be intention-

Tomka, Stevenson 1993; Nelson, Schachner

Harrison 2004, figs. 83, 94.
As mentioned above, the report does not describe in detail
what type of remains were found of each individual, and as this
study does not count isolated bones, the exact numbers cannot
be determined. See Gadot et Al. 2006, p. 97-101; Gadot,
Yasur-Landau 2006, p. 591; Nagar 2006; Cline 2011, p.
59. In addition to fragmentary remains, these facts could point
to the possibility that only some of corpses were recovered, with
isolated body parts remaining in the destruction debris.
66
At least one example of such a child burial is known from
the Oriental Institute excavations (Harrison 2004, 8) and
another from the renewed excavations.
64
65

West & East

ISSN 2499-7331

67
Unless, of course, the execution was part of a ritual.
However, in this case, one would expect to find such evidence
in tombs (e.g. Hughes 1991; Baadsgaard et Al. 2011;
Recht 2011; Vidale 2011). The presence of such remains in
a destruction layer would mean that the destruction occurred
when such a ritual was taking place. It has been argued that one
such case occurred in 17th century BCE Crete, but this idea is
not widely accepted (Hughes 1991, pp. 13-7; Bonnechere
1993; Postelthwaite 1999).
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ally executed, or be in the vicinity of fortifications at
the time of a battle. In these cases, it cannot be determined, on the basis of the skeletal remains alone,
whether the destruction resulted from disaster or
conflict. However, as the same sites were usually
thoroughly burned and later abandoned, conflict
should be preferred as an explanation.
Finally, skeletons found within the context of a
localized destruction, attest to a very sudden event
that affected the site, but did not cause its ultimate
destruction. It seems probable that it was this localized destruction that caused the death of the individuals, who were also covered by a thick debris layer. After this localized event, the individuals may not
have been found, or their rescue may have been considered too risky a task. The partial nature of these
destructions, the lack of signs of conflagration in
most places, the notion that the collapse was most
probably a rapid one, and the quick recovery of the
settlements, could tentatively suggest that these
events resulted from earthquakes, or local disasters
such as building collapse.

The evidence for the first two reasons is usually that
of isolated skeletons found in the destruction debris, sometimes, but not necessarily, accompanied
by ranged weaponry. Among the layers mentioned
above, the cases of Shechem XV, Gezer XVIII, Lachish VI, Rosh Zayit IIA, ‘Ira VII, Dor G6b/7, Beth
Shean R-4b/a, and maybe also Batash VII, as well as
the unburied skeletons of Megiddo VIA and Beth
Shean VI, seem to fit such a scenario. Such skeletons
attest to the suddenness of the destruction and to
their close proximity to it. Consequently, it could
be assumed that the finds assemblage in their vicinity might represent the activities that took place in
the building a short time before the destruction.
However, one cannot deduce that the assemblage
for the entire site faithfully represents the activities
that took place before its destruction, as both earthquakes and destruction as a result of human activity
could have variable effects on buildings at one and
the same site.68 The evidence for the third case – the
abandonment of sites – is seen in skeletons found in
the destruction debris but with clear signs of at least
a partial burial. The only case that could be safely
attributed to this category is of Megiddo VIA, although the partially buried skeleton of Beth-Shean
VI may also belong to this group.
For the first three reasons, the mere presence of
skeletons cannot reveal the cause for destruction.
For those possibly unburied intentionally, however,
the cause is usually evident from either the concentration of skeletons, the missing parts, or the skeletal
trauma caused by sharp objects, attesting to conflict
as a clear cause for the destruction. The layers that
belong to this group are Beit Mirsim D, Rehov A3,
Ashkelon XII and possibly Batash VII and III.
It is worth noting that the presence of skeletons
with no accompanying ranged weapons cannot be
considered to be clear evidence of a natural disaster or an accident as the cause of destruction, either.69 This is because such skeletons have also been
found in definitively military destruction layers. In

5. Summary and Conclusions
In this study, it has been argued that in the Bronze
and Iron Age Near East, after a city was destroyed,
whatever the cause for its destruction, every effort
was made to remove bodies from the destruction
debris, and grant the deceased a proper burial. This
was the case, unless the individuals were executed
and the prevention of their burial was considered as
part of a punishment.
In this way, the presence of skeletons in destruction contexts could be due to one of the four following reasons:
1. The skeletons were not found soon after death.
2. The skeletons were buried under a thick debris
layer and their recovery was considered to be too
difficult.
3. The site was abandoned, and thus the skeletons
were symbolically buried within the debris.

68
For earthquakes see Stiros 1996, pp. 135-9; for the
variability in military destruction layers see Stronach 1997;
Wileman 2009, pp. 64-5; Stager et Al. 2011; Arav 2014.
69
Ambraseys 2006, p. 1013; contra Cline 2011; Marco
2008, p. 153; Nur, Burgess 2008, pp. 192-3; Cline 2014,
pp. 140-2.

4. The skeletons were left intentionally unburied as
a punishment.
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-

+

+
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+

+
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+

+
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Private houses

4

+

?

-

+

+

Megiddo VIA

IA IB

Private houses

8–13

+

+

-

+

+

Rosh Zayit IIA

IA IIA

By the gate

1

+

-

+

+

+

Aphek

IA IIA

Private house

1

+

-

+

+

+

Tell es-Safi A3

IA IIA

Private houses

?

+?

?

?

+

+

Reh.ov A3

IA IIB

Private houses

2

+?

?

?

+

+

Batash III

IA IIB

Private houses +
Public building

3?

+

-

-

+

-

‘Ira VII

IA IIB

By the gate

2

+

-

-

+

+

Ashkelon XII

IA IIC

Private houses

1

+

+

-

+

+

Period

Layer

Fire

MB III

No.

Shechem XV

Location

Hoards

Table 1
The contexts of skeletons in destruction layers in the southern Levant from the MBA to the end of the IA (ca. 2000-586 BCE).
Note that skeletons mostly appear in wholesale destruction layers, that show fire, de facto refuse and consequent abandonment

Wholesale Destruction of the Site

Localized Destruction
Beth-Shean R-4b/a

MB IIB

Private houses

2

partial

-

-

+

-

Beth-Shean VI

LB III

Private houses

2

partial

+

-

+

-

Dor G6b/7

IA IB/ IA IIA

Private houses

1

-

-

-

+

-
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Assus Troadis: the beginning of coinage and its later
silver emissions in the V and IV century B.C.
LORENZO LAZZARINI

Riassunto / Abstract
The beginning of coinage in the Troad starts very likely in
the last quarter of the VI c. B.C. with small silver fractions
issued by Abydus, Cebren and Dardanus, all characterized
by the presence on the obverse of the animal symbol of each
polis (an eagle, a ram, and a cock, respectively), and an incuse
square on the reverse. To these poleis we may now add Assus,
whose main emblem was a griffin. This town flourished in
the VI c. B.C. and became famous in the second half of that
century in the ancient world for an imposing Doric temple
standing on its high acropolis. This new conclusion comes
from a reconsideration of the iconography of the crouched
griffin (always crouching at Assos, seated at Teos) on rare
Archaic diobols hitherto attributed to Teos that are here
more correctly assigned to Assos and dated to 520-510
B.C. thus bringing forward the beginning of coinage in this
important Troadic mint by at least two decades. The paper
describes all the other Archaic and Classical silver series
including some unpublished fractions which have recently
appeared on the antiquarian market, and proposes a new
sequence and dating. It also comments on a very early ( for
the region and for the whole Asia Minor) bronze emission.

L’inizio della monetazione nella Troade avviene nell’ultimo quarto del VI secolo a.C. con l’emissione di piccole
frazioni d’argento da parte di Abydo, Cebren e Dardano
caratterizzate al dritto dalla presenza dell’animale-simbolo di queste città (un’aquila, un ariete e un gallo, rispettivamente) e, al rovescio, da un quadrato incuso irregolare.
A queste poleis va ora aggiunta Asso, il cui tipo monetale
era un grifone. Quest’ultima città fiorì nel VI s. a.C., e
divenne famosa nel mondo antico per il suo imponente
tempio Dorico costruito verso la fine di quel secolo sulla cima dell’acropoli. Tale ipotesi di anticipo dell’inizio
della monetazione assia deriva da una riconsiderazione
dell’iconografia del grifo, accucciato (come in tutte le
emissioni ad Assos, mentre è seduto a Teos), che appare
in rari dioboli arcaici sinora assegnati a Teos e invece da
attribuire ad Asso, e datare al 520-510 a.C., ciò che anticipa di almeno due decenni l’inizio della monetazione in
questa città. Nel presente articolo vengono poi descritte
tutte le altre serie monetali argentee di Asso di età arcaica e classica, includenti alcune frazioni del tutto inedite
recentemente apparse sul mercato antiquario, proponendone una nuova sequenza e datazione. Viene infine commentata l’emissione del primo bronzo di Asso negli ultimi decenni del V secolo a. C., del tutto precoce non solo
per la Troade, ma per tutta l’Asia Minore.

Parole chiave / Keywords
Assus, Troas, coinage, beginning, silver coins, VI-IV c. B.C.

Asso, Troade, inizio della monetazione, monete
d'argento, VI s. a.C.
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1. Ancient Assos

Count de Choiseul Gouffier,2 and later became the
subject of detailed studies and excavation campaigns
by the Archaeological Institute of America,3 starting
in 1881 and lasting forty years. Bacon, one of the
American diggers, considered the remains of Assos
to his times «the most perfect idea of a Greek city
that is anywhere to be obtained».
The temple, with six by thirteen columns, surmounted by architraves and metopes decorated with
animals (real, such as boars, bulls and lions, but also
‘orientalizing’ like sphinxes and centaurs) and scenes
from the Heracles cycle, is thought to have been dedicated to Athena on the sole, weak, basis of numismatic evidence, i.e. the appearance of Athena’s head
on drachms and hemidrachms (infra) towards the
end of the V c. B.C. and of an archaic-looking palladion shown on the reverse of a single tetradrachm
dated to the same period (infra).4 Assos was also
known for its stone, cited by Pliny as lapis sarcophagus, which according to him was the perfect stone for
sarcophagi since it consumed the bodies buried in it,
except for the teeth, within 40 days (Plin. Nat. Hist.
XXXVI, 131), so that the soul could rapidly begin
a new life. This stone is a porous andesite which is
quite hard and intractable to work.5 It was used everywhere at Assos, also for the building of the temple on the acropolis and for sculpting its frieze dated
to 530 B.C. on the basis of stylistic considerations.6
Following detailed appraisal of its architectural characteristics, the same temple has more recently been
dated to 540 B.C., although a later date, namely the
last decades of the VI c is also considered possible.7

The ruins of ancient Assos are situated at the centre
of the southern coast of the Troas on a site now partly
occupied by the modern Turkish village of Behramkale. An ancient Aeolic polis founded by colonists
from the town of Methymna on the island of Lesbos
(Strabo XIII, 1-58), Assos probably coincides with
the Pedasos mentioned by Homerus (Hom. Il X,
429) as the capital of the Leleges, a pre-Greek population that inhabited the southern area of Troas from
the Early Bronze Age. The town was captured by the
Persians in 549 B.C. and ruled by them with some
freedom for its citizens until 479 when it acquired a
semi-independence that lasted for over a century. In
spite of the Persian dominion, the town flourished in
the last decades of the VI c. and at the very beginning
of the V c. B.C. as an important harbour for the commercial routes connecting the N Aegean areas with
Ionia and the southern shores of Asia Minor. Around
the middle of the V c. it fell under the influence of
Athens, which must have marked a certain economic
decline if we consider that the town contributed with
a phoros of only one talent to the Delian Confederacy
as opposed to the three paid by Cebren, a neighbouring inland polis.
After the peace of Antalcidas (387 B.C.) Assos
once more fell under Persian rule, although again
with a certain amount of autonomous power until
365 when the governor Ariobarzanes, who had rebelled against the Persian king Artaxerxes, was defeated at Assos, and the town was soon after governed by the banker Euboulos, and after his death by
Hermias a scholar of Plato (that attracted to Assos
his fellow-pupils Xenocrates and Aristotle), under
re-established Persian control.1
Assos is well known to archaeologists for the importance of its ruins, namely its very well preserved
Late Classical walls, the Greek-Roman necropolis,
and the Archaic Doric temple standing at the very
top of its acropolis. These ruins have been known
since the XVIII c. when they were first drawn by the

2

2007.

3
Clarke 1882; Clarke, Bacon, Koldewey 1921:
the coins found and assigned by the Turkish authorities to the
American archaeologists have been published therein by Bell
1921, pp. 295-313. The results of more recent excavations made
by German and Turkish teams of archaeologists are reported
in various volumes of the journal «Asia Minor Studien»
starting from the monographic volume 2 by Serdaroğlu,
Stupperich, Schwertheim 1990.
4
Babelon 1910, p. 1268; Daix-Wescoat 2012, p. 6.
5
Lazzarini 1994, pp. 103-16.
6
Finster-Hotz 1984.
7
Daix-Wescoat 2012, p. 239. A date around 520 B.C.
seems more probable to Prof. Clemente Marconi of New York
University considering that the stone material of the temple’s
frieze is too difficult to sculpt in sophisticated detail, and this is
influencing the dating of the frieze (personal communication).

