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Abstract

Vaulted funerary hypogea are familial collective tombs containing multiple progressive burials. This funerary type, only 
sporadically attested in Mesopotamia in the third millennium BC, spread rapidly from the beginning of the second mil-
lennium BC and is attested throughout the first millennium BC across a vast geographical area: in the Middle Euphrates 
region, in Mesopotamia and in Khuzestan. These hypogea are characterized by specific architectural features and localiza-
tions, which we will analyse in this work. In fact, they have a complex structure that required specific technical knowledge, 
especially for the realization of the vault roofing: corbelled vault, with radial arrangement or with tilted rows. Moreover, 
they were generally located under domestic dwellings or, to a rare extent, under palaces. Analysing the excavation reports 
which describe these tombs, it is clear that this relationship is a recurring element. This indicates the strong connection 
between the living and the dead, which is also suggested by the use of similar plans, both in graves and in houses.
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tive tombs containing multiple progressive burials, 
since there is generally only one complete skeleton, 
while other disarticulated bones, belonging to other 
individuals, are located on either side of the burial 
chamber or even in another chamber.

2. Materials and building techniques 
of the vault

The technology of the vault developed out of the 
swampy areas of Mesopotamia over 5,000 years ago. 
The prototype was probably a structure made with 
bundles of reeds, which were planted in the ground, 
bent inward and tied together at the ends to form 
the roof. Although no ancient buildings of this type 
have been preserved, this technique is still used in 
Southern Iraq, where large vaulted buildings with 
reed structures continue to be built.6 This type of 
roofing has progressively spread from the Halaf pe-
riod up to the Iron Age and even into later periods, 
across an increasingly wider geographical area and 
with different solutions from region to region and 
from period to period. In this study, we will there-
fore consider the various materials used in the con-
struction of vaults, the different techniques of im-
plementation and their evolution.

2.1. Building materials

Regarding the materials used for the building of 
these hypogea, it is possible to subdivide them be-
tween constituents (stone and mudbrick) and bind-
ers (mortar of clay, plaster and bitumen).

Stone was mainly used in the Early Dynastic pe-
riod for the building of vaults. In these cases, only 
blocks that were roughly shaped or worked into the 
form of a slab were used and generally implemented 
without mortar.7 Mudbrick was the most common 
material used to realize the vault roofing. Initially, 
the unbaked brick was used,but, from the second 
millennium BC onwards, it was replaced by the 
baked brick. The former was certainly easier to pro-

6 Van Beek 1987, p. 82.
7 Besenval 1984, p. 159; Valentini 2002, p. 8.

1. Introduction

In this paper, the data relating to the architecture 
and localization of vaulted funerary hypogea exca-
vated in Mesopotamia, dating between the second 
and first millennium BC, will be presented.1 This 
grave type was both geographically and chronolog-
ically widespread. Sporadically attested in Mesopo-
tamia during the third millennium BC (such as at 
the sites of Ur, Mari and Khafaja2), this funerary 
type spread rapidly from the beginning of the sec-
ond millennium BC and is attested throughout 
the first millennium BC across a broad geographi-
cal area: from the Khabur basin (such as Tell Bar-
ri)3 to Assyria (Assur4 and Nimrud) in Northern 
Mesopotamia, and from Central and Southern 
Mesopotamia (for example Ur, Khafaja, Uruk, Isin 
and Larsa) to Khuzestan in south-west Iran (Susa, 
Tchoga Zanbil and Haft Tepe). Most of the anal-
ysed hypogea are intra muros funerary hypogea. They 
are tombs located underneath the surface level and 
the specification intra muros indicates all those hy-
pogea that were built under the floors of buildings. 
This specification is important because this kind of 
grave has also been found in extra muros contexts, 
as defined by Peltenburg, namely, «tombs in cem-
eteries and monumental or central settings»; these 
are outside the scope of this study.5 Analysing exca-
vation reports, it is possible to notice that the rela-
tionship between hypogea and dwellings is a perma-
nent feature and, from an anthropological point of 
view, this testifies to a closeness between the living 
and the dead.

