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Abstract

In recent years increasing attention has been devoted to the re-opening and disturbance actions of several ty-
pologies of tombs, especially in monumental burial mounds, amply attested from Eurasia to Europe. It emerged 
that these funerary monuments were very dynamic areas and represented important places for the societies that 
built them. Traces of secondary rituals, intentional re-opening actions and other types of activities, and inter-
ferences have been often recorded in or around kurgan structures, but also in other typologies of graves. Their 
interpretations are still rather unclear, but it appears, however, that some of these rituals recur over a very wide 
geographical and chronological horizon (from the Bronze Age to the Medieval period), within a cross-cultur-
al dimension. The paper presents some case studies, mainly related to the Eurasian Steppes (Scythian culture 
in particular) showing the typological multiplicity of the phenomenon and their possible interpretations, and 
stresses the need of a strict methodological approach to the excavation and analysis of these contexts, essential 
to correctly understand the evidence for re-opening actions and not mistake these with ‘simple’ robbing actions.
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ideological approaches have often influenced differ-
ent interpretations, as in the Soviet period when a 
strong pragmatism linked to Marxist ideology fa-
vored for robberies, and only subsequently there 
was an excess in the opposite direction.3

In fact, in recent years, much more attention has 
been paid to this issue4, on one side demonstrating 
how the funerary tradition of many cultures could 
include various types of ritual activities carried out 
after the proper burial action, including different 
kinds of ritual voluntary reopening of tombs and 
graves. On the other side this highlights the complex 
cultural and social dynamics related to post-mortem, 
peri-mortem and successive manipulation of buri-
als, that sometimes are still part of the funeral pro-
cess including secondary depositions. This research 
field still needs to progress further in the countries 
of former Soviet Union, mainly on theoretical ap-
proaches and methodological perspectives, and it is 
growing the awareness of the need to integrate fig-
ures of anthropologists and other various types of 
scientific analysis to get a comprehensive approach 
to the problem.5

The nature of these reopening activities, manip-
ulations of human remains and associated objects 
is analyzed in this paper, going through few study-
cases in different cultural regions, showing the dif-
ferent level of research development and the po-
tential of this area of study. The research focuses on 
burial mounds mainly of Bronze and Iron Age, i.e. 
Scythian period, in particular on a specific context 
personally excavated in the Kazakhstan territories, 
trying to define the nature of the recorded burial 
reopening. The paper also briefly reports examples 

3 Yatsenko, Kilunovskaya 2016, p. 10.
4 A great attention for this topic is generally growing, 

mainly in two different cultural research areas: the European 
and Scandinavian region where a network researching the phe-
nomenon of reopening burials (http://reopenedgraves.eu/) 
was founded, organizing conferences, symposia and publishing 
many studies. Their goal regards mainly the medieval central 
Europe and northern country as England and Viking Scandina-
via. The other cultural area is Russia where an important sym-
posium (Chelyabinsk University, January 2015) about burial 
looting and ritual reopening in the Eurasian territories in the 
period between Bronze Age and Middle Ages was organized in 
2015, whose proceedings where published in 2016 and form a 
fundamental base for these studies in the region.  

5 Yatsenko, Kilunovskaya 2016, p. 8.

1. Introduction

The funerary rituals are, for archaeologists, one of 
the most interesting and studied topics in the re-
construction of the past societies, most of all for the 
related social, symbolic and religious aspects. The 
burials do not represent static contexts, limited to 
the burial moment, but are related to society and 
created by very dynamic social interactions that are 
conducted by the living community.1 Despite this, 
what happens once the tomb is closed remains a 
much less studied subject. The research of this phe-
nomenon in the Eurasian and Central Asian con-
texts is affected by multiple problems that have of-
ten a strong influence on the final interpretation. 
The tombs, and most of all the highly visible burial 
mounds of the steppes, are generally thought to be 
the target of robbers, which aim to rapidly obtain 
precious objects. This phenomenon usually started 
immediately after the burial closure and the main 
consequence for scholars is the loss of rich objects 
belonging to the funerary set. While most of the 
burials show strongly disturbed or damaged con-
texts, we will try to demonstrate that these can have 
several different interpretations. The second prob-
lem is methodological and it is related to archae-
ological research dating to nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, often methodologically inappro-
priate or inaccurate, and ideologically influenced. 
The third is a terminological confusion in the defi-
nition of these actions that inevitably led to difficul-
ties on their interpretation and in the elaboration 
of a general framework.2 Before any interpretation 
the term ‘disturbed burial’ or ‘manipulated burial’ 
should be used because it has a neutral connotation. 

Since burial looting is a common phenome-
non in different ancient cultures and civilizations, 
and for the reasons showed above, it has been used 
as the main and often the only explanation for the 
disturbed layers inside burial mounds. Moreover, 

1 See also the theory of Robert Hertz (1907) about ‘Col-
lective representation of death’.

2 For example the use of terms as ‘ritual robbing’ or ‘ritu-
al looting’ in many cases is inappropriate because implies a vio-
lence that did not actually happen. Furthermore, this term was 
also used to indicate the real robbery and this could create inter-
pretative confusion.
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actions. Such a clear distinction is not always visible 
in the excavated contexts.

The identification of the moment in which these 
actions took place is much debated and consequent-
ly there are multiple interpretations. On the basis of 
human remains it is sometimes difficult to establish 
exactly the time in which manipulation occurred. 
In most cases however, on the base of articulated 
bones, scholars suggested that the ‘manipulation’ 
was carried out chronologically rather close, 1-2 
generations maximum, by people of the same wide 
cultural community, who in some cases knew ex-
actly the structure and the positioning of the de-
ceased inside the funerary chamber, so it is possible 
that this manipulation was still part of the funer-
ary or post-funerary rituals. This is the case of the 
Sintashta culture where large kurgans have several 
different burials under one mound and the funer-
ary ritual was constituted of two different phases: 
a temporary burial related to the decomposition 
phase, (a sort of ‘house of dead’), and later, a phase 
with the burial reopening and the transfer of the 
body to another place, along with other secondary 
rituals through which the deceased got the new role 
of ‘ancestor’.8

Scholars from soviet and post-soviet cultures 
usually labeled the interferences of the Bronze Age 
contexts as ritual robbing or in other cases as ‘neces-
sary robbing’9, assuming that in case of need, weap-
ons could be recovered from the burials, but the ar-
chaeological evidences show a much larger number 
of possibilities.