For general information about the geographical position,
the ruins and history of Assos, Cook 1973, pp. 240-50 and
references therein contained. For the Persian rule of the Troas
and of the town of Assos, Debord 1999 pp. 94-6 and 417-8
respectively.
1
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2. The Assos’ silver emissions
Systematic checking of the numismatic market, including printed auction catalogues, e-auctions, e-bay
and numismatic fairs, has led me to observe the appearance over the last five years of abundant small
silver Troadic mint fractions of the archaic and classical periods, namely diobols, obols, hemiobols and
tetartemoria of Abydus, Antandrus, Assus, Cebren,
Dardanus, Gargara, Gergis, Lamponia and Neandria, very probably connected to the finding of one
or more hoards in the Troad. Many of these fractions
were, and several still are, totally new and/or unpublished in the standard references: the volumes of the
Sylloge Numorum Graecorum8 and the catalogues
of the most important numismatic museums and
collections. This paper presents and discusses some
new fractions of the V c. BC, certainly issued by Assos since they bear its ethnic, as well as some others
dating to the end of the VI c. hitherto attributed to
Teos but which in my opinion should instead be given to Assos, and constitute the initial emission of this
polis. A new arrangement and dating of the nine silver series of Assos is also attempted.9
I first proposed that the beginning of coinage at
Assos should be placed around 500 BC10 with the
issue of a drachm together with a hemidrachm and
an obol. I now think that the date should be brought
forward by two decades and that the first Assian series11 was only of diobols of ca. 1.43 g12 with the
obverse featuring a crouched griffin with feathered
wings facing right, the left forepaw slightly raised

Figure 1
The first series of Assos (520-510 B.C.), diobols with the
same die combination (left Classical Numismatic Group
Inc. = CNG, Mail Bid Sale 321, 26.2.2014, lot 135;
right = B. Peus, Auction 372, 30.10.2002, lot 321)
real Ø 13 mm; Ø 10 mm

from the ground13 and, on the reverse, an irregular incuse square (fig. 1). This issue was known, although in my opinion hitherto wrongly identified
as trihemiobols of Teos by Balcer14 (his numbers
57 of 1.43 g, and 59 of 1.47 g) and Matzke15 (same
coins, numbered 81 and 77, respectively) since the
Teian griffins are always seated (fig. 2), not crouched
like these diobols, and show a well raised left forepaw as well as some other small differences in the
treatment of the animal. As is well known, iconography in the Archaic period was very important as
a means of differentiating and easily identifying the
coins struck by the Greek poleis, and this is exactly
the case of the four Aegean Archaic coastal towns
adopting the griffin as a poliadic symbol in their
early coinage:16 Teos (griffin seated facing right, initially with forepaws together, later and throughout
the Classical and most of the Hellenistic periods
with the left forepaw well raised), Phocaea (left-fac-

8
Particularly important for Troad are the volumes by
Ashton, Ireland 2007 and Tekin, Erol-Özdizbay 2015.
9
Dating is here based uniquely on numismatic evidence. In
fact, unfortunately, only postumous Alexander III tetradrachms
attributed to Assos are so far known in coin hoards, see
Thompson, Mørcholm, Kraay 1973.
10
Lazzarini 1983, pp. 3-15.
11
A series is here identified by important changes on the
coin types.
12
One piece is in the British Museum, ex Lambros 1894,
Balcer 1968, nr. 59 (1.47 g); one is in the Danish National
Museum (SNG Ionia, nr. 1435, 1.46 g); one is in the Klein
collection, Klein 1999, nr. 472 (1.36 g); three pieces have
appeared on the market (Hirsch, auction 203, lot 317, Balcer
1968, nr. 57 (1.43 g) Peus, auction 372, lot 321, 1.46 g; CNG e.
Au 321, lot 135, 1.47 g); H.I. private collection, Germany, 1.44
g: the average weight of the seven pieces is 1.43 g.
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The depiction of the griffin resembles that of two sphinxes
(crouched, facing each other and with a forepaw raised) in the
temple frieze: Finster-Hotz 1984, pl. XII.
14
Balcer 1968, p. 32, pl. XV.
15
Maetzke 2000, pp. 36-7, pl. of p. 49, nrr. 77 and 81.
16
For the iconography and history of the griffin in
Mediterranean antiquity, Bini 1965; for the presence of griffins
in coins of Asia Minor, Lenger 2009.
13
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Figure 2
Two diobols (Nos. 77, 81)
in public collections
(from Matzke 2000, note 11, p. 29)
here attributed to Assos (two
different die-combinations),
to be compared with contemporary
issues of Teos (Nos.78-80).

ing standing griffin, the right forepaw raised), Assos
(griffin crouched facing right, with the left forefoot
raised) and Abdera (left-facing seated griffin with
right forepaw raised). Also, the average weight of
the Assian diobols described is a little less (1.43 g)17
than that of the supposed Teian thrihemiobols
which should theoretically weigh 1.5-1.6 g, fractions that I think were seldom struck at Teos, where
obols of 1 g, and smaller fractions are so far more
frequent.18 The weight of the new Assian diobols is
also in agreement with that of the diobols of other
Troadic mints, e.g. Abydos19, Kebren20 and Dardanos21, which, like Assos, started to coin in the last
decades of the VI c. The beginning period of the new
Assian diobols in fact may be fixed at 520-510 B.C.,
and is probably to be connected to the need to pay a
salaonry to the stonecutters working on the building
of the great temple on the acropolis. It is interesting
to stress that three of the four early Troadic mints
mentioned above, Abydus, Assus, and Cebren, very
likely started their coinage contemporaneously and
struck only diobols with the same weight probably
for a sort of monetary agreement that was intended
to foster commercial exchange between them. All
these mints very probably adopted an Attic standard based on a drachm of 4.3 g.

The second silver Assian series is composed of
three nominals, a drachm of a reduced weight, also
(as usual) with respect to the theoretical one of 3.9
g, namely of 3.50 g,22 that may be assumed to have
been struck on a Chian standard,23 a hemidrachm,
or triobol, of about 1.9 g (1.43 g),24 and an obol of
ca. 0.6 g (0.45 g).25 The drachm shows a crouched
griffin facing left, much more elaborate in style than
that of the previous diobol, and the head of a roaring
lion with protruding tongue facing right and in an
incuse square (fig. 3a); the triobol has similar types,
but the griffin is facing right (fig. 3b); the obol has
a right-facing griffin’s head, and a left/right-facing
lion’s head (fig. 3c).26 All the heads end with a truncated dotted line. A likely date for this second series
is 500-480 B.C.
The third silver series was composed only of very
abundant obols and fewer hemiobols, thus testifying a period of economic difficulty for Assos. These
small silver coins continue to feature the already described types of a right-facing crouched griffin, more
rarely facing left, on the obverse, and a lion’s head
mostly facing right and within an incuse square,
on the reverse (fig. 4). In the latter, after an initial
more abundant anepigraphic series27 (fig. 4a, 4b),
This is the average weight of seven pieces from museums
(and other published/unpublished collections), and from the
market known to the present writer.
23
Kraay 1976, p. 329.
24
Only six pieces known to me, with a. w. of 1.43 g.
25
Four pieces known with a. w. of 0.45 g.
26
A fraction with very similar types, but with the lion’s head
facing right, is sometimes confused with the Assian one: it was
struck by the Massaliote Greeks: see Furtwangler 1978,
Gruppe FF, table 40.
27
So far I have inventoried 38 obols with an a. w. of 0.55 g,
and 9 hemiobols with an a. w. of 0.29 g.
22

This is the average weight of the 7 diobols so far found in
museum collections and offered on the market (see note 11).
18
See for ex. Muenzen & Medaillen, list 237, lot 348.
19
See for ex. the diobols of 1.46 and 1.47 g, London Ancient
Coins (LAC) and Guttus, auction 11, lot 42 and LAC, auction
50, lot 90, respectively.
20
See for ex. the diobol of 1.37 g, Pecunem, auction 28, lot
110.
21
See for ex. the obol of 0.73 g, Pecunem, auction 32, lot
134.
17

West & East

ISSN 2499-7331

34

Anno II – 2017

Assus Troadis: the beginning of coinage and its later silver emissions in the V and IV century B.C.

L. Lazzarini

a

a

b

b

c

c

Figure 3
The second series (500-480 B.C.): a) drachm (Pecunem,
Auction 32, 7.06.2015, lot 132), b) hemidrachm (H.I.
private collection, Germany) and c) obol (Pecunem, Auction
34, 2.08.2015, lot 12). Ø 15 mm, Ø 11mm, Ø 8 mm

Figure 4
The third series (479-440 B.C.), anepigraphic a) obol
(Classical Numismatic Group Inc., Mail Bid Sale 343,
28.1.2015, lot 158), b) hemiobol (CNG, Mail Bid Sale
311, 25.9.2013 lot 672) and c) obol with full ethnic
ΆΣΣΟΟΝ(Pecunem, Auction 29, 1.03.2015, lot 186).
Ø 9 mm, Ø 7 mm, Ø 10 mm

the initial of the ethnic ΆΣΣ appears over the lion’s
head, retrograde at the beginning, then prograde,28
and later with a full ethnic in the lexical variation
ΆΣΣΟΟΝ (fig. 4c)29 instead of ΆΣΣΊΟΝ,30 the
much more common ethnic at the end of the V and
during the IV-III centuries B.C. The probable date
of emission may be fixed from 479 (when the town
was freed from Persian rule), to ca. 440 B.C.
Somewhat later, and less abundant31 is the fourth
series with the same types as before, but with a different griffin iconography facing left, standing on a

base, and without a raised forepaw) and lion’s head
(also facing left, and in a shallow incuse square) with
a Ά Σ (the initial of the ethnic, Ά to the left, and Σ
to the right of the head) on the obverse (fig. 5): the
style of both types is more evolved, and this is the
very last of the griffin/lion’s head fractional series,
very likely to be placed around 440/30 B.C.
The fifth series is a bronze issue, the first to be
struck by Assos around 420 B.C. and very likely
one of the very earliest in Asia Minor.32 This chalkous is iconographically closely connected to the
fourth series described above, showing a very similar
crouched griffin (here facing right) on the obverse,
and a lion’s head, also in a slightly incuse square, on

I know a total of 16 obols, with an a. w. of 0.55 g.
I know of 8 obols, with an a. w. of 0.53 g.
30
In the literary and epigraphic sources the ethnic of the
Assian inhabitants is reported in various forms: Assios, Asséus,
Essios, Hessios. On Assoon see Hansen, Nielsen (edd.)
2004, p. 1005. The ethnic ΆΣΣΟΟΝ, although not explained,
is the first to appear in full, and well attested and repeated in the
four coin emissions: it is not possible, as sometimes suggested,
to consider it a mistake of the official Assian celators.
31
I know of 6 obols, with an a. w. of 0.44 g.
28
29
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32
The traditional low dating (very end of the V – beginning
of the IV c. B.C. of the introduction of bronze coinage in the
East should be abandoned, since it has been demonstrated that
several Macedonian towns like Mende, Potidaea and possibly
Acanthus issued like Assos small chalkoi of an average weight
around 0.9 g in the years 420 B.C.: see Gatzolis 2013
pp. 117‑28.
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the reverse (fig. 6). It weighs about 0.70 g,33 this coin
was probably an obol (or its fraction) in value and
judging by its rarity, its emission will not have lasted long:34 after this piece, bronze coinage at Assos
was to be interrupted for at least thirty years, and
resumed with only chalkoi of about 1 g in the tenth
series Athena/bull’s head (infra), and soon after the
middle of the IV c. when only bronze coins were
struck by Assos, with the same unit and its multiples
of 2, 4 and 8 chalkoi according to the well known
Attic standard,35 all with an Athena head on the obverse, and a crouched griffin on the reverse.
The sixth series is a rather abundant silver issue,
comprising drachms36 and hemidrachms37 with the
same types: a head of Athena with an Attic helm
decorated by a laurel crown on the obverse, and a
lion’s head in a deep incuse square on the reverse,
both types facing left (figs. 7a, 7b). Around the lion
is again the ‘strange’ ethnic ΆΣΣΟΟΝ, probably
changed into ΆΣΣΊΟΝ in some hemidrachms at
the very end of the series38 which show a different
style in the lion’s and the Athena’s heads, the latter
sometimes with three pellets behind, probably to indicate the value of the coin, a triobol (hemidrachm)
(fig. 7c). The head of Athena refers to an already existing and important local cult, but very likely also
to the full entry of Assos into the Athenian (Delian)
League around 430 B.C.: from this period until the
beginning of the Roman coinage, Athena remained
a permanent type on the Assian coins.
Probably connected to the early sixth issue was
that (the seventh) of a very scarce (and probably rather short-lived, although with numerous varieties)
coinage of obols judging by the very limited number

Figure 5
The fourth series (440-430 B.C.), obol (London Ancient
Coin, Auction 21, 31.10.2015, lot 234). Ø 7 mm

Figure 6
The fifth series (ca. 430 B.C.), the early bronze chalkous
(CNG, Mail Bid Sale 210, 13.5.2009, lot 34). Ø 8 mm

a

b

33
The average weight of 11 known pieces, several very worn,
is 0.65 g.
34
Also in Macedonia the first chalkoi were «issued for a very
short period of time probably for a specific reason [...] may be in
the context of the Peloponnesian war» Gatzolis 2013 p. 127.
35
Lazzarini 1983, p. 10, note 26; Brousseau 2010,
pp. 33-4, and references contained therein.
36
I know of a total of 10 pieces, with an a. w. of 3.16 g, thus
showing a 10% weight reduction with respect to the Archaic
drachm.
37
A total of 14 pieces is known to me, with an a. w. of 1.66 g.
38
They seem to have been struck in a smaller quantity than
those with ΆΣΣΟΟΝ.
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c
Figure 7
The sixth series (430-420 B.C.), a) drachm (Heidelberger
Mūnzhandlung, Auction 64, 19.11.2014, lot 771) and b)
hemidrachm (CNG, Mail Bid Sale 287, 26.09.2012, lot
127) both with the ethnic ΆΣΣΟΟΝ; c) hemidrachm
with ΆΣΣΊΟΝ (CNG, Mail Bid Sale 351, 20.05.2015,
lot 247). Ø 15 mm, Ø 12 mm Ø 11 mm
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Figure 8
The seventh series (430-410 B.C.), obols, first emission
(H. I. private collection, Germany). Ø 8 mm

Figure 10
The third issue of the seventh series
(Gorny&Mosch, Auction 212, lot 1745). Ø 8 mm

Figure 9
The second issue of the seventh series
(Pecunem, Auction 22, lot 82). Ø 8 mm

Figure 11
The fourth issue of the seventh series
(Pecunem, Auction 10, lot 178). Ø 8 mm

of pieces39 that have only recently appeared on the
market. They show a left-facing female head on the
obverse, and four varieties of a griffin’s protome to
the right in a perlinated square on the reverse, one
anepigraphic (at the end of the series?) and three
with varieties in the legend: the first (fig. 8) shows
an A, the initial of the ethnic, in the bottom left of
the protome;40 in the second (fig. 9) the A is followed in an anti-clockwise direction by a sort of T
(a sampi, a Late Archaic Ionic numeral abbreviation
for the two ΣΣ of the ethnic) in the bottom right
side of the protome, and an Ο over the Ά;41 the third
variety shows the full legend ΆΣΣΟΟΝ around the
protome,42 starting with the A in the same position
as before, but going clockwise (fig.10); the probably
following (fourth) variety shows no letters but the
griffin’s protome, and a small ivy leaf in the lower
part of the field in front of it (fig.11).43 The unique

die used for the reverse of all these small coins probably depicts the head of a nymph with the hair
fixed by a taenia; the head is stylistically quite similar to that shown in earlier anepigraphic obols of
Phocaea,44 and later of Methymna. It may therefore
be related to a local Aegean cult, in Assos possibly
connected to a spring such as the one monumentalized in Roman times (and still pouring water) that
can be seen by the sea close to the harbour. The average weight of all these fractions is 0.41 g., as for the
older obols; the date for these coins should probably
be almost contemporaneous with the previous ASSOON emission, and may perhaps be fixed to 430410 B.C.
The beautiful and interesting tetradrachm
coined by Assos mentioned above (eighth series) has
been dated to the same period.45 This unique piece,
now preserved in the Cabinet des Médailles of the
Bibliotèque Nationale, Paris, likely a coin celebrating something46 (perhaps an early establishment of