Architecturally speaking, these tombs, which 
were either cut in the rock or built, were generally 
characterized by vault roofing, which was realized 
through the use of different implementation tech-
niques (corbelled, with radial arrangement, with 
tilted rows), which we will explore later. Finally, fu-
nerary hypogea are considered to be familial collec-

1 Since this study has not yet been concluded, the results 
should not be considered to be completely definitive.

2 Delougaz, Hill, Lloyd 1967, pp. 58-142.
3 Valentini 2000, 2001, pp. 82-85, 2003, pp. 273-305, 

2016, pp. 217-240.
4 Haller 1954; Hockmann 2010.
5 Peltenburg 2007/2008, p. 220.
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ral hydrocarbons present in ancient oil fields) were 
only rarely used from the middle of the second mil-
lennium BC.11

2.2. Techniques of implementation

The techniques of implementation can be divided 
into two categories: those that did not use temporary 
supports (namely, a rib) for the masonry and those 
that did. The first category includes corbelled vaults 
and vaults realized with tilted rows (figs. 3-4). In the 
first case, single rows were arranged, so that they pro-
truded in relation to each of the previous ones, until 
the closing of the vault.12 In the second case, the line 
of the vault was indicated on the bottom wall with a 
thick layer of mortar; meanwhile, the first brick, rest-

11 Besenval 1984, p. 23; Valentini 2002, p. 8.
12 Besenval 1984, pp. 41-42.

duce, although the latter offered greater mechanical 
qualities.8 The unbaked brick was mainly used for 
covering surface structures with a radial arrange-
ment, while the baked brick is attested in almost 
all roofing with tilted rows and corbelled vaults in 
funerary hypogea. The bricks were mostly rectangu-
lar; only rarely did they have special shapes, such as 
those found at Susa9 and Tell Barri, in trapezoidal 
ashlar-shaped bricks and semi-curved ashlar-shaped 
bricks, respectively (figs. 1-2). It is possible to argue 
that, in general, the mudbrick was the most used 
building material, especially the baked one, even 
though its production involved high costs.10 As for 
binders, mortar made with clay was the most com-
mon type because it was easy to find and prepare. 
Plaster and bitumen (a colloidal mixture of natu-

8 Besenval 1984, pp. 21-22, 159.
9 Ghirshman 1965a, 1965b; Ghirshman, Steve 

1966.
10 Valentini 2002, p. 8.

Figure 1
Different shapes of bricks 
(after Castel 1996, fig.16)

Figure 2
Bricks from Tell Barri 
(after Valentini 2003, p. 300)
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ed as support for the vaulting masonry.15 The sec-
ond type was made using a wooden structure, whose 
shape corresponded to the curve of the vault. This 
technique was more expensive than the previous 
one, even though this rib could be reused for struc-
tures of the same type.16 The use of a rib was essen-
tial in vaults with a radial arrangement (fig. 5). This 
technique consisted of a progression of rows of 
bricks, radially arranged in parallel to the axis of the 
vault. The first row of bricks was inclined towards 
the arch span (namely, the distance between the 
piers) by the interposition of small stones or pottery 
sherds in the extrados (namely, the external surface 
of the vault). Starting with both springers at the 
same time, the process was repeated, progressively 
tilting row after row, until the arch was closed at the 
top by bricks in a vertical position.17

15 Besenval 1984, p. 47.
16 Besenval 1984, p. 47.
17 Besenval 1984, pp. 48-49; Van Beek 1987, p. 84.

ing on it, leaned on the short side tilted towards the 
bottom wall and, at the same time, towards the arch 
span. A second brick was made to overlap the first, 
then a third above the second, which was inclined in-
wards and supported by the bottom wall. This pro-
cedure was repeated until the conclusion of the first 
arch, with subsequent arches overlapping it.13