Also, in the Tuva region (Southern Siberia) 
there are evidences of body’s manipulation, attrib-
utable to different motivations, not always easily in-
terpretable, but without doubt ritual in nature. In 
the Todz necropolis a female skeleton in situ shows 
the upper portion of the body completely removed. 
It has been proposed that it could be part of rituals 
to get in touch with the deceased of the community 
or, as in the case of Sintasha, to favor the passage in 
the afterlife (rites of passage and secondary burials). 
In the necropolis of Kun Sair, a mound contained 

8 Koryakova, Epimakhov, 2007, p. 78; Zdanovich, 
Zdanovich 2002.

9 Kuzmina 1965.

and study cases from different cultural areas, such as 
Near Eastern world, Central and Northern Europe, 
where this field of study is more developed and more 
attention has been devoted to this issue, attempting 
to highlight the need of a strict methodological ap-
proach to the excavation and analysis of this kind of 
contexts in the Eurasian Steppes to fully understand 
the complex social, ideological and funerary dynam-
ics characterizing these funerary contexts.

2. Burial interferences 
and manipulations

2.1 The Eurasian Steppes and the study case  
of Kaspan necropolis, Southeastern Kazakhstan

The vast ‘world of the steppes’ is characterized by a 
large presence of burial mounds, the so-called kur-
gan, dating from the fourth millennium BC to the 
Middle Age. This typology is also attested in Central 
and northern Europe. It is constituted of a mound 
that can vary in shape6, dimensions7 and architec-
tural structure. They are related to the social com-
plexity and often are characterized as family tombs 
with several chambers, shafts and niches. Their 
structure shows a great variety of solutions and very 
often are strongly planned and elaborated structures 
related to the social, spiritual and ideological aspects 
of the society that constructed them. 

The majority of these contexts dating to the 
Bronze Age and Iron Age present traces of intru-
sions, in many cases almost contemporary to burial. 
Russian scholars have identified five main catego-
ries of disturbed graves: burials without damage to 
the grave but with manipulation of the deceased or 
animal remains; post-funerary damage to the burial 
structures, without damage to the funerary set but 
with manipulation of the bone remains; cenotaphs, 
i.e. tombs without burial; classic robbery for remov-
ing precious objects; robbery accompanied by ritual 

6 Mounds are usually rounded, but sometimes are also 
attested squared or oval shapes.

7 Mound diameters can range between a few meters up 
to hundreds of meters, with heights also ranging from almost 
imperceptible up to more than 20 meters in height.
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bones were moved in another final place. This is at-
tested for example in the necropolis of Albe-Belian 
culture where all the burials (including children’s 
burials) were manipulated with the removal of some 
bones, and then were carefully closed (fig. 1). 

Equally, in the valley of the Eerbek river, 90% of 
the burials are disturbed, except for those of the chil-
dren. In the necropolis of Beloe Ozero 3 four mon-
umental mounds were manipulated before the con-
struction of the mound and the pits were sealed with 
a layer of clay brought from the nearby lake.11 Three 
tumuli of monumental dimensions in the necropolis 
of Kosh-Pei, not far from the famous necropolis of 
Arzhan, present the same filling. They are character-

11 Semenov et Al. 2014.

an individual (40-45 years old) that, because of 
some pathologies was probably lame, and to which 
the feet and other bones had been removed, perhaps 
to favor his passage to the netherworld, or because 
his ‘special status’, to prevent him from returning to 
the world of the living to disturb. The manipulation 
of the bones is also attested in the necropolis of Ar-
gens, and in that of Dai-Bag, where in a mound a 
skull had been voluntarily removed and placed be-
tween the legs of   the deceased.10

The manipulation or destruction of the burial of-
ten took place before the construction of the mound 
as part of a ritual, perhaps to help the passage of the 
deceased to the netherworld. It is not clear if some 

10 Semenov, Kilunovskaya 2016, pp. 18-25.

Figure 1
Chinge Cemetery, Object 16 Sections and plan of Grave 3 showing disturbance and accurate covering. Aldy-Bel Culture 
(after Semenov, Kilunovskaya 2016, fig. 10, p. 29)
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es show a continuity of use and numerous paral-
lel activities as they become the center of the spir-
itual and social life for the community, as a place of 
contact between the world of the living, the ances-
tors and the deities. A typical aspect of this region 
is the reuse of the central pits of the tumuli. First 
the primary burial remained closed for a certain pe-
riod of time with rituals carried out in adjacent ar-
eas, then some rites of reopening and manipulation 
took place and new burials were added with many 
bones found in the filling of the graves. In Stepnoye 
VII cemetery, burial complex n. 4 is characterized 
by two central pits: one completely manipulated 
with evident traces of intrusion, containing three 
individuals (two of which embraced) and a very rich 

ized by a complex structure formed by a large pit cov-
ered by a wooden structure and bark forming a sort of 
yurt/tent, and on the bottom there was the wooden 
funeral chamber.12 The old dromos was used to access 
the pit. Since there are no traces of re-opening, there-
fore the various activities must be carried out before 
the completion of the mound (fig. 2).13

In the southern Transural region in the western 
area of the steppes, numerous Bronze Age necropo-
lis present different kind of manipulation or ‘viola-
tion’. As in the Tuva region, the burials of children 
are usually intact, while the large burials of adults 
are manipulated in 90% of cases. These complex-

12 Semenov 1994; 2010.
13 Semenov, Kilunovskaya 2016, pp. 26-33.

Figure 2
Kosh Pei 1 cemetery. 
Burial mound 2, Uyuk 
culture. Plan of different 
levels of the wooden 
structure 
(after Semenov, 
Kilunovskaya 2016, 
fig. 12, p. 31)



West & East 116 Monografie, 4

Lorenzo Crescioli

part of the funerary use of this contexts character-
ized as a sort of ‘collective’ or family burials where 
different bodies were added over time (fig. 3).