A total of 5 pieces are known to me, with an average
weight of 0.41 g. Also in Macedonia the first chalkoi were
«issued for a very short period of time probably for a specific
reason [...] may be in the context of the Peloponnesian war»
Gatzolis 2013 p. 127.
40
H.I. private collection, Germany, 0.40 g.
41
Pecunem Au 22, lot 82, 0.40 g.
42
Two pieces in the market: CNG e-Au 287, lot 128, o.40
g; Gorny & Mosch, Au 212, lot 1745, 0.42 g
43
Pecunem Au 10, lot 178, 0.42 g.
39
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44
To this town should be given, I think, the obols without
the Assian ethnic that have recently been offered on the market
and attributed to Assos (see for example Gorny&Mosch, Au
212, lot 1747).
45
430 B.C., the date of Babelon 2010, p. 1268 is probably
too early, and should be lowered to 410-400.
46
See some anepigraphic, or with the ethnic initials,
hemiobols like CNG, e-Au 219, lot 268 and CNG, e-Au 239,
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The ninth and last53 silver emission of Assos should be placed at the beginning of the IV c.
B.C., probably after the Peace of Antalcidas of 387
B.C. when prosperity returned to most Microasiatic Greek poleis.54 It seems to have been much more
abundant than the previous one, and also comprised
the same nominals, drachms55 and emidrachms56 of
a further reduced weight of about 2.87 g,57 and the
emission of a chalkous. In this case too, the considerable size of the emission is probably connected with
the construction of the imposing and still well-preserved town wall (over 3 km long), made with good
isodomic andesite ashlars, that was built between
398 and 368.58 Another possibility is for military
reasons, given the political turbulence in the whole
Troad during the first decades of the IV c. B.C.
The types are an Athena’s head on the obverse,
and a facing bull’s head59 on the reverse with the full
ethnic ΆΣΣΊΟΝ around it in the drachms and some
hemidrachms, or with only its initial, ΆΣΣΊ, in some

Figure 12
The eighth series, tetradrachm, Cabinet des Médailles,
Bibliotèque Nationale, Paris. Ø 23 mm

the Troadic Panegiria of Athena),47 has a left-facing
Athena’s head with a helmet decorated with a griffin on the obverse, and on the reverse a palladion,
namely an archaic xoanon, a wooden cult statue of
Athena48 facing right and holding a spear with the
right hand, and fillets with the left; behind the statue is the legend ΆΣΣΊΟΝ (fig. 12). The weight is
14.95 g, which corresponds well to the multiple of
the last drachm of the sixth Assian issue (and to other slightly later tetradrachms coined in the Troad
by Abydus),49 although the types are not consistent
with each other, and rather strange for Assos, especially as regards the palladion that is shown on IV
c. B.C. coins of Ilion.50 The presence of the griffin
on Athena’s helm is also not so common,51 and has a
parallel in coins such as some hektai of Phocaea and
didrachms of very far away poleis such as Elea in Italy and Soloi in Cilicia.52

Some obols showing a crouched griffin to the left, with the
left forepaw raised, on the obverse, and an astragalus in a slightly
incuse square on the reverse have recently appeared on the
market. In some auction catalogues they have been attributed
to Teos, in others to Assos. I think the first attribution is the
most likely since late autonomous bronze coins of Teos with
an astragalus are known and very similar, although the second
hypothesis is also possible since, once again, the pose of the
griffin (as well as the weight) is typically ‘Assian’ and not ‘Teian’.
Another important consideration for this second attribution
is the presence of the astragalus on an obol of Antandrus (see
for ex. Mūnzen und Medaillen D., auction 36, 30.5.2012, lot
359), a coastal town not very far to the east of Assos. The date
of this emission is probably soon after 400 B.C., which would
help to fill a gap in the coinage of Assos at the very beginning of
the IV c. B.C. A similar attribution problem is raised by some
posthumous tetradracms of Alexander III usually given to Assos
since they show a left-facing crouched griffin in the field to the
left of the Zeus aethophoros: they are not attributable to our
town with full certainty since they have never been found at
Assos, in the II c.B.C. an insignificant town, and thus may well
have been struck at Abdera.
54
This date is in agreement with the interval 400-375 fixed
from the dating of a lekythos found in a tomb of the Assian
necropolis containing a chalkous Athena/bull head (personal
communication of D.S. Lenger, professor of numismatics at the
Akdeniz University of Antalya).
55
51 pieces are known to me, with an a. w. of 2.87 g.
56
The a. w. of 21 pieces is 1.37 g.
57
This weight is also corresponding to a half Persian siglos.
58
Cook 1973, pp. 242-5.
59
The bull’s head is probably an Apolline symbol since it
appears in silver coins of Delphi.
53

lot 1483, respectively.
47
Robert 1966, pp. 18-46; Lazzarini 1984, pp. 3-8.
48
On this important coin, see Lacroix 1949, pp. 122-123.
49
A very similar tetradrachm of Abydos with a palladion,
but with an Apollo’s head on the obverse is in the Calouste
Gulbenkian Collection: Jenkins, Castro Hipolito 1989,
pl. LIX, 595, together with two other tetradrachms (Nos. 596
and 597) with an eagle, the symbol of Abydus, on the reverses.
50
If the hypothesis advanced in Lazzarini 1984 would
be verified, then the beginning of the Panegiria should be
anticipated with respect of the dating (late IV c. B.C.) proposed
in Robert 1966.
51
The presence of the griffin on Athena’s helmet may
legitimize the attribution to her of the temple on the Assian
acropolis, although it is also possible that this temple was
dedicated to Apollo, with whom griffins are more frequently
associated. No dedicatory inscriptions have so far been found in
or near the temple.
52
See Bodenstedt 1981, nr. 91, Williams 1992, nr. 220
and ff., and Pecunem, Auction 37, lot 319, respectively.
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drachms, hemidrachms and obols, again showing a
crouched griffin, and a reverse with a lion’s head, testifying to a period of wealth enjoyed by the town in
the first two decades of the V c. The following economic crisis is testified by the third and fourth series
consisting only of obols, and more rare hemiobols
with the same types as the previous series, sometimes
accompanied by the initial or full ethnic and, later,
by rare bronze obols. The emission of drachms and
hemidrachms with the head of Athena and a lion’s
head in an incuse square started towards the thirties of the V c. A rare obol with a female head coupled on the reverse with four varieties of a griffin’s
protome is probably contemporaneous with this latter issue, sharing the same ethnic ΆΣΣΟΟΝ, soon
followed by the coinage of beautiful tetradrachms
showing the reproduction of an archaic cult statue
of Athena on the reverse and adopting the new legend ΆΣΣΊΟΝ. The second/third decade of the IV
c. B.C. sees the appearance of the most abundant silver coinage of Assos, very probably destined to finance the building of the imposing town walls (still
considered the best preserved of the ancient Greek
world), or military operations, and continuing until 340 B.C. The types of these very last silver coins
again show a helmeted Athena head on the obverse,
and a bull’s head on the reverse, the latter a symbol
that recalls the cult of Apollo, probably the second
most important at Assos.

Figure 13
The ninth and last silver series (380-340 B.C.), a)
drachm (Naville Numismatics Ltd., Live Auction 10,
lot 41) and b) hemidrachm (Pecunem Auction 32,
7.6.2015, lot 133). Ø 15 mm; Ø 11 mm

other slightly lighter drachm and hemidrachms
(fig. 13a, 13b) showing an accessory symbol in the
fields. In fact, this series often shows symbols such
as a thunderbolt, an ear of corn or a grape associated
to the bull’s head on the reverses of both nominals,60
and is accompanied by the abundant coinage of the
mentioned bronze chalkoi, very probably obols,
with the same types as the silver coins.

3. Conclusion
In conclusion, the beginning of archaic silver coinage of Assos is earlier than thought, dating from
around 520-10 B.C., and contemporary with the
other important Troadic mints of Abydos and Kebren, all characterized by the emission of diobols, at
Assos showing a crouched griffin and an irregular
incuse square. This first series can probably be connected to the need for the payment of salaries to the
stonecutters working towards the end of the VI c.
B.C. on the famous temple on the acropolis, dedicated to Athena, or to Apollo, the main god of many
Troadic poleis.61 The second series was made up of
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60
This design was imitated on drachms struck at Theodoseia
in the Cimmerian Bosporos: see MacDonald 2005, p. 25,
nr. 91.
61
Considering the Classical and Hellenistic coins of Greek
Troas, Athena is appearing on the coinage of Assus (as in its
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A glimpse under the water-table. The Magdala
Harbour bio-archive: An integrated analysis
of carpological and faunal data
ANNA LENA, VERONICA ROSSI, MARCO PALMIERI, MARCO MARCHESINI

Riassunto / Abstract
The work aims to present the first results of the analysis
and identification of vegetal and malacological remains
– integrated with data from a micropalaeontological
analysis – performed on some sediments of the harbour of
the archaeological site of Magdala, on the western coast of
the Sea of Galilee (Israel). The research at the site, which
was carried out by means of a transdisciplinary approach,
has shed a new light on the history of the city and on
the geological history of this portion of the coast. As no
geoarchaeological studies on specifically lacustrine ancient
harbours are available to date, Magdala represents a case
study of pivotal importance. The results of the analysis on the
materials waterlogged in the harbour sediments – which can
be considered a bio-archive – have contributed considerably
to the palaeonvironmental reconstruction. The data that
emerges from this preliminary study gives a reasonably clear
and well delineated picture of the agrestic environment of
Galilee in the Late Hellenistic and Roman period, a period
in which the city of Magdala and its harbour achieved
their greatest prosperity providing reliable evidence for
the existence of a local and regional trade network at this
moment of its history.

Il saggio presenta i primi risultati dell’analisi e dell’identificazione dei resti vegetali e malacologici, integrati con
i dati di un’analisi micropaleontologica, eseguite su sedimenti provenienti dal porto e dal sito archeologico di
Magdala, sulla costa occidentale del Mare di Galilea (Israele). La ricerca, condotta con approccio multidisciplinare, getta nuova luce sulla storia della città e sulla storia
geologica della porzione di costa corrispondente. Poiché
a tutt’oggi non sono disponibili studi geoarcheologici specifici su porti lacustri antichi, Magdala rappresenta un caso di primaria importanza. I risultati dell’analisi
dei materiali impregnati d’acqua nei sedimenti del porto,
che possono essere considerati un bio-archivio, contribuiscono in modo sostanziale alla ricostruzione del paleoambiente. Ne risulta un quadro sufficientemente chiaro e
delineato del paesaggio agreste della Galilea in età tardoellenistica e romana, un periodo nel quale la città di Magdala e il suo porto raggiungono la massima prosperità, documentando per quella specifica fase storica l’esistenza di
una rete commerciale regionale.

Parole chiave / Keywords
Archaeology, Magdala, Harbours, Archaeobotany,
Malacology, Galilee, Geoarchaeology, Ostracods,
Carpology

Archeologia, Magdala, Archeobotanica, Malacologia,
Galilea, Geoarcheologia, Ostracodi, Carpologia
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1. Introduction*

vated in the harbour site. The samples were analysed
in terms of granulometry, geochemistry, pollen3 and
ostracod content and underwent C14 dating in order
to reconstruct the late Holocene palaeonvironmental evolution of the area, the phases of use and abandonment of the harbour and the degree of anthropogenic and natural impact on coastal modifications.4
The study of the vegetal remains5 – both microscopical and macroscopical (seeds/fruits, woods)
plant parts – found in archaeological contexts contributes to the reconstruction not only of the environmental context of a site by giving information about spontaneous and cultivated plants, and
the presence of forests, gardens, humid zones but
also about fundamental aspects regarding the anthropization of the area and settlement choices,
productive activities such as the transformation of
agricultural products, farming, crop and animal husbandry, and diet, storage and conservation systems.
More generally archaeopalynology and archaeobotany can provide insights into human-environment
relations and climate changes.6 In the case of harbours7 macro-remains can derive not only from local vegetation but also from other natural causes like

During the excavations carried out between 2007
and 2012, within the framework of the Studium
Biblicum Franciscanum Magdala Project,1 at the site
of Magdala on the western coast of Lake Kinneret
(fig. 1), some structures belonging to the harbour
of the city were brought to light at approximately
200 m from the present day coastline. The investigations of the sedimentary sequences related to
the geoarchaeological history of this portion of the
coast, were carried out by a trans-disciplinary équi�pe which involved cooperation between the archae�ologists of the Magdala Project, the Department of
Earth Sciences of the University of Pisa (A. Ribolini, G. Sarti, G. Zanchetta), the Department of Geological, Biological and Environmental Sciences of
the University of Bologna (A. Amorosi, V. Rossi, I.
Sammartino) and the CEREGE-CNRS, University
of Aix Marseille (C. Morhange).2
This work aims to present the first results of the
analyses and identification of the carpological and
malacological remains, recognised within samples
collected along one (F25) of the key trenches exca-

The analysis of the pollens by D. Kaniewski of the EcoLab
University Paul Sabatier-Toulouse 3 is currently in progress.
4
Rossi et Al. 2015; Sarti et Al. 2013.
5
For an overview of the different branches of the discipline
see also Mercuri et Al. 2014, p. 2. For an overview of the
history of the archaeobotanical studies in the Near East see
Ramsay, Mueller 2016, p. 2.
6
For the palynological evidence of the impact of human
activities on the Lake Kinneret environment during the late
Holocene, see Baruch 1986; Baruch 1990. For the Bronze
to Iron Age period, see also Langgut et Al. 2016; Langgut
et Al. 2015 (and the online Appendix by Langutt with the
palynologycal diagram of the Sea of Galilee); Langgut 2013.
Preliminary palynological analyses of sediments sampled in a
Byzantine cistern below the Synagogue of Horvat Kur provide
new data on the character of the local landscape, underlining
the importance of carrying out more in depth research in this
field (Neumann et Al. 2014). As regards the integration
of environmental and archaeological data for the study of the
ecological-climate influence on ancient societies of the Near
East see Kaniewski et Al. 2008; Kaniewski et Al. 2010;
Kaniewski et Al. 2013.
7
As regards the integrated archaeobotanical and
archaeological research in the study of ancient harbours see also
Essert et Al. 2016; Gluščević et Al. 2006; Giardini
et Al. 2013; Bertacchi et Al. 2008; Pepe et Al. 2013;
Allevato 2016; Ward 2004; Bass 1989; Haldane 1993.
For an overview of ancient Italian Roman harbours, please refer
to Sadoria 2015.
3

*

A. Lena authored all of the archaeological part and
the conclusions; A. Lena and M. Marchesini authored the
archaeobotanical part; M. Palmieri authored the malacological
part; V. Rossi authored the part regarding the ostracod fauna.
1
The authors are deeply indebted to the Custody of the
Holy Land and the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum ( Jerusalem)
for having supported the excavations carried out by the Magdala
Project under the direction of the late Prof. M. Piccirillo. The
results of the investigations conducted in the harbour of Magdala
were in part included in the PhD thesis defended by A. Lena at
the University L’Orientale of Naples. We are grateful to Silvia
Marvelli, Elisabetta Rizzoli, L. Pancaldi and to all the staff of the
Palynologycal and Archaeoenvironmental Laboratory CAA
‘Giorgio Nicoli’ for their aid and patience. A special thank you
goes to Stefano De Luca who took on the management of the
excavation after the death of Michele Piccirillo and with whom
for years we coordinated the fieldwork and the international
team, active in various ways in the study of the harbour. The
research at the site and the study and publication of the findings
from the excavations were authorized in 2009 by the former
Dean of the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum Prof. C. Bottini
and permission was confirmed in 2016 also by the Dean, Prof.
M. Pazzini. The excavations at the site were also permitted by
the Israel Antiquities Authority.
2
For an in depth description of the excavations and the
results of the Magdala Project research please refer among
others to De Luca 2009; Lena 2012; Lena 2013a, Lena
2013b; Pacini 2013; De Luca, Lena 2014a; De Luca, Lena
2015; Bauckham, De Luca 2015; Rossi et Al. 2015.
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Figure 1
Satellite image of the Lake
of Galilee with the locations
of Magdala, the Jordan
Valley and the Dead Sea