In the second category, the temporary support 
was removed when the vault was closed, and the 
structure was dry. For this reason, the main prob-
lem associated with these techniques was the need 
to build a support structure to sustain the entire 
surface of the vault before realizing the implemen-
tation.14 Two types of rib can be distinguished. The 
first is defined as a “core rib”, which filled the space 
that was to be covered by the vault using unbaked 
bricks or earth, such that the top of this filling act-

13 Besenval 1984, pp. 42-45; Van Beek 1987, p. 85.
14 Besenval 1984, p. 47.

Figure 5
Radial arrangement 
(after Van Beek 1987, p. 84)

Figure 3
Corbelled vault 
(after Valentini 2002, p. 8)

Figure 4
Tilted rows 
(after Van Beek 1987, p. 85)
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well as the covering of many surface structures, for 
the realization of the covering of two royal tombs 
at Ur.24 A technique with radial rows and a succes-
sive one with tilted rows (the latter is documented 
from the end of the third millennium) seem to have 
been developed in Southern Mesopotamia, start-
ing from the prototypes of barrel vaults made from 
bundles of reeds; this is evidenced by the examples 
found at Uruk, in some buildings in the area of Ean-
na.25 Then, during the Middle Bronze Age, both 
techniques spread to the north and east.26 During 

24 Besenval 1984, p. 160
25 Lenzen 1968
26 Besenval 1984, p. 160

2.3. The evolution of building techniques

As already mentioned, the model for the first open 
vaults may have been a structure formed by bundles 
of reeds tied together. Even today, this technique is 
used in Southern Iraq for the construction of the 
so-called mudhif (typical of the Nasiriyah Marshes), 
characterized by single-celled rooms with an arched 
tunnel shape and made with a series of arches, joined 
by bundles of reeds, which made the construction of 
barrel structures possible.18 Thus, it would seem that 
the first attempts at covering probably occurred in 
Southern Mesopotamia, maybe because of the lack 
of wood that was necessary for the construction of 
flat roofs. Unfortunately, this interpretation is com-
plex, since the first evidence of this is documented 
in the north, not in open (barrel) vaults, but closed 
dome-shaped vaults made with the corbelled tech-
nique.19 In fact, this technique is initially attest-
ed in the Halaf period in the dome roofing of the 
tholoi, as found at the sites of Tell Arpachiyah and 
Yarim Tepe, before spreading to the south, where 
it is attested in monumental contexts, such as the 
tombs of the First Dynasty of Ur (figs. 6-7).20 Both 
at Tell Arpachiyah and at Yarim Tepe, the tombs 
were composed of a single circular chamber vault-
ed with blocks of pisé (raw clay) starting from the 
floor, while tomb 779 from Ur had four chambers 
made of limestone blocks covered by a vault starting 
at one meter from the ground.21 In the third mil-
lennium BC (Early Dynastic period), the corbelled 
technique was the main technique for covering 
underground vaulted structures, both with brick 
masonry, such as at Khafajah, and with stone ma-
sonry, as at Mari and Ur (fig. 8).22 For example, at 
Mari, there were five tombs: one with a single room 
and four coupled together, all of which were cov-
ered with a corbelled vault starting from the floor.23 
From the beginning of the third millennium, a sec-
ond technique, involving radial rows, is attested, as 

18 Valentini 2002, p. 8.
19 Valentini 2002, p. 9.
20 Besenval 1984, p. 160.
21 Mallowan, Cruikshank Rose 1935; Merpert, 

Munchaev, Bader 1976; Woolley 1934.
22 Besenval 1984, p. 160.
23 Jean Marie 1990.