It has also been emphasized how the manipula-
tions in this region often appear ‘excessive’: the ob-
jects are moved, the skeletons destroyed, and nu-
merous elements were left on the ground around the 
funerary pit. These characteristics does not seem to 
be linked to a utilitarian looting and it has been as-
sociated to a sort of fight against the dead, to prevent 
it from returning to disturb the world of the living. 
In addition, these disturbances show common fea-

funerary set including fragments of a ceramic vessels 
whose other sherds are found inside the filling of the 
adjacent pit. Therefore, the intrusion was contem-
porary and not aimed at the recovery of the precious 
objects that have been left in situ. Similarly in Kur-
gan n. 1 the ceramic vessels were broken on purpose, 
and fragments of the same pots were found in the 
three central pits, while the metal objects were left 
in situ, showing a non-utilitarian character of this 
disturbance.14 Probably this ritual manipulation is 

14 Kupriyanova 2016, pp. 84-90.

Figure 3
Stepnoye VII cemetery, Pit 17, triple burial, 
plan showing the human remains and the several 
objects of the funerary set including fragmentary 
ceramic vessels 
(after Kupriyanova 2016, fig. 7, p. 91)
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cially exposed to these types of activities, probably 
because of its easy identification in the landscape, its 
function as family tomb, and for the architectural 
features of its structure which simplify the access to 
internal sectors (dromos, vertical shafts, large cham-
bers and wooden structures). The modern robbing 
activities (eighteenth-twentieth centuries CE), hap-
pened mainly under the push of Tsar Peter I the 
Great, and actually led to the formation of the ‘Si-
berian Collection’ today housed at the Hermitage 
Museum.17 These violent activities characterize 
mainly southern Russia and Siberia and are easily 
recognizable, as compared to ancient looting which 
is much more difficult to locate. In some cases, a ma-
nipulation almost contemporary to the burial took 
place, because the bodies were still articulated18 and 
the scholars hypothesize (as for the bronze Age ex-
amples) that the looters knew the exact construc-
tion of the mound (for example, in the Tuekta ne-

17 Rudenko 1962.
18 Ochir-Goryaeva 2016, pp. 112-114.

tures in different cemeteries perhaps attributable to 
some kind of ‘manipulation rules’, for example the 
manipulation of only the upper body bones, while 
the pelvis and legs were usually left untouched, so 
the deceased and his spirit could not return. The dis-
position of some items after the reopening seems to 
emphasize it. The disturbance to the upper part of 
the bodies and other manipulations perhaps con-
stituted preliminary operations for the subsequent 
burials, as a sort of purification process, an interme-
diate phase before the new burial.15

From the Iron Age, the cultural Scythian hori-
zon, which is characterized by an enormous pres-
ence of mounds, spreads in the Eurasian continent. 
Violation, looting and interferences of the Scythian 
burial mounds are very attested and varies region-
ally, but to the north of the Black Sea for example it 
stands between 70 and 100%.16 The burial mound 
typology (most of all the royal kurgan) seems espe-

15 Kupriyanova 2016, pp. 90-95.
16 Mozolevskiy, Polin 2005.

Figure 4
Pazyryk kurgan 
n. 5, section of the 
mound and of the 
funerary chambers 
with traces of 
disturbance 
(after Rudenko 
1970, fig. 6, p. 20)
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acter, but also simply to bring back the royal cou-
ple together, when the still alive member died and 
joined his spouse.22

In various regions such as the Black Sea, South-
ern Urals and Semirech'è, the access to the kurgan 
takes place through a tunnel from the edge of the 
mound to the center of it, whose ritual character is 
demonstrated by the precise planning and correla-
tion with the elements of the entire structure. In the 
necropolis of Filippovka in the Kurgan n. 13 two dif-
ferent tunnels were used to reenter the mound and 
were later filled with pure sand (fig. 5).23

Recently, it has been proposed that the Scythi-
an burial mounds are characterized by a precise in-
ternal planigraphy24, where the dromos is generally 

22 Shulgin 2003.
23 Ochir-Goryaeva 2016, pp. 115-116; Yablonsky, 

Meshcheryakov 2006.
24 Ochir-Gorayeva 2011.

cropolis on the Altai Mountains), and possibly even 
participated in the construction of the mound and 
in the funeral ceremony. The looting dating to the 
two different periods are distinguished by different 
characteristics: a large vertical shaft for recent viola-
tions, and an oblique tunnel, usually from the north 
base of the mound dug by contemporary people 
who knew well the interior structure of the mound.19 

Since the 90s some scholars20 tried to study the 
burial reopening based on ethnographic and his-
torical comparisons or on the basis of the presence 
of some utilitarian objects (burner for hemp, harp) 
perhaps used by individuals who entered the interi-
or of the tombs such as in Pazyryk kurgans (fig. 4).21 
It has also been hypothesized that the dromos or 
other passages may have been used with ritual char-

19 Mozolevskiy, Polin 2005.
20 Savinov 1996.
21 Ochir-Goryaeva 2016, p. 114; Rudenko 1970.

Figure 5
Filippovka, Kurgan n. 13 
Plan showing the structure, 
with dromos and two 
tunnels 
(after Yablonskiy, 
Meshcheryakov 2006, 
fig. 1)
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ing them. On the basis of this it has been hypoth-
esized that the objective of this violation was the 
desire to recover only some objects with a symbolic 
character, perhaps important for obtaining the sta-
tus and legitimization of the government for the di-
rect descendants. This would explain how only the 
main central burial suffered the disturbance.27 It has 
been hypothesized that non-disturbed main central 
tombs can be linked to a symbolic passage of power 
that has already taken place in life or to other cir-
cumstances such as the lack of heirs or changes in 
the dynamics of control.28

In general, the rite of visiting the tombs evolved 
in some Scythian cultures, as in the Altai Moun-
tains, from strong destruction of almost the entire 
room in the early Scythian periods, to less invasive, 
simpler and more symbolic rituals in later periods.29 
These activities must be linked to ritual aspects, pos-
sibly part of the funerary process, ancestor worship, 
or rituals linked to rite of passage.