2. The harbour as a bio-archive

water courses flowing into the harbour and bringing
with them seeds and remains of plants. Moreover
seeds could also have fallen from commercial merchandise or be part of the sailors’ diet.8

Because of their nature as artificial structures – even
if to different degrees – and built at the intersection between land and water (sea, lakes, rivers) harbours – both natural and constructed – are an extraordinary source of information not only for the
palaeoenvironmental and geomorphological reconstruction of coastlines and of adjacent areas but also
for the observation and the comprehension of man-

8
As regards Israel, the examination of the archaeobotanical
remains from the harbour of Caesarea were presented by Ramsay
(Ramsay 2010), who underlines the need in archaeobotanical
studies to outline a functional model and thus differentiate
deposits of trade goods and trash. See also Weiss, Kislev
2004.
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environment adaptation strategies and natural and
anthropic processes9.
The sedimentary sequences in the harbour constitute an archive that conserves and gives information about modifications of the coastline, climatic
variations, sedimentation processes and their influence in a relationship of interaction, and about human action, hazards and possible solutions to risk
factors.10
The building of the harbour’s structures, the human activities and the degree of the harbour’s protection and the consequent conditions of low energy reflected, in addition to pollution, in changes
of the granulometry of the sediments and the study
and comparisons of stratigraphies from different
harbours enabled us to distinguish in general three
different facies: open beach sands, silt from low energy environments and coarse sands on top of the
sequence.11 Therefore the stratigraphic outline evidences «a shift from natural coastal environment
to anthropogenically modified environments, eventually culminating in a semi or complete abandonment of the harbour basin».12
The integration between archaeology and geoscience is now a consolidated practice in the study
of Mediterranean harbours13 as a tool to understand where, how and why the harbours evolved in
lagoon,14 fluvial and marine contexts. However no
geoarchaeological studies on specifically lacustrine
ancient harbours are available to date, with the exception of the ancient lake of Mareotis in Egypt15
which nonetheless corresponds to a coastal lagoon,
rather than a freshwater lake.
Given the pivotal importance of the Magdala
harbour as a study case, a holistic, trans-disciplinary
approach was implemented in order to highlight the
main evolutionary stages of the harbour to interpret

both natural and anthropogenic impacts on sedimentation, distinguish the sedimentary sequences, tentatively trace a chronological picture of the
phases of use and abandonment of the structures,
and offer a hypothesis of reconstruction of coastal
progradation.16

3. The site and the excavations
The city of Magdala/Tarichea17 situated on the western coast of Lake Tiberias at the widest point and in
proximity to a crossroad of one of the main roads
of the region which underlines its importance from
a strategic and commercial point of view, constituted one of the main coastal settlements.18 The foundation of the city – its extension probably reached
9/10 hectares – is normally dated to the conquest of
the region by the Hasmonean Aristobulus I in 104
BC.19 In 54 AD Nero annexed the city and its administrative district to the realm of Agrippa II. The
city took part in the First Jewish Revolt20 and resisted until the summer of 67 when it had to surrender
to the Roman legions commanded by Titus.21
During the course of the 4th century AD Magdala became a destination for Christian pilgrimage.
The pilgrims came to visit the sanctuary that commemorated the place of birth or the house of Mary
Magdalene and it was probably due to this that a
monastery was built close to the lake shore re-using
pre-existing structures.22 The monastery, which had
a church and probably also structures for welcoming pilgrims, had a relatively long life and was still
frequented and used during the Islamic period, until
the end of the 10th century. Travellers from the CruSee note 2.
For the topography of the site, the toponym and the
related sources, please refer to Lena 2012, pp. 28-34; De
Luca, Lena 2015, pp. 280-98. As regards the urban character
of the settlement, please refer also to De Luca, Lena 2015,
p. 327; Leibner 2009. For an overview of the history of the
settlement, please refer to De Luca, Lena 2014a, pp. 20-124
18
Lena 2012, pp. 28-9.
19
Leibner 2009, p. 184.
20
J. Vit. 96, 127, 132-54, 156-9, 163-4; BJ 2.573, 596, 599,
632-41.
21
J. BJ 3.462–542; 4.12.
22
De Luca, Lena 2015, p. 291.
16
17

9
For an update overview of the issue of the interaction
between human society and natural environment in ancient
harbours, refer to Morhange et Al. 2016.
10
Marriner, Morhange 2007, pp. 144-5.
11
Marriner,
Morhange
2006;
Marriner,
Morhange 2007, pp. 175-7.
12
Marriner, Morhange 2007, p. 172.
13
Sarti et Al. 2013, p. 120.
14
Morhange et Al. 2015.
15
Flaux et Al. 2012; Flaux, Pichot 2014.
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sader period tell of a large basilica dedicated to Mary
Magdalene but no material traces have been found
nor a any connection established to the Byzantine
church. This church had, in fact, been abandoned
before 1294 when Ricoldus of Monte di Croce was
to express his regret at seeing it reduced to a stable.
The Mamluk period the occupation of the area
was probably sporadic while during the Ottoman
period a village was built over the remains of the
Byzantine monastery mostly with reused material
from the ancient buildings of the city.
The modest village, which preserved the name of
the ancient city, which in Arabic had become el-Mejdel, was destroyed in 194823. The first archaeological
excavations were carried out by Studium Biblicum
Franciscanum on the property of the Custody of
the Holy Land. The Custody, in fact, had acquired,
in 1889, a piece of land in proximity to the area in
which the presence of a wall with an apsis had been
reported. This was thought to be part of a holy building which was in all probability the basilica of the
byzantine period the historic sources spoke about.
V. Corbo and S. Loffreda from 1971 to 1977
conducted eight archaeological missions at the site,
bringing to light structures belonging to the Byzantine monastery, a paved road, an urban square surrounded by four porticos, a porticoed building – that
they interpreted as a “mini synagogue” – an urban
villa with some rooms adorned with mosaics, a water tower that in a second phase was surrounded by
water tanks and from which ran an aqueduct on pillars24 The Israel Antiquity Authority has carried out
several rescue excavations in the area of the district of
Magdala.25 In particular in 1985 some trenches were
dug to the north of the Franciscan property, and in
1991 three two-storey buildings and warehouses dating between the 1st-3rd centuries AD were uncovered.
In 1992, in the area over which the byzantine monastery extended the remains of a room paved with a
mosaic was discovered, probably a chapel, built on
the remains of a thermal facility probably belonging

to the Byzantine monastery. In 2002 other surveys
were carried out south of the monastery identifying
some walls dating to the Crusader period and other
findings dating from the Roman to the Medieval period. Another emergency excavation was conducted
by the IAA in 2006 along the modern aqueduct that
channelled the waters from Tabgha towards Hammat-Tiberias, with the discovery of some remains
that could be linked to buildings dating from the
Hellenistic period to the ancient Roman period. In
2007 a sounding carried out by the IAA brought to
light some structures probably connected to the sugar manufacturing of the Crusader and Mamluk period. Starting from 2009, with the planning of the construction of the Magdala Center of the Legionaries
of Christ, north of the Franciscan property, extensive
and systematic archaeological excavations were carried out under the direction of D. Avshalom Gorni
and A. Najjar of the Israel Antiquities Authority in
collaboration with the Universidad Anáhuac México
Sur.26 The excavations, which are still underway, have
brought to light, among other finds, four residential
areas, a road network, some structures close to the
lake which are thought to be the remains of a market,
some plastered vats, warehouses, an aqueduct and a
1st century synagogue.27 In 2010 some other excavations were performed by the IAA further north of
the site, the uncovered remains being ascribable to a
period from the Late Hellenistic to the Late Roman
period. This indicated«that the excavated area was
part of the agricultural land adjacent to the settlement of Migdal».28 In 2007, with the patronage of
the Studium Biblicum Franciscanum – the Faculty
of Biblical Sciences and Archaeology of Jerusalem the Magdala Project was instituted with the goal of
conducting systematic in depth archaeological investigations in the property of the Custody of the Holy
Land.29 In particular the researches, which were carried out until 2012, focused on the dwelling area of
the western sector,30 the thermal complex close to the
26

2012.

Khalidi 1992, p. 530.
Corbo 1974; Corbo 1976; Loffreda 1976; Corbo
1978; De Luca, Lena 2015, pp. 300-1.
25
For an updated overview of the excavations carried out
in the area and relevant bibliography, please refer to De Luca,
Lena 2015, pp. 300-2.
23

27
De Luca, Lena 2015, pp. 312-7; Bauckham, De
Luca, pp. 106-11; Aviam 2013a.; Levine 2014, pp. 138-9.
28
Cinamon 2014.
29
The study of findings and structures is still ongoing.
30
Lena 2012, pp. 36-7; De Luca, Lena 2015, pp. 305 -6.
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Figure 2
General map of the survey at the end of the excavation campaign of the Magdala Project 2011
(by S. De Luca, A. Ricci, SBF-Magdala Project; cf. Lena 2012, DC Tav. 7)

port,31 the water network,32 the road network33 and
the harbour structures (fig. 2).34 The domestic quarter that came to light in 2007 was planned along a
West-East axis and underwent three main building
phases – with some minor repairs and reinforcements – spanning the Late Hellenistic to the Late
Roman period.
A large thermal complex, with three different
building phases, was discovered close to the harbour
structures. Some Late Hellenistic remains of a bathhouse were identified and in the light of the data
provided by the new excavations, the colonnaded

building D1, formerly seen as a ‘mini-synagogue’ or
nymphaeum or latrina, was convincingly reinterpreted as a Stoa-shaped fountain’.35 During the Early Roman period (first half of the 1st century AD) a thermal complex with a calidarium, a hypocaust system, a
praefurnium and a series of stepped pools was in use.
During the Middle and Late Roman periods
the thermal complex experienced other changes
and restorations. Part of the thermal complex was
also building C, misinterpreted as an urban villa,
where two first-century mosaics were uncovered:
one with a black and white swastika meander and
another with the Greek apotropaic motto καὶ σύ
and with a figurative panel with the representation
of a merchant galley, a dolphin, a kantharos, two

Lena 2012, p. 37; De Luca, Lena 2015, pp. 319-25; De
Luca, Lena 2014b, pp. 1-6.
32
De Luca, Lena 2015, p. 305.
33
De Luca, Lena 2015, pp. 303-4.
34
Lena 2012; De Luca, Lena 2014a; De Luca, Lena
2015, pp. 325-6.
31
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Bonnie, Richard 2012; De Luca, Lena 2014b,
pp. 1-2; De Luca, Lena 2015, p. 320.
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Figure 3
Aerial photo looking south with the Areas D, E and F of the Magdala Project excavations (SBF-Magdala Project)

tied-up strigiles with a suspended aryballos, a disk
for throwing, and a pair of halteres for long jumping
and athletic training.36

The deep probes F18 and F25 conducted on the
eastern perimeter of the quadriporticus F allow the
identification of a portion of wall (USM 317) plastered with a thick layer of possibly hydraulic mortar and which incorporated 4 basalt stones (MS 4,
MS 5, MS 6 e MS 7 and with the upper side at an
average level of – 208.28 m) and with a horizontal
hole, interpreted on the base of several comparisons, as mooring stones (fig. 4). The quay USM 317
was built against the eastern wall (USM 282) of the
quadriporticus and enclosed the mooring stone MS
1. This, along with the remains of a huge casemate
port tower (26×17m) with one mooring stone pre�-

4. The harbour of Magdala
The harbour structures of the city of Magdala/Tarichea were brought to light between 2008 and 2011
in areas E and F (fig. 3).37
De Luca, Lena 2014b.
For an exhaustive description of the structures, see Lena
2012; De Luca, Lena 2014a;
36
37
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Figure 4
General view looking south of the Area F with the Roman Quay, the mooring stones 4- 7, the flight of steps and the stone
slipway sloping towards the lake (Photograph by V. Sedia, SBF-Magdala Project; cf. Lena 2012, DF Tav. 27)

served in situ (MS 2), suggests the harbour was built
in the late Hellenistic period and was conceived together with the foundation of the city.
The covered cloaca E20 separated the quadriporticus F from the tower which originally had its north
and east sides facing the water. The sediments GS12
S.2 and GS13 S.2 were sampled along a sequence of
dark grey lacustrine silty sand, corresponding to the
use of this harbour basin, US 560 in archaeological
terms (figs. 5-6).
USM 317 was erected during the Roman period
(mid-1st century AD) to reorganise the facilities and
provide more mooring places probably for landing,
loading and unloading purposes.
Against this quay at approximately 1.5 m from
the mooring stones a stone slipway was built slightly
sloping toward the lake and from which by a flight
of steps, built near the south-eastern corner with
West & East
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three limestone blocks (USM 571), one could access the quadriporticus.
The port tower was demolished and the space
was partially occupied by a thermal complex.
Against the eastern side a platea was built and the
walls enclosing the platea underwent the same surface treatments as wall USM 317. The sloping slipway has been interpreted as a technical solution to
accommodate the seasonal fluctuation of the lake
According to the findings, approximately during the
second half of the third century, the harbour silted
in, as testified to by a layer of natural lacustrine sediments covered by a layer of collapse. The collapse of
the structures, probably already in poor condition
due to lack of maintenance, could be ascribed to the
363 AD earthquake.
To verify the results of the GPR survey carried
out in 2011 to identify possibly anthropic structures
49
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Figure 5
South section of the trenches F25 e F31 opened respectively against the staircase USM 571 and against the inner southeastern corner of the quadriporticus F (by S. De Luca, F. Pollastri, SBF-Magdala Project; cf. Lena 2012, DC Tav. 23)

Figure 6
Stratigraphy and vertical distribution of the main ostracod taxa of the key section F25.
Samples also analysed for carpological and malacological contents are highlighted in bold. Radiocarbon ages are reported
as the highest probability range in calibrated yr BC/AD (slightly modified from Rossi et Al., 2015)
West & East
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and to support the definition of the depositional geometry of the layers which buried some of the structures, trench F27 was opened. Here was unearthed a
platform built during the late Roman period about
20 m. from the staircase toward the lake to manage
the coastal progradation.
The geoarchaeological integrated approach allowed the identification, in trenches F18, F25 and
F27, of three depositional units reflecting – along
with the development of the harbour structures –
the sedimentary history of the area. The three sedimentary sequences correspond to distinct phases of
the harbour’s evolution: 1) pre-harbour sequence;
2) sin-harbour activity sequence; 3) harbour-abandonment sequence.
The abrupt boundary between sequences 1 and
2 is interpreted as the harbour foundation surface
(HFS), while the boundary between sequences 2
and 3 corresponds to the harbour abandonment surface (HAS).38
The pre-harbour phase is represented by lacustrine beach sands lacking archaeological material but
rich in ostracod fauna; this level corresponds in F25
to US 562 – at a level between -210.63 e -210.78
m – where just scarce and not diagnostic potsherds
were found which suggest a sporadic frequentation
of the site (figs. 5-6).