Figure 6 
Tholos at Tell Arpachiya, Halaf period 

(after Mallowan, Cruikschank Rose 1935, p. 30)

Figure 7
Tombs PG779 at Ur, First Dynasty of Ur 

(after Woolley 1934, pl. 24)
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Figure 8
Tombs 241, 242 and 300 
at Mari, Early Dynastic period 
(after Jean Marie 1990, pl.40)

Figure 9
Tomb of Tepti Ahar at Haft 
Tepe, Middle Elamite period 
(after Negahban 1991, pl. 7)

the second millennium, these different implemen-
tation techniques coexisted. In the first part of the 
millennium, the corbelled vault is attested in Assyr-
ia, as well as in Southern Mesopotamia.27 During 
the Isin-Larsa period, however, both this technique 
and the tiled rows are attested, especially at Uruk,28 
Isin29 and Ur. At all these sites, the vault arranged 
with tilted rows started on the side walls. In Khuz-

27 Besenval 1984, p. 161.
28 Lenzen 1961, 1962.
29 Spanos 1987, pp. 17-21.

estan, in the Early Elamite levels of Susa,30 the tilt-
ed rows technique is attested, while the technique 
with radially arranged bricks is absent.31 Regarding 
the latter half of the second millennium, the situa-
tion is more confusing. The Middle Assyrian tombs 
at Assur seem to indicate a decrease in the impor-
tance of the corbelled vault in favour of a vault with 
radially arranged bricks.32 Here, six hypogea were 

30 Ghirshman 1967, 1968a.
31 Besenval 1984, p. 161.
32 Besenval 1984, p. 161.
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altars; and a funerary area, containing the tombs, 
which was far from the entrance (fig. 11).

Despite this subdivision, it is not possible to 
identify specific features that architecturally distin-
guish structures within a context compared to oth-
ers; instead, it is possible to isolate some features 
that are common to the majority of the hypogea.

Figure 10
Graph on the localization of the analysed hypogea

At all the analysed sites, access to the tomb is only 
possible from one of the rooms inside the building 
that houses it. In most cases, it is indicated by a kind 
of baked brick sealing on the floor, as can be seen at 
Tchoga Zanbil, Ur and Tell Barri, while, in other 
examples, it is highlighted with stone slabs, such as 
at Assur (fig. 12). A unicum is instead represented in 
some tombs within the North-West Palace of Nim-
rud, as indicated by bricks boxes, which were also 
used to leave offerings to the dead.41 The connection 
between the entrance of the tomb and the over-
head room was generally realized thanks to a verti-
cal shaft, which could be excavated into the ground 
or built with baked bricks or stone, sometimes pro-
vided with a few steps. Tchoga Zanbil has the only 
example in which the vertical shaft was completely 
replaced by a staircase. Concerning the entrance to 

41 Mallowan 1966, p. 114.

covered with corbelled vaults which were generally 
set on the floor, but most of the tombs were cov-
ered with a radial arrangement and set on side walls 
in baked bricks or stone blocks, or directly on the 
floor.33 Instead, the vaults in the Haft Tepe tombs, 
dating back to the beginning of the Middle Elamite 
Period (fifteenth to fourteenth centuries BC), are 
covered with tilted rows, while, at Tchoga Zanbil, 
no structure involving this technique can be found, 
since the tombs were built with radial rows (fig. 9).34 
Finally, this latter technique was still very much in 
use in Assyria during the first half of the first mil-
lennium BC, especially at Assur, where most of the 
tombs were made in this way, although a minority 
were made using tilted rows technique.35

3. Context and localization 
of the hypogea

The analysed hypogea can be divided into three 
groups, based on the context in which they are 
found. Most of them are located below private 
dwellings, typically situated in artisan and commer-
cial neighbourhoods (such as Tell Mohammed Di-
yab36 or Babylon37), to a lesser extent in dwellings 
near the palace. In some cases (at Uruk, Mari, Assur 
and Nimrud38), the tombs are below the palaces, es-
pecially under the private areas, but sometimes un-
der the administrative ones. Finally, at Haft Tepe39 
and Tchoga Zanbil,40 in Khuzestan, such hypogea 
have been found underneath funerary buildings 
(fig. 10). In both buildings, it is possible to identify 
three different areas: a public area, comprising the 
rooms closest to the entrance; a ritual area located 
in the centre and characterized, in the first case, by 
a courtyard with an altar in the centre and a pedes-
tal near the wall, and, in the second case, by fifteen 