The burial ground of Kaspan, in south-eastern 
Kazakhstan was recently excavated in a project of 
collaboration between Ca’ Foscari University and 
Centro Studi e Ricerche Ligabue and contributed 
significantly to this discussion.30 The stratigraphic 
context of two excavated kurgans, dating to the sev-
enth century BC and belonging to Scythian culture, 
show a subsequent reopening of the burial, follow-
ing the primary deposition or perhaps a period of 
only partial and temporary closing of the burial pit, 
followed by a complete removal of funerary goods 
and probably also of some bones. The presence of 
scattered bones in the pit filling, corresponding to 
some kind of activity and manipulation, demon-
strates the rituality of this action (fig. 7).

Most of all the subsequent closure of the funer-
ary pit made with highly purified soil (coming from 
the superficial layers of the surrounding areas), 
mixed with water and alternating with several lay-
ers of stones, show the rituality of this activity. At 
the end a small but deep pit reaching the bottom of 
the funerary chamber enclosing a dog burial was dug 

27 As attested in the Kurgan of Chertomlyk, Alekseev, 
Murzin, Rolle 1991.

28 Ochir-Goryaeva 2016, p. 120.
29 Ochir-Goryaeva 2016, p. 126.
30 Beysenov et Al. 2015.

found along the southern side, i.e. a neutral zone on 
the border between the two parts of the mound: the 
western related to living people and the eastern to 
the world of dead. Some scholars believe that they 
were built by thieves, but their position seems re-
lated to ritual aspects, in addition to alleged loot-
ers would be agreed to dig the tunnel on the north 
side, because it would be shorter since usually the 
Scythian mounds had a steeper slope on the north-
ern side. However, it cannot be ruled out that these 
southern tunnels or dromos were subsequently used 
by thieves as well. In the Besshatyr necropolis the 
wooden dromos built above ground level is gener-
ally found on the eastern side, but in some kurgan 
underground tunnels have also been found, which 
from the southern side of the mound reached the 
center of it, below the burial chamber. The accura-
cy of the realization and their dimensions suggest a 
ritual character, perhaps to communicate with the 
dead, as close as possible to the funerary chamber.25

In the Ural Mountains Scythian cemeteries, typ-
ical radial structure composed of wooden trunks 
were uncovered above the funeral chamber of the 
mounds, which are only rarely preserved. They could 
be accessed through specific vertical shaft and, given 
their accurate construction, were probably used for 
visits the dead and ceremonies of various kinds, as 
attested in the mound of Bajkara.26 

In the large royal kurgan of Scythia proper, the 
entrance was through a central shaft that reached 
the burial chamber and not through inclined tun-
nels. The shaft generally used the most recent en-
trance, since these great kurgans had several of them 
because they were family tombs with multiple suc-
cessive burials. The manipulation and the removal 
of only some objects with symbolic meanings always 
concerned the largest and richest central chamber 
(fig. 6). In addition, the burials of the horses, which 
were always on the western side of the mound and 
were richly adorned and also much more accessi-
ble, were never plundered. Thieves probably did not 
know where these tombs were, but the member of 
the communities knew about their existence, but 
probably they were not interested in manipulat-

25 Ochir-Gorayeva 2016, pp. 116-117.
26 Parzinger et Al. 2003.
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Figure 6
Royal burial mound 
of Chertomlyk, plan 
showing the catacomb 
with the deep shaft 
and the horse burials 
(after Ochir-
Goryaeva 2016, 
fig. 3, p. 121)
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dead in the otherworld.31 Other less probable inter-
pretations are: ritual action of damnatio memoriae 
by a rival group or family which probably would ex-
pect a less attention to the enclosure process; or the 
recovery of the ceremonial material used during the 
funerary ritual, perhaps with a utilitarian purpose 
which does not fit with the almost complete remov-
al of bones and other objects from the tomb.

The kurgans belonging to the later Xiognu com-
munity of Iron Age of Mongolia have also been loot-

31 Papanova 2004; Sinica 2006.

and it seems somehow to conclude the whole cer-
emony (fig. 8), even if it is not clear how much time 
later it was realized. 

The interpretation of this re-opening operation 
and interference is rather difficult, but some hypoth-
esis can still be made: the most plausible interpreta-
tion, due to the ritual character and the great care 
devoted to the enclosure process after the manipu-
lation, is the presence of a secondary ritual, helping 
the deceased to conclude his journey to the after-
life, finally getting the role of ancestor. The role of 
the dog can be read as guide and protector for the 

Figure 7
Kaspan burial ground, 
filling of Kurgan n. 4 
with stones and human 
bones mixed 
(courtesy of Centro studi 
e ricerche Ligabue)
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Figure 8
Kaspan burial ground, Kurgan n. 1, dog burial (courtesy of Centro Studi e Ricerche Ligabue)

Figure 9
Gol-Mod burial ground, 
Grave n. 1, schematic plan 
and section showing the 
disturbance traces 
(after Bendezu-Sarmiento, 
Grizeaud 2011, fig. 7, p. 44)
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ed by ancient robbers, as well as by rival groups as part 
of ideologically based actions. There are also written 
sources (Chinese chronicles) of first century BC re-
porting this phenomenon.32 Some of these buri-
als (tomb 64 and 94 of the Egiin-Gol necropolis in 
Mongolia, or the princely tomb of Gol Mod) (fig. 9) 
show plundered skeletons which are still in connec-
tion showing how this disturbance occurred soon af-
ter burial.33 In the Eurasian steppes it was a well-es-
tablished practice for the raiders to destroy, raid and 
in some cases make new burials, in the old graves to 
prove their rights over new conquered lands and this 
practice could well be also applied to earlier periods.