evidence of land use, and of trade and confirms the
picture of Galilee as a highly productive agricultural region. This work, although it is preliminary and
needs to be completed with the palynological and
ichthyological results, confirms the importance of a
trandisciplinary approach and represents a starting
point for further research.
5.1 Materials and methods
The examined samples come from trench F25, that
is to say from US 562 (sample GS11 S.2) and US
560 (samples GS12 S.2 and GS13 S.2) which represent the pre harbour phase and the phase of use of
the harbour area preceding the creation of the Roman dock.
The preparation of the samples was conducted
for the ostracodological analyses at the laboratory of
the Department of Biological, Geological and Environmental Sciences of the University of Bologna
and the vegetal macro remains and the malacological specimens were isolated and gathered at a later
stage at the laboratory of Palynology and Archaeobotany CAA G. Nicoli in S. Giovanni in Persiceto
(BO).
The initial samples which consisted of 232.1 g
(GS11 S.2), 261.3 g (GS12 S.2), 144.6 g (GS13
S.2) of dry sediments were soaked in water or, in the
case of the cohesive sediments, water plus hydrogen
peroxide (35% vol.), wet sieved through a 63 µm
sieve and then dried again in an oven for 24 hours
at 60°C. The sample at this stage was dry sieved
through a 125 µm sieve.
For the carpological analysis both fractions were
examined and the sample was sieved through a 0.2
mm sieve.
The residual part was re-sieved with a 300 µm
sieve so not to lose any eventual fragments. The sample was examined also for the archaeozoological remains and the several remains of fish bones identified are now in the process of being studied.
The samples were sorted under a stereo microscope using up to 40 magnification and the carpological and malacofaunal remains were isolated,
counted and identified. A fraction from the second sieved part was examined and fragments of fig
achenes were counted so as to hypothesize a mini-

5. The Biological analysis
The filling of the harbour basin, due to its type of
deposition environment, is rich in organic material
which is generally well conserved by waterlogging in
anoxic conditions, lying as it does under the water
table, and comprises pollen grains, microcharcoals,
seeds, fruits, leaves, wood and charcoals.
The analyses performed on the bio-remain assemblages – ostracods, malacofauna and seeds – from a
number of sediments of the harbour of Magdala aim
to integrate the archaeological and geoarchaeological results in order to aid the interpretation of the
harbour sequences and to complete the picture of
the city’s life and of the economy of the area. It offers
38

2007.

Marriner, Morhange 2006; Marriner, Morhange
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mum number of individuals and then the work proceeded to counting all of the fragments. Some significant carpological remains were photographed
through the stereomicroscope. Material was also
compared to drawings and pictures in the principal
carpological atlases.39 The identification of the malacofaunal species was performed by using the most
recent and complete guide to molluscs of inland waters of Israel;40 particularly useful were also a comparison with the data concerning the evolution of
the malacological population reported by Serruya41
and the most recently updated data by Zohary42
concerning the recent modification which affected
the malacocenoses of the biotope.
As regards the ecology of the species, taxonomy and nomenclature we referred to the Red List
of Threatened Species compiled by the I.U.C.N. –
The International Union for the Conservation of
Nature.43
Carpological spectra were made on the concentration of macro remains in the samples. Given the
large number of achenes of Ficus carica it was decided to show the results in two charts: one with the
percentages of concentration of the fig seeds (fig. 7)
and the other without the percentages (fig. 8).

some osteological remains, mollusc shells, seeds and
potsherds is recorded. Moreover, small-sized, sharpedged stones of ambiguous (anthropogenic?) origin,
mark the boundary between the lake beach deposits,
formed under natural conditions, and the overlying
harbour succession. The upward slightly increasing
trend of p. albicans, typical of hypoaline environments points to the likely establishment of slightly
more organic-rich, stagnant conditions. This pebble
layer, characterised by the same biological content
and geochemical features as the overlying harbour
unit may reflect the existence of a kind of harbour
system which probably included an accumulation of
stones lakeward, put in place to facilitate the landing
and repair of ships in the Magdala area.
Moving upwards, the abrupt passage to dark fine
– very fine silty sands rich in organic material – mollusc shells, seeds, charcoal etc. – records a marked
change in hydrodynamic and oxygen conditions
(from lacustrine beach to lacustrine bay), occurring
at the Harbour Foundation Sequence (HFS). Integrated radiocarbon dating (ca. 170 cal yr BC - 20
cal yr AD) and the study of the findings furnish a
consistent age for this harbour fine-grained unit,
formed during a chronological interval ranging between the 2nd century BC and the first half of the 1st
century AD.
The ostracod fauna is abundant and shows, beyond the dominant specie C. torosa, an increased
number of secondary hypoaline taxa, including
p. albicans, Heterocypris salina and Ilyocypris species.
A clear predominance – between 75% and 88% – of
noded forms of C. torosa is also recorded.
The increase in the relative abundance of species
preferring stagnant conditions such as p. albicans, in
comparison with the pre-harbour sandy unit, testifies to a low energy environment (one that was anthropized and possibly artificially protected), where
the waterlogged sediments preserved abundant osteological remains, seeds and other vegetal remains
and archaeological material. The pottery found in
this unit refers to a chronological time span from
the 2nd century BC to the first half of the 1st century
AD.45

5.2 Results
Ostracod fauna (fig. 6): The micropalaeontological analysis44 shows a predominance of the euryhaline opportunistic species C. torosa with a basically equal proportion of un-noded and noded valves.
This oligotypic ostracod fauna, along with the sedimentological features, indicates a shallow, hypohaline (up to oligohaline) setting with a high-energy,
coarse-grained bottom corresponding to the lakeshore area. At the top of the beach sequence a sudden passage from yellow to dark grey sands with
Andenberg 1994; Beijerinck 1947; Berggren
1969, 1981; Cappers 2006; Feinbrun-Dothan, 1978,
1986; Zohary 1966.
40
Milstein et Al. 2012.
41
Serruya 1978.
42
Zohary et Al. 2014.
43
http://www.iucnredlist.org.
44
For the complete procedure and relevant bibliography,
please refer to Rossi et Al. 2014.
39
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For the pottery assemblages from the harbour area please
refer to Lena 2012, pp. 86-124; see also Rossi et Al. 2014,
pp. 9-12.
45
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Figure 7
Percentage of the botanical taxa (including Ficus carica) from samples GS 11 S.2, GS 12 S.2 and GS 13 S.2 (section F25)

Figure 8
Percentage of the botanical taxa (excluding Ficus carica) from samples GS 11 S.2, GS 12 S.2 and GS 13 S.2 (section F25)

Moreover, the presence of species usually found in
shallow, slightly saline waters (H. salina e p. albicans)
and the absence of taxa restricted to extremely low
salinity-stillwaters indicate remarkable solute concentrations. This is confirmed by the dominance of
noded C. torosa a dominance which, thanks to integrated ostracod-geochemical analyses (SEM-EDS)
is seen as a reflection of changes in the water chemWest & East
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istry. Accordingly, the XRF analysis performed on
the sediments highlights an increase of solute concentrations at the transition from the natural, preharbour environments to the human-forced bay, i.e.
the harbour basin (Rossi et al., 2015). This abrupt
human-forced shift towards a higher degree of protection resembles the typical depositional evolution
of the Mediterranean ancient harbours, where the
53
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reduced water exchange with the lake basin translates into an increase in organic matter, a decrease in
water energy and a change of salinity.
To verify the extension of this sedimentary facies and its relation to the harbour structures, some
probes were carried out in other areas of the site. Although the study is still ongoing, on the base of the
pottery assemblages and of a preliminary examination of the sediments we can hypothesise that the
quadriporticus was planned and built when the bay
was already semi-protected.46
In trench F25 this sedimentary facies corresponds, from an archaeological point of view, to the
US 560 with the lower boundary at -210.58 and the
top at -210.20 m.
Malacofaunal remains: the analysis carried out
on the samples shows that only the samples GS11
S.2 and GS12 S.2 contain malacological remains
(fig. 9) pertaining to the three species of freshwater gastropods which are typical of the biocenosis of
the Lake Kinneret up to the present time: Melanopsis costata (Olivier, 1804), Melanoides tubercolata
(Müller, 1774) and Theodoxus jordani (Sowerby,
1832).47
As regards the distribution of the identified species, the Theodoxus jordani and the Melanopsis costata at the present time occur in western Asia, while
the Melanoides tubercolata, which originated in
southern Asia and Africa, has spread all over Asia,
Africa, America, Australia and, recently, Europe,
due mainly to anthropogenic reasons such as trade
and productive activities.
These three species of freshwater molluscs share
a wide ecological valence (high degree of adaptability to the variations in environmental factors) so
they have limited informative potential as palaeoenvironmental indicators.
Melanoides tubercolata prefers lentic and warm
waters with sandy or gravelly substrate and survives
even in highly eutrophic environments with strong
anthropogenic disturbance; Melanopsis costata occurs in several types of freshwater environments,
mainly with a non-muddy substrate and with a good
rate of oxygenation. Also Theodoxus jordani occurs
46
47

Figure 9
Malacofaunal remains from samples GS 11 S.2, GS 12
S.2 and GS 13 S.2 (section F25)

in several kinds of freshwater environments, even
if they are highly polluted, but requires a solid substrate.
The aim of the malacological analyses on the
samples from the sedimentary sequences of the harbour of Magdala, which are currently on going, is
to contribute to the definition and the reconstruction of the environment which characterised the site
throughout its life providing, at the same time, data
on the evolution of the malacocenosis which characterised Lake Kinneret and the surrounding areas
at this time.
For the sake of completeness we decided to present here the preliminary results of the malacological
analysis on the samples from trench F25, although
the informative value of the remains, in itself moderate, will be relevant only after a full analysis of all the
assemblages from the trenches and the corings performed at the site Archaeobotanical remains: the artefacts displayed a good state of conservation which
was probably due to anaerobic conditions typical of
damp environments.
A total of 4,221 seeds and a total of 20 taxa were
identified in the three samples with a decisive increment between sample GS11 S.2 (phase pre harbour)
and the two samples GS12 S.2 and GS13 S.2 (phase
of use of the late Hellenistic harbour). Of the 20 taxa
4 are related to woody plants and 16 to weed plants.
All the samples show a considerable predominance
of Ficus carica seeds with a percentage of about 98%.
For this reason the percentage of seeds of the other species, were calculated excluding the fig achenes
(figs. 7-8).

Lena 2012, p. 131.
Zohary et Al. 2014, p. 525.
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Figure 11
Chenopodium (0.9 mm) from sample GS 11 S.2
(section F25)

Figure 12
Triticum dicoccum (4.1 mm) from sample GS 11 S.2
(section F25)

Figure 10
Bunch of Ficus carica achenes from sample GS 11 S.2
(section F25)

Of the 13 botanical specimens identified in sample GS11 S.2, the highest percentage – without calculating the achenes of Ficus carica/fig (98,18%)
(fig. 10) – is represented by Najas/naiad (46.15%)
and Potamogeton/broad-leaved pondweed (7.69%),
which are characteristic of a wet environment, followed by the wild and weed species Chenopodium/
goosefoots (7.69%) (fig. 11). Coriandrum sativum/
coriander largely used as aromatic and medicinal
plant represents 7.69%.48 The cereal crops are represented by Triticum dicoccum/cultivated emmer
wheat (7,69%) (fig. 12) and the fruits by Vitis vinifera/grape vine (15.38%). In sample GS12 S.2
the dominant species is Ficus carica (98,38%), the
next in line of dominances is Najas (40,63%) but
the second largest cultivated species is represented by Vitis vinifera (21,88% seeds, 6,25% pedicels)
(figs. 13a‑b). Wild wetland species Cyperacee/sedges
(9,38%) is followed by Chenopodium (3,31%) and
Cerastium/mouse-ear chickweed (3,13%). The assemblage also gives evidence of legumes represented by Lens culinaris/lentil (6,25%) (fig. 14) which,
given its high protein content, was indubitably sta48

a)		
b)
Figure 13
a) Vitis vinifera (5.5 mm) from sample GS 12 S.2
(section F25)
b) Pedicel of Vitis vinifera (3.0 mm) from sample GS 12 S.2
(section F25)

Figure 14
Lens culinaris (3.9 mm) from sample GS 12 S.2
(section F25)

Duke 2008, pp. 138-43.
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ple in the ancient diet49 and of garden herbs50 represented by Coriandrum sativum (3,13%) and the
ruderal Hypericum/St. John’s wort (3,13%) also possibly used as medicinal herb.51 Specimens of sample
GS13 S.2, are dominated by Ficus carica (98,37%),
followed by the aquatic plants Najas (20%) and
Potamogeton (12%); the swamp plant Typha/cattail (4%) which would have been used for fire, for
thatching, dyeing,52 and the hygrophilous woody
plant Salix/willow (4%) completing the assemblage
of wet ground plants.53 Of great interest is the presence of Sinapis/mustard (8%),54 which was widely
used in antiquity in spices and for medicinal purposes, Coriandrum sativus (4%) which confirms the
trend of the presence of garden/medical herbs; also
the ruderal Verbena officinalis/vervain (4%) which
could be collected in the wild for medicinal use. Cerealia/cereals (4%) and particularly Panicum miliceum/broomcorn millet55 (4%) are represented. The
Vitis vinifera is represented at an average of 12%.
The presence of Rubus / blackberry is attested in
all the samples.
The percentages show an increase in the indicators of anthropic activities which seems to comply
with the transition from a sporadic – but well documented, as shown by the presence of seeds of Coriandrum sativum, Vitis vinifera and Triticum dicoccum – frequentation of the site (GS 11 S.2) possibly
as a landing place in a phase of use of the harbour
basin (GS 12 S.2, GS 12 S.2). Apart from the properly cultivated species, also the increase in the number of spontaneous anthropic plants, such as Chenopodium, Verbena officinalis, Urtica dioica/common
nettle, Hypericum, Rubus points to an anthropized
landscape.
Moreover, the continuous presence of aquatic
vegetation – Najas, Potamogeton, Typha, Salix – is

consistent with a persistent humid habitat and water springs.
The impressive number and the increasing concentration of achenes of Ficus carica56 in the sediments corresponding to the filling of the basin,
seems to be connected with the drainage of sewer
E20 and testifies that covered cloaca had been in use
since the first stage of the city life and were to be included within the late Hellenistic layout of the settlement.57