33 Pedde 2015.
34 Besenval 1984, p. 161.
35 Besenval 1984, p. 161.
36 Bachelot 1992, pp. 31-34.
37 Reuther 1926.
38 Mallowan 1966; Oates J., Oates D. 2001.
39 Negahban 1991.
40 Ghirshman 1968b.
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Figure 11
Schematic plan of the funerary 
building at Tchoga Zanbil 
and Haft Tepe, 
Middle Elamite period 
(after Mofidi-Nasrabadi 
2012, p. 268)

the tomb, it can be argued that, in almost all cases, 
this was realized by an arch placed on one of the 
short sides of the chamber and closed by bricks or 
stones. Sometimes, however, access was possible 
directly through the upper part of the vault, as ob-
served in hypogea at Babylon.

As for the plan of these tombs, it is possible to 
note that they generally had a rectangular or square-
shaped funerary chamber; a trapezoidal shape was 
much less common (fig. 13). In one case, at Chagar 
Bazar, the tomb had an apsed end with a semicircu-
lar plan (figs. 14-15).

Figure 12
Baked bricks sealing of the tomb III’s entrance 

at Tchoga Zanbil, Middle Elamite period 
(after Ghirshman 1959, p. 277)

Figure 13
Tomb 65 at Assur, Neo-Assyrian period 

(after Haller 1954, p. 161)



West & East 161 Monografie, 4

The vaulted funerary hypogea in Mesopotamia between the second and first millennium BC: localization and architectural features

sometimes they are arranged at a right angle (such 
as at Tchoga Zanbil and Assur) (fig. 16), sometimes 
they are aligned with each other (as at Tell Bi’a and 
Assur) (fig. 17), sometimes they are arranged along 
an axis (as at Nimrud) (fig. 18), and sometimes they 
are separated by a vertical shaft or the room is di-

Most of the hypogea comprise only one room, such 
as those at Tchoga Zanbil and Haft Tepe. Some 
hypogea instead are equipped with two chambers: 
typically, the one closest to the entrance is regard-
ed as the antechamber, while the other is the funer-
ary chamber proper. Their arrangement is variable: 

Figure 15
Graph on the plans of the one-chamber hypogea

Figure 14 
Tomb at Chagar Bazar, Old Babylonian period 

(after Mallowan 1937, fig. 8)

Figure 17
Tomb 36 at Assur, Middle Assyrian period 

(after Haller 1954, p. 113)

Figure 16
Tomb 70 at Assur, Neo-Assyrian period 

(after Haller 1954, p. 166)
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Figure 18
Tomb II at Nimrud, 8th century BC 
(after Damerji 1998, p. 54)

Figure 19
Tomb 24 at Assur, Middle Assyrian period 
(after Haller 1954, p. 106)

Figure 20
Graph on the plans of the two-chambers hypogea
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pogeum, unlike the others, has two entrances: the 
main one is on the short side of the first longitudinal 
room, while the secondary one is on the short side of 
the latitudinal room. At Assur, in some tombs dat-
ing back to the Neo-Assyrian period, the funerary 
chamber is divided into two or three areas by bricks 
on the floor, whose function was probably to trans-
form these areas into separate rooms (fig. 22).