2.2 The Caucasus region

In the Caucasus region there are no specific stud-
ies on the plundering and reopening actions of the 
burial mounds, but the latest research is showing 
how funerary contexts were very dynamic places 
within the community.34 In this region as well, since 
the Bronze Age, the kurgan typology is spreading, 
including examples of very large and monumental 
sizes, which can contain many individuals. Some 
of these ‘collective tombs’ are found in Azerbaijan, 
showing skeletons highly disturbed and other ones 
perfectly preserved, probably proving a periodic reo-
pening of the structure to add members belonging 
to the same social group (about 39 individuals in 
Mentesh and 80 in Uzun Rama kurgans)35, where 
the bodies were shifted aside to make room for the 
new individuals (fig. 10). 36 Finally (probably after 
three-four generations), the closing ritual meant 
that the whole room was burned down, damaging 
or destroying bones and grave goods, perhaps not 
only as a religious act but also as an action against 
possible subsequent looting. In Mentesh kurgan no 
skeletons are complete and some bones (especially 
skulls) were taken out before closing the chamber, 
perhaps as memory or as ritualistic object.

32 Daffina 1999.
33 Bendezu-Sarmiento, Grizeaud, p. 43.
34 Palumbi 2011.
35 Poulmarc’h, Pecqueur, Jalilov 2014.
36 Akhundov 1999, 2001.

Figure 10
Mentesh Tepe Kurgan, plan of the funerary chamber 
(after Poulmarc’h, Pecqueur, Jalilov 2014, 
fig. 8, p. 241)
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From some point of view also in some examples 
of so-called ‘collective burials’ or ‘family burials’ we 
can find secondary burials. This tomb typology is 
characterized by structures (usually rock cut shaft 
graves) that allowed to add other deceased and to 
re-enter several times for other purposes as ritual 
practices, which of course took also place in single 
burials, but mainly from the outside.47 When new 
bodies were added to the tomb, if the space was lim-
ited, the bones could be removed and moved to oth-
er places, keeping in the original tomb only some 
of them, especially the skull or some long bones, as 
shown in the Tell Barri48 and Mohammed Diyab 
hypogea.49 The entrance to the tombs of important 
ancestors belonging to the elite could be linked to 
the will to legitimate the role of descendants and to 
maintain the political order. Ebla texts refer to lat-
er rites (entry, gift, statues placed inside) but they 
are difficult to identify and mainly to distinguish 
between funerary or post funerary activities and 
their eventual chronological interval. In some cases 
it is possible, as in tomb T.302 from Tell Jerablus 
Tahtani, that different kind of activities (inter-
ments and placement of many objects) were sepa-
rated by one or two centuries.50

Ancestor worship, in elite contexts, is anoth-
er explanation for manipulated contexts. At Umm 
el-Marra a mortuary complex in the center of the site 
was uncovered, where some of the numerous tombs 
are related to other structures which could be used 
for worship of ancestors, for preparation of bodies to 
be buried, or maybe as part of a process transforming 
the deceased into ancestors. These structures could 
also to be related to the original funerary rituals, or 
to both functions diachronically.51 In some tombs, 
objects were placed at higher levels in later periods 
and in three secondary burials, two of which appar-
ently contained inside a wooden container, so maybe 
transported from other (more or less) distant places. 
Explanations can be various: need to wait for ritual-
ly proper time, desire to collect enough resources for 

47 Peltenburg 2016, pp. 136-137.
48 Valentini 2003, p. 281.
49 Bachelot 1992.
50 Peltenburg 2016, p. 138.
51 Schwartz 2016, pp. 194-196.

2.3 The Near Eastern world

Near Eastern cultures are an extraordinary case 
thanks to the great number of investigated contexts 
and the presence of a huge corpus of written texts. 
Here I will only briefly present some examples from 
Syrian territories showing the complexity of the 
phenomenon and the development of the studies. 
In this region different types of burial are recorded 
and the burial mound is a much rarer typology, ap-
parently limited to only some areas. In this cultural 
area of research generally all kinds of disturbed buri-
als or disarticulated bones were defined as second-
ary burials, but probably the phenomenon is much 
more problematic and multifaceted.37

Many traces of manipulated and disturbed buri-
als are found in this northern Mesopotamian re-
gion38. The phenomenon of secondary burials is 
widely attested for example at Tell Zeidan39, Tell 
Jerablus Tahtani40, Tell Oylum Höyük41, Umm 
el-Marra42, Tell Banat43 even if «careful recording 
and retrieval are required to determine the exis-
tence of secondary treatment».44 Some bones were 
removed and transported to new locations, as clear-
ly shown in Tell Banat’s shaft and chamber tombs, 
where the bones of multiple bodies were moved 
from a primary deposition and grouped in large 
heaps, mixed with animal bones and objects (main-
ly ceramic vessels). It is not clear if they were simply 
moved among different places inside the chamber 
or if they were brought from outside (perhaps in-
side some ceramic vessels).45 Secondary rituals seem 
to be also related to the famous “White monument” 
of Tell Banat (fig. 11), a huge mound where human 
and animal remains were definitely moved from the 
tombs built in the surrounding area.46