6. Conclusions
During the Hellenistic to Roman/Byzantine period
the area around the Lake was involved in intensive
agricultural activities as testified also by the results of
palynological analysis.58 The data that emerges from
this preliminary study shows a reasonably clear and
well delineated picture of the agrestic environment
of Galilee of the Late Hellenistic and Roman period, the period in which the city of Magdala and its
harbour achieved their greatest prosperity. The rich
assemblages of jars of several typologies found in the
sediments of the harbour59 provide reliable evidence
to confirm the existence in this period of a local and
regional network of trade in goods transported by
small boats from one side of the lake to the other,
and represent a starting point for future research on
the nature of the trade goods, on their origin and
on the agricultural lands under the administrative
control of the city. Although the excavations did
not establish for certain the existence of warehouses
close to the anchorage points, the presence of cereals
in the examined assemblages seems to point to the
presence of at least commercial products.
It was from such an environment that apocryphal literature and the New Testament took their
inspiration. It has even been recently hypothesised
that the Book of Enoch – or at least a part of it (the

Duke 2008, pp. 245-7; Cappers 2006, p. 96.
Cappers 2006, pp. 84-5.
51
Duke 2008, pp. 388-91.
52
Sadori et Al. 2010, p. 942; Duke 2008, pp. 474-8.
53
Duke 2008, pp. 404 -12. Willow was one of the woodtypes used for the hull of the Kinneret boat, found about 7 km to
the north of the archaeological site of Magdala. Wachsmann,
Davis 2002, p. 505.
54
Duke 2008, pp. 65-9.
55
Duke 2008, pp. 317-9.
49
50
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De Luca 2009, pp. 429-30.
58
Baruch 1986; Baruch 1990; Neumann et Al. 2007;
Neumann et Al. 2014. As regards the Golan Heights, please
refer to Shwabb et Al. 2004. For the palynological evidence
of flax production in Bethsaida see Liphschitz 2016.
59
Lena 2012, pp. 99, 130.
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so called ‘Book of the Parables’) – was written in
Magdala.60 Some passages refer to vegetation and
plants and the description of the georgic landscape
seems to suggest the panorama of the 1st century BC
Galilee, along the coast of the lake: the same landscape as revealed by the results of the archaeobotanical analysis here, Enoch 10:19: «And all the trees of
desire will be planted on it, and vines will be planted
on it; the vine planted on it will bear fruit in abundance. And of all the seed sown on it one measure
will bear ten thousand, and one measure of olives
will make ten presses of oil».
During the Hellenistic time, according to literary sources, the region was also known for its rich
wine production. The increasing rate of Vitis vinifera
seeds from the pre-harbour phase to the proper harbour sediments – where also the remains of pedicels
were identified – strongly support this picture.61
Enoch 24:4: «And among them was a tree such
as I had never smelt before, neither among these nor
among others; nor was there a fragrance like it; its
leaves and buds and wood do not wither in eternity;
its fruit is beautiful, like the fruit of the vine and the
palm-tree».
Enoch 32:4: «It is like the carob tree, and its
fruit is like the grape, very good; the fragrance of
this tree goes out and is spread far».
To summarize, the author of the Book of Enoch
mentions plants commonly widespread in Galilee and
the description of the region closely recalls the one offered by Josephus of the Gennesareth Valley «it supplies men with the principal fruits, with grapes and
figs continually, during ten months of the year».62
New Testament literature, the Gospels in particular, offer a detailed depiction of the rural landscape
and in the passages where Jesus uses parables to convey his message vine and grape, fig, wheat, olive tree
and mustard frequently recur.
Also grape, mustard, wheat, fig and olive are frequently mentioned in the books of the New Testament, just as they frequently appear in the results of
the examinations of the samples from the excavations of Magdala. In John 15:1 it is written: «I am
60
61
62

the true vine (ἡ ἄμπελος ἡ ἀληθινή), and my Father is
the vinedresser». Further on in John 15:4 «Abide
in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit
by itself, unless it abides in the vine (ἐν τῇ ἀμπέλῳ),
neither can you, unless you abide in me».
The example of the tree which is recognized by
its fruits is also an image commonly used in the New
Testament. Matt. 7:16 «You will recognize them by
their fruits. Are grapes gathered from thornbushes (ἀπὸ ἀκανθῶν σταφυλὰς), or figs from thistles
(ἀπὸ τριβόλων σῦκα)?». Luke 6:44: «for each tree
is known by its own fruit. For figs are not gathered
from thornbushes, (ἐξ ἀκανθῶν συλλέγουσιν σῦκα),
nor are grapes picked from a bramble bush (ἐκ βάτου
σταφυλὴν τρυγῶσιν)». James 3:12a: «Can a fig tree,
my brothers, bear olives, (συκῆ ἐλαίας ποιῆσαι) or a
grapevine produce figs (ἢ ἄμπελος σῦκα)»?
Even the mustard seed is used in the parables:
Matt. 13:31 «He put another parable before them,
saying, The kingdom of heaven is like a grain of
mustard seed (κόκκῳ σινάπεως) that a man took
and sowed in his field»; Mark 4:31 «It is like a
grain of mustard seed (ὡς κόκκῳ σινάπεως), which,
when sown on the ground, is the smallest of all the
seeds on earth»; Luke 13:19 «It is like a grain of
mustard seed (κόκκῳ σινάπεως) that a man took and
sowed in his garden, and it grew and became a tree,
and the birds of the air made nests in its branches»;
Matt. 17:20 «He said to them, “Because of your
little faith. For truly, I say to you, if you have faith
like a grain of mustard seed (ὡς κόκκον σινάπεως),
you will say to this mountain, ‘Move from here to
there,’ and it will move, and nothing will be impossible for you”»; Luke 17:6 «And the Lord said, “If
you had faith like a grain of mustard seed (ὡς κόκκον
σινάπεως), you could say to this mulberry tree (τῇ
συκαμίνῳ ταύτῃ), ‘Be uprooted and planted in the
sea,’ and it would obey you”».
Even more frequently wheat is mentioned: Matt.
3:12 «His winnowing fork is in his hand, and he will
clear his threshing floor and gather his wheat (τὸν
σῖτον αὐτοῦ) into the barn, but the chaff (ἄχυρον) he
will burn with unquenchable fire»; Luke 3:17 «His
winnowing fork is in his hand, to clear his threshing floor and to gather the wheat (τὸν σῖτον) into his
barn, but the chaff (ἄχυρον) he will burn with un�quenchable fire»; Matt. 13:25 «But while his men

Aviam 2013b.
Aviam 2013b, p. 161.
J. BJ 3.10.8.
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were sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds
among the wheat (τοῦ σίτου) and went away»; Matt.
13:29 «But he said, “No, lest in gathering the weeds
you root up the wheat (σῖτον) along with them”»;
Matt. 13:30b «Gather the weeds first and bind
them in bundles to be burned, but gather the wheat
(σῖτον) into my barn»; Luke 22:31 «Simon, Simon,
behold, Satan demanded to have you, that he might
sift you like wheat (σῖτον)»; John 12:24 «Truly, tru�
ly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat (ὁ κόκκος τοῦ
σίτου) falls into the earth and dies, it remains alone;
but if it dies, it bears much fruit».
This exposition has thus given evidence to show
how the study of vegetal macroremains can contribute to the reconstruction not only of ancient natu-

ral and anthropized landscapes but also to dietary
habits and, as in Madgala’s case, to economic activities. The existence of commerce and trade at Magdala was certainly favored by its position on the cross
roads of the main trade routes of the region63 and
the existence in Magdala of a local thriving market is
clearly testified to also by the numismatic evidence.64
What we are expecting from the continuation of the
work of the rest of the archaeobotanical assemblages is to be able to offer not only something relevant
to the definition of the economic and natural landscape of Galilee but also to gain new elements from
which to start an investigation of aspects that have
not been completely investigated concerning the
history of the city.

63
The Via Maris in Egypt ran along the Mediterranean
coast up toward Lebanon until Mount Carmel and then
turned inland to the Gezrael Valley continuing north along the
western coast of the Lake of Galilee in the direction of Hazor
and Damascus, until it reached Mesopotamia. Hezser 2011,
pp. 54-5; Lena 2012, p. 29, n. 80; De Luca, Lena 2015,
p. 121, n. 46; Strange 2014, pp. 263-71.
64
De Luca, Lena 2015, pp. 309-11.
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Middle Neolithic burials in Mediterranean France:
honouring or rejecting the dead?
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Riassunto / Abstract
Compared with neighbouring European areas, Middle
Neolithic funerary practices in Southern France are
characterised by a high proportion of individuals buried in
domestic structures of settlements. The purpose of this paper
is to characterise these human remains while discussing,
among other things, the nature of the burials (conveying a
positive or negative attitude towards the deceased) and the
presence of the deceased in the space occupied by the living.

Rispetto ad altre aree europee le pratiche funerarie del
Neolitico Medio in Francia meridionale sono caratterizzate da un’altra proporzione di individui sepolti in strutture domestiche all’interno di insediamenti. Il contributo
si propone di caratterizzare tali resti umani, discutendo, fra l’altro, la natura delle deposizioni (che veicolano
un’attitudine positiva oppure negativa verso i defunti) e
la presenza dei morti nello spazio occupato dai vivi.
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1. Introduction

Middle Neolithic’s most striking phenomena. Quarrying raw materials and crafting items intended for
trade (for instance flint blades, eclogite and jadeite
axe-heads, and obsidian artefacts) are specialised
tasks. The quantities that were manufactured, going
far beyond material needs, induced an increase in
trade and in the distance this trade covered.
During the 5th millennium, the entire Mediterranean area was marked by a competitive environment that led to social stratification in relation to
the expansion of villages, demographic growth and
the control of communication networks.6 These parameters likely contributed to the emergence of decision-makers.7
The number of French Mediterranean Middle
Neolithic structures and sites where human remains
were found is rather small for a 1200-year period.
Mortuary practices within a site and between settlements are characterised by a diversity of gestures.8
Very few discoveries were made in caves or rock shelters. Burials in stone cists are slightly better documented. They are specific to the Roussillon area and
usually isolated or grouped far from settlements,9
yet most of them were discovered following older
excavations. However, no extensive research in the
areas surrounding these cists has ever been carried
out. These graves have a lot in common with the
ones of contemporary cultures on the other side of
the Pyrenees.
Most human remains were found in open-air
sites, in pits of various shape. The variability in the
treatment of the human bodies inside dwelling settlements (different types of pits, different types of
objects associated with the deceased, age-at-death
and sex of the deceased) is interpreted as a funerary
mirror of social hierarchy (ranking),10 differentiating ordinary people from those of high social status.
Still, differences may be more complicated than
they appear. If most human deposits are most likely related to funerary rituals and considered to be
burials, is it the case for all the inhumations in circular pits found in dwelling settlements (domestic

Very few sites in the South of France can bring information about the Early Middle Neolithic period
(4800-4400 BC). However, from 4400 BC onwards,
the situation is unambiguously different, particularly
owing to the discoveries made during archaeological
survey programs and extensive excavations.
The geographical area studied in this paper roughly
spreads over the south-eastern quarter of France. This
geographical unit corresponds to the area where the
Southern Chasséen, an archaeological culture which
used to be considered the main Middle Neolithic culture in the South-East of France, is spreading. Today,
following the growing number of ceramic assemblages
found during recent excavations, this cultural homogeneity is questioned and often debated.1 Studying the
relationship between funerary practices and cultural
groups defined by archaeological data has therefore become a tricky task. However, since the notion of archaeological culture is not strictly synonymous with culture
in a broader sense, this limit does not impact our study.
Moreover, groups sharing the same culture might have
had different funerary practices, and vice versa.2
The Middle Neolithic period in the South of
France is tied to the idea of a local expansion of agricultural economy and the new needs generated
in terms of spatial organisation and exchange networks. Subsistence economy is clearly pushed a stage
further, though it is considered more of a threshold
than a break with the Early Neolithic period.3 The
territory is more densely occupied, following a complex exploitation system that relies on ceremonial and fortified sites. The sites vary greatly in terms
of size, function and location compared to the Early Neolithic: large settlements (large enclosed plain
sites, with or without pits), small villages or hamlets
(in plains or on hilltops), simple farms, and temporary shelters.4 The range of silos discovered in settlements attests to the intensive management of cereal stocks.5 The development of trade is one of the
1
2
3
4
5
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context)? Primary or secondary human deposits (either cadavers or bones) in domestic settlements have
been discovered only for 20% of excavated open air
settlements,11 so individuals per site are too few to
be representative of the entire deceased community.
Some authors recently proposed that, in some cases,
burial deprivation should be an alternative to current funerary interpretation.12 The funerary nature
of these deposits should at least be considered.13 The
presence of the deceased in the living space leads to
the following questions: who is buried in this place
and why? What kind of settlements (the vicinity of
homes, storing areas, etc.) are concerned with these
inhumations? The aim of the present paper is to discuss these two points.

Details on the origin of field anthropology can
be found in the publication about the Mournouards
collective grave from the South of France.17 Since
the late 1970s, H. Duday formalised the discipline
by adding biological information about how the
human body decomposes through detailed field
observations of archaeological context.18 Field anthropology studies the interaction between the decomposition processes of the body and the grave
environment around it to explain the final spatial
configuration of the skeletal remains as they are
found during excavation. In addition, post-depositional processes, such as flooding, erosion, and
faunal and floral disturbances must be taken into
consideration. As such, field anthropology enables,
among other things, the reconstruction of the original position of the body, the deduction of the state
of the corpse when it was buried, of the presence of
possible arrangements made of perishable material
(for instance timber linings or coffins), and of manipulations of the bones after decomposition, etc.
This approach is completed by laboratory analyses
of the bone assemblages.
Anthropologists are involved in field anthropology from excavation to the final study of the remains.
Interpretation depends on the quality of field data,
and requires accurate and precise mapping and recording of the data during field work. Although this
methodology revolutionised the approach towards
mortuary contexts in French archaeology, up until
2000, its influence beyond French-speaking spheres
was limited by a lack of publications in Anglo-Saxon journals. Since then however, field anthropology
has been described in several papers written in English by French scholars.19
However, recent articles have shed a light on
the uniqueness of French funerary vocabulary and
the difficulty of translating many of its terms into
English.20 To avoid confusion, it is important to be
clear about the meaning of several of these terms.
In English, the terms ‘funerary’ and ‘mortuary’
are largely used interchangeably as both terms refer

2. Field anthropology
and terminological issues
‘Field anthropology’ has developed over the past
three decades in France and has completely changed
the approach French archaeologists have for mortuary analysis. The term ‘field anthropology’,14 although commonly used, is perhaps one of the
least appropriate terms to describe this discipline.15
While the study of funerary contexts certainly begins with observations in the field, it also incorporates a broader range of disciplines, such as biological
anthropology, ethnology and sociology. The use of
the term archaeothanatology was recently suggested
to include the tools and knowledge taken from all
these disciplines.16 This methodological approach
enables archaeologists and osteologists to propose a
valid interpretation of the decaying processes of the
body by closely analysing skeletal remains. However,
as thanatology studies the biological and social components of death, the term ‘archaeothanatology’ is
also used, by some French scholars, as a synonym of
‘archaeology of death’.
11
12
13
14
15
16
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to the treatment of human remains. In archaeothanatology however, ‘funerary practices’ are only a part
of ‘mortuary practices’, which refer to any kind of
post-mortem treatment and manipulation of human
remains. ‘Funerary gestures’ refer to actions that are
‘reverential’ by nature.
Additionally, the generic term ‘burial’ is used to
refer to the human remains deposited (buried) in the
ground but also to a stage in the funerary process.
However, human remains found in the ground may
or may not be the result of a funeral. In this paper,
‘burial’ refers to a generic human remains ‘deposit’.
A primary deposit is the deposit of a corpse or
part of a corpse when skeletal elements are still articulated, in complete anatomical connection. A
secondary deposit is the deposit of remains when
skeletal elements are partially or completely disarticulated. The latter implies subsequent displacement
of human remains from their primary location. This
distinction is purely descriptive and not interpretative. Deposits may or may not be ‘funerary’. Primary
or secondary deposits do not correspond to primary
or secondary graves.