37 Pfälzner 2016.
38 Felli 2015, 2016.
39 Stein 2010, p. 107.
40 Peltenburg et Al. 2015, pp. 44-45.
41 Engin and Helwing 2012, p. 97.
42 Schwartz 2012, p. 70.
43 Porter 2016.
44 Peltenburg 2016, p. 135.
45 Porter 2016.
46 Peltenburg 2006; McClellan 1998; McClel-

lan, Porter 1999.
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activities took place as shown from a large amount 
of bones inside ceramic vessels. During the final re-
location the bones were moved to chamber two, a 
sort of ossuary.53 In the ante-chamber, the presence 
of ancestors statues, with several ceramic vessels and 
food offerings could be related to ancestor worship, 
recalling the ritual known in late (Amorite) writ-
ten sources as ‘Kispum’, which seems taking place 
in specific installations and places outsides palaces, 
but not in the tombs. 54 Its function was also to sus-
tain the dead to prevent an interference with living 
world.55 When chamber two was full the bones were 
moved to a complete different tomb (number 7), in-
side different wooden boxes.56

53 Pfälzner 2016.
54 Pfälzner 2006.
55 Peltenburg 2016, p. 143.
56 Pfälzner 2006, pp. 257-258.

an elaborate ceremony, a sudden death far from its 
town, but also as part of precise sequence of rituals 
belonging to rite of passages.52

There are special contexts, like the royal Hypo-
geum of Qatna, where the different activities took 
place together. Among about 20 bodies only one 
was found in primary deposition, in anatomical con-
nection lying on a stone table. All the other bodies 
were found with some bones partially removed and 
collected after only partial decomposition on small 
heaps next to related bodies. In this intermediate 
phase different kinds of manipulation took place. 
This could not be considered a secondary burial be-
cause the bones were almost in the same place of 
primary deposition and only later will be moved to 
another location. This is a sort of pre-stage to final 
deposition, in which also procession and feasting 

52 Schwartz 2016, pp. 197-199.

Figure 11
View of White Monument of Tell Banat (after Peltenburg 2006, fig. 4, p. 224)
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Some written sources may show alternative in-
terpretations for the reopening of a specific burial 
type, (hypogeum) a rather systematic phenomenon 
during MBA, but also during LBA and general-
ly attributed to simple looters, or to the re-use of 
burial in later periods (for example from Middle to 
Neo-Assyrian period). Indeed, some sources point 
out that when a king subjected a population, to 
break out its roots, apart from deporting the de-
feated, the tombs of the ancestors were violated, be-
cause through them the society ensured a bond and 
continuity over a given space. In this case violation 
is linked to political and ideological causes57; oth-
er sources point out that when a group or a family 
moved they carried the remains of their ancestors, 
because if the burial was destroyed they would not 
have a place of physical worship any more without 
benefiting of the care from the living people.58

2.4 Central Europe and Scandinavia

A completely different cultural, chronological and 
geographic framework is constituted by the funer-
ary contexts of Merovingia (Central Europe) and 
Scandinavia, where, however, a major study on the 
phenomenon of the reopening of burials has recent-
ly been established.59

The reopening of burials characterizes the high-
medieval period of a region ranging from Austria 
to England, especially in the seventh century when 
thousands of burials were violated in hundreds of 
necropolises (fig. 12). This action was already iden-
tified since the nineteenth century, but was studied 
more systematically only recently. These burials usu-
ally are not monumental, mainly single graves often 
in extra mural burial grounds. The number of dis-
turbed burials varies greatly at regional level, it was a 

57 Vernant 1982.
58 Bottéro 1980; Valentini 2003, p. 286.
59 The EAA Conference in Oslo 2011, was entitled ‘Past 

disturbances of graves: the reopening of graves for grave-rob-
bery and other practices’; ‘Grave disturbance in Early medi-
eval Europe International symposium 2017’, held at the de-
partment of Archaeology and Classical studies in Stockholm 
University.

Figure 12 
Austria, Cemetery of Brunn am Gebirge. 
Plan showing graves with re-opening traces 
(after Aspöck 2011, fig. 1, p. 301)
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related to the consolidation of power and its struc-
tures during this historical period. The second ex-
planation hypothesizes an action performed by the 
same family or the descendants of the deceased to 
retrieve heirlooms from the tombs.62 

The removal of bones shows other purposes 
(fig. 13). The skull is one of the most manipulated 
elements and it could be linked with two different 
interpretations, as a peri-mortem form of precau-
tion against the possibility of revenge on the part 
of the deceased and his revenant, or as ‘memento’ 
in the event that these groups moved to other re-
gions. Some of these practices may even have been 
the cause of death of some deceased.

In some cases, one or more methods are attested 
simultaneously, to kill or to re-kill the newly dead 
body (fig. 14). These actions are related to what is 
usually defined ‘necrophobia’ (fear of the return of 
the dead), and to the increase in violence associat-
ed with tightening of royal power.63 These practices 
aimed at individuals who, due to events related to 
their life or death, were believed not to have the nec-
essary serenity and the pre-conditions to complete 
the journey. The manipulations are recorded both in 
the initial stages and in later phases, when the bodies 
were already disarticulated, so the fear of a possible 
return could last a long time. From the social per-
spective it is considered an important action for the 
community of the living rather than for the deceased 
to whom it was applied, for example during crisis 
episodes for the community. This practice moreover 
demonstrate the power of some individuals to con-
trol death, and it could be used as part of precise so-
cial strategy to attack a deceased and most of all the 
living people associated with him. Very similar prac-
tices are also well attested in the literature of ghost 
stories widespread in the Middle Age England.64

It is therefore assumed that the actions in ques-
tion were carried out by the same individuals (or 
groups) who realized the burials and not by simple 
thieves or rival communities. In this cultural con-
text, the display of grave goods, as a competition ac-