When a burial contains the remains of several individuals, it is necessary to understand whether they
were deposited simultaneously (multiple contemporary deposits) or successively (multiple consecutive deposits).

3. Data description
The archaeological sample is composed of 20 sites
for which data has been published and is consequently accessible. All sites combined represent at
least 134 human deposits and 166 individuals from
117 structures (tab. 1, fig. 1).
Several characteristics have been used to define
mortuary practices: the treatment of the cadaver, the
type of pits and the relationship between burials and
settlements. All the studies considered follow the
principles of field anthropology. The following characteristics were recorded: the original position of the
body; its location within the pit (vertically and horizontally); the number of individuals present, both in
individual or multiple primary and secondary depos-

Figure 1
Location of the sites included in the text; the sites are listed in table 1
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radiocarbone dates

chronological attribution

number of individuals

single

1

1

ERL-15185: 5524 ± 42 BP

type A
or B

primary

single and
multiple
contemporary

2

3

4400-3500BC

deposit

primary

type A

primary/secondary

number of deposit

1

type of burial

of structures

number

1

6

single/multiple

Barreau de la Dévèze

on figure

site

number of the site

Table 1
Sites and structures include in this study, type of structures, content, number of deposits, number of individuals,
chronological attribution. For detailed references on each site, refer to Schmitt (2015)

Cadereau d’Alès

15

2

Encombres

5

2

type B

primary

single

2

2

4400-3500BC

primary

single

1

1

4400-3500BC
3900-3600BC

Jacques Cœur II

10

1

type A
or B

Gournier

17

22

type A
and B

primary and
secondary

single and
multiple
contemporary

24

31

Héritière II

19

1

type B

primary and
secondary

single

2

2

ETH-16883: 4810 ± 65 BP

Lagaste

3

1

type B

primary

single

1

1

LY-3590: 5060 ± 30 BP

La Capoulière 2

14

1

type B

primary

single

2

1

Le Crès

6

29

type A
and B

Le Perreiras

8

3

type B

Les Clavelles

20

1

type B

LesJardins-de-Vert-Parc

11

2

type B

Les Martins

18

2

type B

Les Plots

4

4

Montbeyre La Cadoule

12

Raffègues-Mèze

primary and
secondary

primary

single and
multiple

4400-4000BC
Ly-3581: 5405 ± 30 BP
Ly-3422 5320 ± 35 BP
Ly-3582: 5470 ± 35 BP
Ly-3424: 5380 ± 35 BP
Ly-3425: 5415 ± 35 BP
Ly-3583: 5410 ± 60 BP
Ly-3426: 5385 ± 35 BP
Ly-3584: 5340 ± 35 BP

(contemporary
and
consecutive)

40

46

single

3

3

multiple

2

5

single ?

2

6

primary

single

2

2

type B

primary

single

4

4

4400-4000BC

1

type B

primary

single

1

1

4400-3500BC

7

1

type A

primary

single

1

1

4400-4000BC

Saint-Paul-Trois-Châteaux

16

6

type B

primary and
secondary

single and
multiple
contemporary

6

11

3900-3600BC

Station de Lattes

9

1

type A

primary

single

1

1

4400-3500BC

Saint-Antoine 2

13

17

type A
and B

primary

single and
multiple
contemporary

18

23

Poz-36642: 5260 ± 40 BP
Poz-36644: 5200 ± 40 BP
Poz-36643: 5520 ± 40 BP
Poz-36645: 5370 ± 35 BP

4400-3500BC

Saint-Michel du Touch

1

2

type A

primary and
secondary

single and
multiple
contemporary

2

3

MC2089:5440+/-130 BP

4400-3500BC

Villeneuve-Tolosane/Cugnaux

2

17

type A
and B

primary and
secondary

single

17

18

Ly 2326 : 5340±45 BP

4400-3500BC
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Figure 2
Conventional position (a), supine with lower limbs flexed on the thorax (b), deposited through a narrow opening (c),
thrown (d), extended prone (e)

its; whether deposits are simultaneous or successive;
and the presence or absence of grave goods.
Sex and age-at-death were recorded for all individuals based on Bruzek and colleagues’ recommendations.21 Traces of inter-personal violence were investigated on the remains from the sites that yielded
the largest number of individuals: Le Crès, Saint-Antoine 2, Villeneuve-Tolosane/Cugnaux, Les Clavelles
and Les Martins.
For the pits themselves, records included whether the grave was immediately filled with sediment
(an in-ground burial) or if the remains were placed
in an empty space, such as the one created by containers or other architectural grave elements.

number of individuals were found with their lower limbs flexed on the thorax (fig. 2b), which suggests the use of bonds or of a soft container (a hide
or leather bag). The bone awls or perforators that
were systematically discovered in this kind of configuration indicate that a container was used, with
the awls used as fasteners.
In several cases, an unconventional position results from the body being placed through a narrow
opening of the pit without being followed by any
other manipulation (fig. 2c). The other positions relate to bodies being thrown into the pit from above
(fig. 2d) or placed against the pit walls, in prone or
supine extension (fig. 2e). Of course, many other
positions may result from throwing or slipping the
body through a narrow opening. These two examples are only illustrations.
Overall, primary deposits contained fully articulated remains for which there was no evidence of
handling after decomposition.
Two secondary burials were discovered on the
site of Saint-Michel-du-Touch, along with abundant
grave goods.23 The layout and composition of the
assemblages showed that the bones had previously
been disarticulated and fragmented before the isolated bones were reconstructed. The interment of

4. Data analysis: from body treatment
to spatial organisation
4.1 Body treatment
Two types of burial positions were noticed: a conventional one, in which the lower and upper limbs
of the individual are flexed to the left or to the right
side (fig. 2a) and an unconventional one.22 A small
21
22
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deflesched skeletonised remains is also attested by
unpublished secondary cremation burials.24
Secondary deposits of isolated bones were discovered in eleven structures. Because of the lack of
detailed data, the nature of these assemblages cannot be discussed, except for the structures at Le Crès
and Saint-Antoine 2.25 A femoral head from structure 3 and a cranial fragment from structure 23 at
Le Crès were lying at the bottom of the pit. This
pit also yielded the complete remains of two dogs.
A child’s cranium from structure 8 at Le Crès, bearing no defleshing marks or cutmarks, was associated
with the remains of a woman lying in a conventional position.26 Since it belongs to a child, it is rather unlikely that the cranium may be that of an ancestor, or a trophy.27 Yet, these two individuals were
undoubtedly intentionally put together in the same
structure. This also shows that the child’s cranium
was transferred from another location, maybe for a
belated burial. Structure SP 2343 at Saint-Antoine 2
illustrates specific treatment for at least 4 individuals
who were probably partly dismembered and cremated.28 No charred remains or burnt soil was observed.
An arrowhead embedded in one of the lumbar vertebrae of an older adolescent is the only proof of inter-personal violence in the entire sample. It seems
legitimate to consider this deposit as the abandonment of skeletonised remains rather than a burial.
The sample described here consists in 97 adults,
10 adolescents, 37 children and 5 perinates. Biological data could not be determined for 17 individuals. The number of adults for whom sex could not
be reliably determined (because of missing or badly preserved hip bones) is very high (n=30), hence
the prevalence of one sex over the other (30 women and 27 men) cannot be discussed. Regarding primary burials, 54 adults/adolescents and 6 sub-adult
individuals were in a conventional position, and 23
adults and 13 sub-adults were in a non-conventional position. For 49 individuals, age-at-death and/or
burial position could not be determined.
24
25
26
27
28

4.2. Different types of pits
Two types of underground structures containing
human remains were identified. The first type (type
A, n=38) is used exclusively for a mortuary purpose.
Several variations can be observed: according to archaeothanatological evidence (no bones were found
outside the space originally occupied by the corpse,
labile joints were persistent, etc.), a pit with dimensions adjusted to the size of the deceased, who was
placed with the lower limbs flexed to one side, was
backfilled just after the deposit was done, and niche
burials were enclosed with vertical slabs.29
At Saint-Michel du Touch, the monument is a
unique case: it is a very large, quadrangular buried
structure, lined with wood and covered by a tumulus.
The second type of pit (type B, n=79) is considered as a domestic structure, since its initial function
prior to the deposition of bodies or human bones
was different (for instance, they could be silos for
storing grain). These pits have a circular shape and
their diameter varies from one to two metres. They
are between 15 cm and 2 m deep, narrower than
they originally were due to the erosion that affected
some of the sites. Their primary use is confirmed by
the presence of a sedimentary filling, and/or of typical waste deposit assemblages (of variable height) at
the bottom of the pit, underneath the human deposits (52 cases). If these elements are absent, the shape
of the pit (plane and volumetric) is considered domestic if it shows analogies with the pits dug for domestic purposes discovered on the same site, as it is
the case at Le Crès or Saint-Antoine 2, for instance.
The site of Villeneuve Tolosane-Cugnaux produced burials associated with segments of ditches
(in the filling or at the bottom). This means these
ditches were also reused after they had fulfilled their
initial function.
4.3. Relationship between burials and domestic
occupation
Burial structures that have produced human bones
are always located in lowland domestic contexts: in
storage areas, beneath stone hearths, and within set-
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tlements. The nature of these occupations is rarely
defined. They could have been dwellings dedicated
to specialised activities or ceremonial sites. Erosion
of these sites probably eliminated the archaeological
signatures that would have allowed the identification of constructions.30 The sites have various areas
and are composed of circular pits of various shapes,
some of which contained artefacts. The ones that
do not present faunal or floral remains and/or circular stone surfaces have a diametre of about 1 metre. They were constructed by deliberately gathering
blocks and pebbles. The chronological relationship
between domestic pits and the pits containing human bones is not always easy to understand.
In 35 cases of the sample, the presence of waste
material above burial level for some individuals indicates that the area was not abandoned by its inhabitants and was likely to have been a residential
area, since the artefacts do not reflect any specialised
activity. In the other cases, it is difficult to confirm
the strict contemporaneity between the ‘domestic’
occupation and the pits that received either corpses or skeletonised bones, since neither ceramic chronotypological determination nor carbon dating provided a more precise chronological interval for these
structures.
At Le Crès, groups of graves were observed within the domestic area. At Gournier and Saint-Antoine 2, these groups were located outside these areas
but were close to the settlement. In the other cases,
burials found in domestic pits were not grouped but
scattered among the other pits.

different actions, the remains of the deceased are relevant for archaeothanatological studies.32
As a French archaeothanatologist, I consider that
beliefs related to mortuary practices are definitely
lost to archaeologists.33 However, I assume that differences in individual body treatment and location
observed in the archaeological and biological records
are meaningful and that interpretations should be attempted, bearing in mind that differences between
burials do not necessarily mark different social rankings.34as it was proposed in New Archaeology in the
past.35 As such, although it does not solve the problem of the meaning of the mortuary record, the use
of ethnographic information helps present possible
scenarios explaining body treatment.
5.1. Single graves
We have already mentioned the necessity of distinguishing funerary from non-funerary connections with the deceased. Some of the characteristics
we described led to interpreting a reverential attitude towards deceased individuals found in a conventional position, flexed on their left or right side,
and either buried in structures exclusively devoted
to mortuary use or in domestic pits. This configuration concerns 56 adolescents and adults of both
sexes and six children. The bones were not handled
after decomposition. The objects associated with the
deceased are scarce: graves yielded vessels, grinding
tools associated with women, arrowheads associated
with men, other flint objects found with both genders and tools made of faunal material. There were
very few ornaments. These graves are integrated in
the domestic space and are limited to a very small
part of the community, from which the children are
mostly excluded. At Le Crès, individuals found in
domestic pits exhibiting these characteristics have a
south-to-north orientation, like the people buried
in regular graves.
The grave goods may give us some clue about
the role played by the deceased during their life-

5. Discussion and comparison
A burial is the deposit of human remains but also
relates to the notion of ‘rite of passage’.31 It is associated with beliefs concerning the fear of death and
the dead and the necessity, among other things, to
help the deceased travel and remain in the land of
the dead during the after-life. Because the transformation of the dead body is a direct consequence of
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Figure 3
Mutiple contemporary deposit
with evidence of asymmetry
(« Fosse sépulcrale 69 »,
Saint-Paul-Trois-Châteaux)

time. Exclusive associations based on sex were noticed: grinding items were associated with women, and arrowheads with men. Whether it was just
a posthumous display or the illustration of the activities carried out during the individuals’ lifetime,
this specific distribution of tasks has been observed
in many African agricultural societies: grain farming is the women’s job and hunting (or war) is specifically a man’s task.36 Moreover, arrowheads exclusively associated with men in graves with slabs and
oblong pits.37were systematically absent in circular
pit burials. This absence cannot be attributed to an
under-representation of men compared to women
in circular pits. Hunters and /or warriors, or at least
archers, might not be buried in such structures.

non-conventional position (n=15). The burials took
place simultaneously, and sometimes the pit contained two different episodes of simultaneous deposits. In figure 3, the central individual was a woman
whose position was visible only to someone standing
at the edge of the pit. The other two individuals (a
man and a woman) were lying under the overhang
of the pit wall.38 There was no layer of sediment between the bodies. Although they decomposed in a
void (the skeleton lay flat and bones were found outside the space originally occupied by the body), not
a single body was disturbed by the others. Since the
access to the pit, a silo, is very narrow, burying a new
corpse should have disturbed the one(s) already in
place. The absence of disturbance indicates that these
interments took place simultaneously.
This pattern was observed in Gournier and
Saint-Paul-Trois-Châteaux and dates from the first
half of the fourth millennium B.C. These sites,
which cover a large area, are not regarded as mere
settlements: some areas are considered cultual and/