62 Klevnäs 2013, 2015, pp. 165-169; Aspöck 2011, 
p. 310.

63 Reynold 2009.
64 Klevnäs 2015a, pp. 192-200.

widespread practice but causes and modalities must 
be examined locally.60

In England (especially in the Kent region) in 
some of these cemeteries a clear selection in the re-
moval of bones and objects is attested. The skulls are 
almost always damaged and the jaw is often missing 
or in secondary deposition, although this may de-
pend on the sarcophagus conservation status at the 
time of reopening. Moreover, missing bones could 
indicate the areas from which the objects were re-
moved and probably were not the primary target of 
the disturbance. In other cases, the removal of bones 
could instead evidence a practice to prevent spir-
its from returning to the living world by being de-
stroyed of their ‘life functions’, through a re-killing 
action. Sometimes bones belonging to other individ-
uals appear together with the original deceased and 
were probably added later for uncertain reasons.61

The precise selection of only a few types of ob-
jects is perhaps linked to the symbolic role they have 
assumed during the burial ritual, and to the different 
ways of holding or associating between individuals 
or groups before burial. In particular, two categories 
of objects are missing: brooches and pins for female 
burials and swords for men ones, which are highly 
symbolic and meaningful objects and were used in 
high medieval gift exchange and inheritance prac-
tices. Other precious items (shields, knives, neck-
laces in semiprecious material such as amber) possi-
bly used for gift exchange practices were instead left 
in the burial. In some cases the objects were taken 
even in poor conservation conditions, so this ac-
tion need to be linked more to the deprivation of 
the deceased, than to the subsequent use of this ob-
jects by the living. Moreover, a precise selection of 
the graves (the larger and male burials) is recorded. 
This disturbance could be explained with two main 
interpretations: an action performed by families or 
groups who wanted to harm rival communities, de-
priving them of possession of symbolic objects (es-
pecially weapons as knives, swords and belts) and 
attributes that carry with them the power, prestige 
and value of the former possessor from which they 
were subtracted. This was probably part of conflicts 

60 Aspöck 2011; Klevnäs 2015, 2015a, pp. 177-178.
61 Klevnäs 2015, 2015a.
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tional interpretation, intersections and overlaps of 
graves were perceived as completely accidental, but 
currently the intentionality of the phenomenon is 
more emphasized. Probably it is related to differ-
ent kinds of interactions between dead and living 
people including the aim to transform existing so-
cial identities, building new ones or as continuity 
through kinship.69

As recorded for central Europe the burials were 
re-opened for different reasons: to recover objects, 
precious for economic or symbolic values; to per-
form activities against deceased for the fear that 
they could disturb the peace of the living (also re-
ported in medieval Scandinavian literature); to so-
cially attack the community or single individuals 
who have established contacts with them, especially 
the chief or king, symbol of power. The control of 

69 Thate 2007; Satalecki 2014.

Figure 13
England, 
Winnall II cemetery, 
decapitated burial 23 
and burial 12 
(after Aspöck 2011, 
fig. 12, p. 317)

tions between different groups, was a very impor-
tant element within the funeral and it cannot be 
excluded that the community would later recapture 
the materials used during the funerary ceremony.65

Similar activities, manipulations and interfer-
ences in the burial ground are also widely record-
ed and studied in the Scandinavian regions (Swe-
den, Norway and Iceland).66 In the Scania region 
(Southern Sweden) the practice of ‘overlying buri-
als’ is well attested: the burial re-opening is followed 
by the deposition of a new body, with the removal 
of the older bones, which were put in the filling of 
the new graves.67 The overlying burials are also at-
tested in Denmark and in Sweden.68 In the tradi-

65 Halsall 1995; Aspöck 2011.
66 Klevnäs 2016.
67 Skaarup 1989; Nagmer 1979.
68 Arcini, Jacobsen 2008; Nielsen 1991.
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fore being recovered and reused in important cer-
emonies or in the private sphere. In Iceland this ac-
tion probably needs to be related with the creation 
of identity of a ‘young group’ in the island (the Vi-
kings), as the society had just formed and the com-
petition for power with other rival groups could be 
very strong. These symbols of power recovered from 
the graves, showed the owner’s legitimacy, just as 
the destruction of graves belonging to rival groups 
aimed to discredit the enemy’s importance (dam-
natio memoriae). The other explanations for these 
manipulations must be searched in the already ana-
lyzed ‘fear of the return of the dead’, or in facilitate 
the deceased passage into the Netherworld (rites of 
passage), or in the use of some bones in rituals of 
various kinds.71

71 Thorarinsdottir 2008; Eldjárn 2000.

such important places for social identity and symbol 
of hierarchy, and power, is fundamental in the at-
tempt to control society, from a political, but above 
all, ideological perspective, as happened for exam-
ple, during the process of Christianization of Nor-
way70 or for Norwegian royal mounds, manipulated 
probably with the purpose to attack those creating 
those social memory processes.

Iceland’s Viking burials show exactly the same 
types of manipulation as in Scandinavia and central 
Europe. The complete or partial removal of the fu-
nerary set (especially weapons) could be carried out 
by thieves or for symbolic reasons, mainly related 
to the status that possession of such weapons con-
ferred. It is not to be excluded that weapons and 
other typologies of objects were thought to remain 
in the burial only for a limited period of time, be-

70 Satalecki 2014.

Figure 14
England,
Winnall II cemetery, 
grave 10 decapitate 
burial and missing legs 
(after Aspöck 2011, 
fig. 11, p. 316)
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ate between a voluntary manipulation and causal 
movements due to the conservation of the con-
text, details that are often ignored.74 

In general, the interest in these ‘bizarre’ burials 
defined in literature as ‘deviant burial’ or ‘divergent 
burial’, i.e. burials differing from the normal funeral 
rituals of a defined culture, period or region, arose 
in processual archeology and grew in the post-pro-
cessual theory. Today, a wider attention and knowl-
edge of this issue has shown that the so-called ‘devi-
ant burial’ are actually an integral part of the normal 
funerary practices of most communities. Indeed, 
there is not just one funerary model and different 
concepts can coexist in the same cultural commu-
nities, even without ethnic differences (for example 
between elite and common people).75

The study of this phenomenon is very important 
because it clearly helps in the understanding of cul-
tural patterns, funerary rituals, social relationships 
and dynamics, of the past civilizations. Of course, 
such different cultural contexts cannot be generi-
cally treated, and causes and interpretations must 
be analyzed locally, and could be linked to histori-
cal events and to cultural, social, and ideological as-
pects, even if Hertz has correctly highlighted the 
presence of some wide anthropological categories 
common to mankind.76 What needs to be highlight-
ed is the importance of all these activities for the liv-
ing communities that performed them, more than 
the people whom received it.

For example, in Scythian nomadic or semino-
madic groups, the necropolis, and especially the 
royal kurgans become the aggregation center of the 
community from religious, social and probably po-
litical perspectives. Several different activities, in-
cluding memorial rituals, were carried out around 
and on top of the burial mounds as demonstrated 
from numerous peripheral structures. Some of the 
kurgan were also family tombs and therefore it 
should not be surprising if intense activities and rit-
uals were carried out there, including reopening op-
eration in some specific occasions. In the case of Ear-
ly Middle Age Europe, some reopening actions may 

74 Klevnäs 2015a, p. 182.
75 Aspöck 2008; Pfälzner 2016.
76 Hertz 1907.

3. Discussion and conclusions

Traditionally the history of burial ends with the 
deposition of the body and the funerary goods 
and with the final closing of the tomb. Little at-
tention was paid to post-burial practices and such 
re-openings were generally felt simply as a distur-
bance of the dead, and not as something associ-
ated with the ritual activities of the funerary ritual 
or with the community that had buried their be-
loved. The problem of antique and modern loot-
ing is real and causes serious damage. The ancient 
populations themselves were aware of it so they 
tried to use solutions against this problem.72 Re-
cent studies show how, alongside the violent loot-
ing, the tombs could be reopened, the funerary 
set totally or partially removed and the bodies 
manipulated within ceremonies and activities of 
symbolic, spiritual or ritual nature, generally per-
formed by the same community, clan or family 
that buried the dead, during the funerary ritual or 
at a later time. In the analysis of these problems, 
some fundamental aspects must be kept in mind 
for a correct understanding, starting, for example, 
from the whole ideological categories, the knowl-
edge of the elaborate and varied funerary process, 
the concept of object possession and ownership, 
on which the entire question is based.73 Did the 
objects belong to the deceased, to the family or to 
the community? The answer to this question con-
notes a removal as violent or legitimate. Perhaps 
connected to this concept is also the precise selec-
tion of objects to be removed and their character-
istics of transferability that is recorded in all the 
analyzed cultural contexts. The removal or ma-
nipulations of bones involve another problem, 
i.e. the difficulty in establishing the exact moment 
in which this operation took place to distinguish 
between peri-mortem, post-mortem or post-burial 
treatment. The most important element in this 
regard is the state of decomposition of the body, 
namely if human remains were still fleshed or al-
ready skeletonized. It is also important to evalu-

72 In the kurgan for examples these expedients had been 
adopted: funerary chambers not in axis with the mounds, very 
deep catacombs or pits, massive fillings of the funerary pits.

73 Klevnäs 2015b.
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These reopenings may be operations for the 
recovery of funerary goods or bones from mem-
bers of the same family or group. This may be 
part of popular or family-related beliefs, with the 
fear that the deceased might return to disturb the 
world of the living or claim their properties in life 
(necrophobia). Some bones could have ritualistic 
powers and were possibly used in benign or malev-
olent rituals in popular belief, or have a ‘memento’ 
meaning for the family. The objects could have a 
symbolic value and could be re-used in ritual cer-
emonies, as talisman or heirlooms, or finally simply 
for utilitarian re-use. The weapons assumed special 
meaning as symbols of power so were one of the 
preferred manipulation targets. 

Other reopening can be defined as intrusions, 
which are characterized by real violations for ideo-
logical reasons, for example attempts of damnatio 
memoriae from rival groups, clans or communities 
that can act at different levels, from the removal 
of single elements with highly symbolic value to 
the complete destruction of burials. The burial 
grounds assumed importance as places of power, 
hierarchy and social identity, so their control al-
lowed legitimacy to the ruler dynasty or to groups 
aiming at it. For these reasons they were location 
of intense activities.

A more in-depth analysis of these issues can re-
ally help to gain a better understanding of the ideo-
logical, social and cultural complexity of these com-
munities, their relationship with the world of the 
dead and their conception of the afterlife, as well as 
the social dynamics both of the family sphere, and 
the broader public dimension.

perhaps also be linked to the spread of Christianity, 
due to the will to move their loved ones and ances-
tors to Christian cemeteries, so they can be buried 
in sacred places. In contrast, the process of Chris-
tianization in some cases imposed the violation of 
older contexts to affirm its superiority and its legiti-
macy as the new belief system. The very strong bond 
between ancestors and living communities can also 
be demonstrated by this desire to reopen the burials 
that did not represent a ‘taboo’. However, it is very 
difficult to identify the exact interpretation of each 
single case of reopening, especially on the basis of 
only archaeological data. A number of research ar-
eas focuses on these issues only recently, so the gen-
eral framework is still very generic, although some 
more detailed and comprehensive studies are start-
ing to appear.

The main and most popular interpretations of 
these activities in different cultural areas can be 
broadly summarized as follows.

Besides simple plundering for personal and im-
mediate enrichment of the robber, these actions can 
belong to extended funerary rituals, either for the ad-
dition of new burials in so called ‘familiar tombs’ (re-
location or removal of all or only few selected bones), 
or for secondary rituals (secondary burials), integral 
part of the actual funerary ritual, with the movement 
of only some bones or of the whole body in a differ-
ent and definitive place of burial (rite of passage). 
Other manipulations could be post-funeral rites 
linked to different activities such as the ancestors 
worship, mainly carried out in royal and elite tombs, 
and that could imply a re-entering inside the proper 
tomb, or activities limited to the outdoor areas.
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