5.2. The accompanying dead (funerary retainers)
In four domestic pits, single individuals in a conventional position (n=5), accompanied or not by grave
goods, were associated with one or several others in a
36
37
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or ceremonial centers.39 People buried in the same
space either reflect a particular social phenomenon,
during which one death leads to the death of the
others, or reflect particular events that led to similar
manners or circumstances of death for the individuals.40 The first case is characterized as ‘accompanying dead’, while the second relates to small or largescale mortality crises (epidemics, famine, collective
accidents, conflict). How can we identify the first
case in archaeological contexts? The principle, introduced by A. Testart, requires finding asymmetry
between the dead that could reflect an existing hierarchy between them.41 This asymmetry can be observed at three levels: the position of the body, the
spatial organisation of the bodies within the pit, and
the presence or absence of grave goods. When the
number of accompanying dead is high, this asymmetry is easy to identify. It is far less identifiable however when there are only a few individuals.42 In the
case mentioned here, the individual found was in a
conventional position at the centre of the pit and associated with grave goods. These three elements can
be opposed to the position of the other individuals,
their peripheral location and the absence of associated grave goods. Killing, as a part of the ‘accompanying dead’ practice, is very well documented in
ethnological publications.43 The death of one individual motivated the killing of one or several others,
in which case they are considered as ‘accompanying
dead’. The grave is therefore intended for the individual deposited in a conventional position, with
the others forming the accompanying group. This is
in fact a single burial event and these ‘accompanying’ burials should therefore be considered as grave
goods. A. Testart insists this type of killings meant
to accompany the deceased should not be considered as sacrificial, because there is no offering involved.44 As the practice is conducted with the intention of affecting the supra-human world of the
dead, should therefore be considered as such.45 The
39
40
41
42
43
44
45

crucial point here is the fact that some individuals
are killed to accompany the deceased, and this action can be discussed in terms of social organisation.
Accompanying deaths are a consequence of the personal bonds of loyalty established between leaders
and their followers in early complex societies. They
can be found in graves of various types of people
(kings, high-ranked dignitaries, chiefs of lineages)
in societies defined by an economical system based
on the accumulation of goods and the acquisition
of social capital. According to ethnological studies,
acquiring wealth enables some high-status people
to assume a leading position in society. Their power may be based on their renown, their reputation,
and sometimes their clients and slaves.46 This system
is perfectly plausible for Neolithic societies, without having to imply the existence of royal or stately
centralised power. It may be that low-level chieftains
were followed in death by some of their slaves.
Therefore, in this society, there would have been
individuals whose social status resulted in their killing when a high-ranked individual died. However,
it is difficult to know if they were slaves, prisoners of
war, etc. Also, because one of the central individuals
was a woman, the hypothesis of the accompanying
individuals being wives does not make sense.
5.3. A positive attitude towards the dead?
Some human deposits found in domestic pits display different traits: among the individuals in unconventional positions (n=29), some were placed
in the grave through a narrow opening, while others
were apparently thrown into the pit. However, there
was no evidence of further interventions in both
cases. Other individuals were intentionally placed
in a supine or prone extended position. Burials were
single or multiple, in which case they were either
contemporary or successive. No objects were clearly
associated with the dead in this group. Some individuals from the sample included here were placed
in circular pits, whose function at the time of and/
or after the deposit of the body appears to have been
for waste disposal.
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Figure 4
Mutiple contemporary deposit (Le Crès, ES 7, picture: G. Loison)

Multiple contemporary deposits have been observed
in three structures at Le Crès (with two or three individuals) that contain six children out of seven
individuals in total. No evidence of the manner of
death was found on the skeletal remains. The configuration described for burials with accompanying
dead has not been observed in these structures (fig.
4). As discussed in the previous section, individuals
buried together were most likely related by a common manner of death such as an epidemic, famine,
West & East

ISSN 2499-7331

or conflict.47 The first two factors could explain why
children were deposited simultaneously.
In both single or multiple burials, some individuals appear to have been refused full funerary rites.
This could either reflect standard funerary rites or
the abandonment of corpses. The difference between these two possibilities is important because
the part played by the funerary ritual regarding the
47

73
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deceased individual or the impact it may have had
on the living is very important.48 Yet, it is difficult to
favour one hypothesis over the other. The fact that
some individuals were associated with waste disposal areas makes the second hypothesis more convincing, but this is not demonstrated for all cases.
Whatever the case, did some individuals undergo different treatments than the others? Single burials in unconventional positions were supposed to be
reserved for people of low social value.49 This interpretation is plausible, but debates about the motivations implicated in Neolithic mortuary practices
also support other interpretations. In many societies, the most repelling corpse usually results from a
‘bad death’.50 A ‘bad death’ is one of the commonest reasons for the omission of basic funerary rituals. The attitudes towards these individuals vary in
different societies. Generally, these attitudes depend
on the location, the age of the deceased and, most of
all, on the circumstances surrounding death. It can
be suicide, murder, a particular disease, accidents, or
fatal complications during childbirth for example. A
‘bad death’ has a very important impact on the rituals of the funerary process.51 Ethnological observations show that, in these cases, a simplified version
of funerary rituals is dominant;52 however, an individual can also be deprived of a grave, meaning that
the corpse will often be disposed of near waste areas,
or abandoned outside the settlement, without undergoing any funerary proceedings.53
After a killing, the corpse can also be placed in a
pit. Killing an individual may be done as a legal sanction, or for a sacrificial purpose, or because he was
an enemy.54 The problem with killings (by strangulation, suffocation, or poisoning) is that they often
leave no skeletal evidence on human bones. Hence,
they must be identified through indirect data and by
considering the organisation of the human deposit
as a whole. On the site of Saint-Antoine 2, a structure yielded four individuals bearing violence-relat48
49
50
51
52
53
54

ed injuries (arrowheads were embedded in the bones
of one of them), and evidence of dismemberment
and charring.55 This case does not fall into the category of deposits in domestic pits, since the shape of
the pit unfortunately cannot be reconstructed, but
it shows evidence of killings nevertheless. Moreover,
many examples of killings and violence have been
established for the European Neolithic period,56 so
according to a review of ethnological papers, most
ritualised killings of human beings, be they accompanying deaths or not, take place during funerals.
Human sacrifice is documented in archaeological
and ethnological contexts as well57 and this hypothesis remains a possibility even if there is no direct
evidence of it here.
Ascertained successive deposits (the first buried
individual being largely or even completely decomposed before the second one was deposited) were
few and spaced out. They were observed in three
structures that contained two or three burials separated by sediment (fig. 5). This kind of deposit was
interpreted as possible members of the same lineage buried together. At the present time though,
no biological data can corroborate this hypothesis.58
In this kind of pit, there was one individual (adult
or child) in a conventional position, or in a supine
position with the lower limbs flexed on the thorax
(fig. 2a-b) who could either be the first or the last
person placed there. The position of the others is
unconventional, as if they were thrown into the pit
or deposited through a narrow opening. The combination of the position of the remains, the location
of the grave, and the presence or absence of grave
goods described for the accompanying dead have
also been observed, but this time it concerned all
deposits found in the pit, and not the simultaneous
deposits of several individuals. We can, however, reject the notion of postponed accompanying dead. It
would be illogical that the death (i.e. killing) of an
accompanying person take place long before or after
the death of the one responsible for it. Pits contain-
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Figure 5
Multiple consecutive deposit (Le Crès, ES 5, picture: G. Loison). Burial D in the center, burial B on the left, burial C on the top

ing several successively interred individuals do not
belong to the category of strictly funerary pits and
hence they seem related to the ideology linked to
deposits in domestic pits.
Many scenarios are presented to explain the deposits and treatments in domestic pits but the different ways of dealing with the deceased observed in our
corpus suggest that not only social status but other
factors such as deviant behavior during the individuals’ lifetime or circumstances of death were involved.

ied in megalithic or at least monumental tombs59 or
in coffins or regular pits grouped in cemeteries.60
The phenomenon of burials in domestic/circular
pit started in the south of France, around 4700 BC,
and developed between circa 4400 BC and 3500
BC.61 The frequency of this type of burial is higher
in comparison to regular graves like pit burials made
exclusively for mortuary purposes, or cist burials like
the ones found on the West side of the Rhône river.
These slab tombs are related to the cultures from the
North of Spain.62 In this area, until the end of the
5th millennium, many graves were discovered and
reflect an extremely standardised funerary system.63

5.4. Mortuary practices in Southern France and
neighboring geographical areas

59

During the second half of the 5 millennium and
the beginning of the 4th millennium, in the West and
Centre of France, burials in domestic/circular pits
are unknown. Most deceased individuals were burth
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These tombs in pits or cists are found both in isolation or grouped to form necropolises located near
or far from settlements. However, only a few circular pit burials are also documented64 and present the
configurations described in section 5.2.
A few burials in domestic pits were reported in
Italy,65 but regular graves are more frequent. Individuals were generally placed in regular pits (more or
less architecturally arranged), sometimes grouped
in cemeteries, close to or inside the dwellings66 and
sometimes even in a village’s enclosing ditch.67 Isolated cases suggesting the throwing of bodies in a
well or a ditch are also mentioned. However, most
Italian Neolithic burials, especially the ones containing disarticulated remains, are not published
in enough detail to enable taphonomic reconstruction68 so the characterisation of diversity in body
treatment is restricted.
In Greece, during the 4th and 5th millennia, single
burials in settlements were the most common. The
deceased were inhumed in a contracted position in a
simple pit with an extremely small number of grave
goods. In a few cases, such as those found in Thessaloniki and Makrigialos, the deceased were disposed
of in primary burials in refuse pits without any particular care.69 No separate cemeteries or monumental
structures are known outside the village70 and multiple burials are rare. Scattered bones within the settlement ditches and domestic pits are also mentioned
and have recently been raised to attention.71 In these
three areas, burials in circular pits are anecdotal.
To date, the origin of burials in domestic pits
remains unknown.72 They seem to develop follow
the Rhône valley and a few centuries later, they are
very frequent in the East of France73 and quite exclusive. They are well documented, also, in Central and
Eastern Europe after the end of the 5th millennium
64
65
66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73

but in these two areas, regular graves represent the
commonest funerary treatment.74
Some aspects of the mortuary practices in the
South of France have affinities with Mediterranean
areas, especially through the presence of primary
burials in the space occupied by the living.
The close relationship between the deceased and
settlements, a characteristic of the first sedentary
groups,75 seems to be a common feature of the earliest
Neolithic populations. Graves in domestic contexts
are indeed very well documented for the early Neolithic period in the Near-East as well as in southern
Europe, particularly in Greece. The graves are found
within houses76 or buildings that did not necessarily have a residential function.77 They could also be
placed between the buildings, in abandoned areas, or
in areas that were being reorganised.78 In most cases,
the dead are not spatially separated from the living.
Their proximity after death may contribute to preserving and strengthening the identities of their relationship with the buildings and the people in them,
be they families or community members. In Greece
and Macedonia, however, there is only one occurrence of the deposit of a small group of deceased
individuals inside or next to dwellings.79 It was suggested that they could have been deviant cases, i.e. deviations from regular burials reserved to individuals
ineligible for or unworthy of standard rituals.
In the South of France, it is rare to find Early Neolithic burials in domestic settlements. Only
two sites yielded a single burial in a pit probably
meant for domestic occupation.80 The proportion
of deceased individuals linked to domestic contexts increased during the Middle Neolithic, but
unlike those found in the Near-East, only part of
the population was interred within or next to domestic parts of houses. However, what is observed
on settlement sites may not reflect the most common funerary treatments. In the South of France,
even if a portion of the burials discovered in open-
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air settlements are related to funerary treatments,
we have a rather incomplete grasping of the ideologies governing funerary practices in these communities. Only 20% of open-air occupations produced
human bones and the number of deposits is limited.81 Even when archaeological excavations extended to include a greater part of the site, the number
of burials did not appear to correspond with the actual number of deceased individuals who once occupied the space. Indeed, most of the deceased were
not buried in the settlements; hence, the treatment
they underwent left no archaeological traces (they
have either not been found yet, or the bodies were
not interred). Discussions on this aspect of mortuary treatments, which are not specific to the current
study, have recently been initiated82 and should be
kept in mind. In this study, single burials predominantly containing adults flexed on the right or left
sides with few grave goods were the most frequent,
but they may be unusual cases, or so-called ‘deviant
burials’. Indeed, the individuals separated from more
common treatments may include people of elevated
status, not only transgressors.83
In our corpus, the reverential attitude towards
male or female individuals, as well as several architectural features suggest that the deceased may have
had a privileged status. This is the case for the double secondary burials of Saint-Michel-du-Touch or
some niche burials at Le Crès. These graves required
more human resources and technical effort for their
elaboration than simple pits did (for instance transporting slab stones for several kilometres).
The most important difficulty in these contexts
is to establish the chronological relationship between burials and domestic occupations, whether
burials were linked to the foundation of the dwellings or not, and whether the bodies were deposited
during the period of occupation of the house or after it had been abandoned. This has obvious importance for understanding the role played by the
deceased. If strict contemporaneity of most burials
with the domestic space cannot be proved, at least
it can be discussed for 35% of the burials found in
81
82
83

domestic pits. The filling covering the individuals
looked very much like waste and this suggests that
the space was used simultaneously for mortuary
and domestic purposes. In these cases, the data suggests that they could be simplified funerals, or abandoned corpses. Using the pit as a waste disposal before and after having deposited a body suggests that
the second hypothesis may be more likely. However, is the retention of human remains within the living space logical? As previously mentioned, most
individuals were not interred within the domestic
space, then it is not common for individuals to be
placed there. Burying the corpse of an individual
in a space belonging to the world of the living, or
that will at least be considered as such one day, gives
the corpse a function. If an individual was killed,
depositing him/her in a specific location gives the
place symbolic significance: it may mark its foundation,84 or be an act of offering to the deities or
supernatural entities, for instance related to agriculture and water.85 However, this is indeed punctual
treatment applied to a small number of individuals
and subjects who do not necessarily belong to the
community living in the settlement. Burial pits in
settlements are used for a minority of people that
probably had a special status. Some were honoured,
some were not. In our context, however, treatments
other than the act of burying may have taken place
within dwellings as well. In these cases, corpses
were not interred but that does not imply a lack of
reverential attitudes towards the dead or categorise
them as non-funerary processes.86 They simply do
not leave any evidence and therefore elude archaeological analyses.

6. Conclusion
The goal of the present paper was to examine the nature of the deposits found in domestic/circular pits
in archaeological sites of the South of France. We
proposed an alternative to their current funerary interpretation for at least some of the cases. Addition-
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ally, the close relationship between the deceased and
the domestic and/or residential areas led us to discuss this particular aspect.
The presence of several deceased individuals
in a space devoted to the living is known since the
Early Neolithic in the Near East and many parts of
Europe. Such cases may be primary or secondary
burials of complete bodies or isolated bones. Since
the second half of the 5th millennium, the burial of
complete bodies in settlements is more frequent in
eastern and southern France compared to other areas. In both regions, regular graves are very scarce
and cemeteries separated from residential areas are
quite unusual. Moreover, many of these burials are
in domestic pits and some of the configurations observed may not be related to funerary treatments.

The interpretation of these cases is not univocal
but at least we showed that in the East of France, social status is not the only parameter that can explain
the diversity of body treatment. Some individuals
may have been killed or denied a funeral.
Burials in circular/domestic pits seemed to develop from the second half of the 5th millennium following the Rhône valley to Central and Eastern Europe
rather than heading to the Mediterranean region.
The place of the South-East of France in the genesis
of this tradition remains unclear. Contemporaneous
cases are also mentioned in the East of France87 and
one case from Bohemia is documented.88 The radiocarbon program on the sepulcros de fosa, which started several years and is still going, should also provide
some information on this subject.89
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89
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