Figure 22
Tomb 47 at Assur, Neo-Assyrian period 
(after Haller 1954, pl. 37b)

Figure 21
Tomb 53 at Assur, Middle Assyrian period 
(after Haller 1954, p. 154)

vided into two parts by a partition (for example, at 
Assur) (figs. 19-20). Meanwhile, at Assur, there is 
a tomb, probably dating back to the Middle Assyr-
ian period, which comprises three rooms: two with 
a longitudinal development on the same axis, and a 
third with a latitudinal development, which has, on 
the short side, an annex in the form of a large niche 
with some grave goods (fig. 21). Moreover, this hy-
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with a reception area and adjoining bathroom 
zones. At Uruk, some burials have been found be-
low rooms in the administrative area (fig. 24).44  

Moreover, I have tried to understand whether the 
tombs and the buildings that housed them were con-
temporaneous with each other. I have observed that 
hypogea are often planned at the moment of the re-
alization of a building. This is the case with the struc-
tures at Nimrud, Tell Barri and Babylon. On the 
contrary, they were sometimes realized when the 
building was already in use, as confirmed by the Tell 
Barri and Tell Bi’a examples. Finally, Tchoga Zanbil 
has the only case of a tomb that was made before the 
overhead building, while, at Tell Mohammed Diyab, 
the hypogeum was built later than the first dwelling 
phase, but earlier than the rebuilding phase (fig. 25).

44 Lenzen 1961, pp. 21-23, 1962, pp. 28-29, 1963, 
pp. 35-36.

Unfortunately, the relation between the hypo-
geum and the overhead space is not always under-
standable; sometimes, it is impossible to interpret 
the function of the surface room because the struc-
tures in such examples have been almost completely 
destroyed. Nevertheless, in general, we can say that 
most of the tombs were placed below courtyards 
(such as at Ur,42 Tell Mohammed Diyab and Tell 
Barri). At Ur, many hypogea were located under-
neath the so-called domestic chapels, which were 
placed far from the building’s entrance (fig. 23). 
They were usually paved with burnt brick and, in 
some cases, characterized by a low altar with a hearth 
and drains.43 In other cases, the tombs were under 
private rooms, as in the case of the North-West Pal-
ace at Nimrud, where there were several apartments 

42 Woolley, Mallowan 1976.
43 Valentini 2016, p. 13.

Figure 24
Graph on the type of the rooms above the hypogea

Figure 25 
Graph on the relationship between hypogea and buildings

Figure 23
Altar House at Ur, Isin-Larsa period 
(after Valentini 2016, p. 238)
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and the large stone-built corbelled vaulted chamber 
tombs (exemplified by tombs 50, 101 and 20147), 
which are the ones we are specifically interested in 
(figs. 26-27).48 The realization system of these struc-
tures is common, although there are many varia-
tions, and essentially consist of two parts: a verti-
cal shaft or a hallway (dromos) with stairs, giving 
access to the funerary chamber. Generally, these 
graves are characterized by a square or rectangular 
plan and by an average size of two square meters, al-
though they can exceed ten square meters.49 The fu-
nerary chamber usually comprised a series of niches 
in the side walls, and sometimes even in the back,  

47 On tomb 201 see also Margueron 1983.
48 Marchegay 1999, 2008, p. 99.
49 Marchegay 2008, p. 99.

4. The chamber tombs at Ugarit

Subsequently, funerary hypogea excavated at Ugarit 
have been analysed in order to compare the struc-
tures found on this site and those situated in Meso-
potamia and Khuzestan.45 

On this site, there are more than 200 chamber 
tombs, distributed more or less across the entire ex-
cavated area. Based on Marchegay’s work, it is pos-
sible to divide these tombs into two types: chamber 
tombs with walls built of rubble stones and covered 
with slabs, which are the most common type (exam-
ples of which are tombs 56 and 57, 103 and 106846),  

45 Yon 1997.
46 On tomb 1068 see also Salles 1987, pp. 158-173.

Figure 27
Tomb 101 at Ugarit, Type 2, Late Bronze Age (after Teba 2015, p. 266)

Figure 26 
Tomb 103 at Ugarit, Type 1, Late Bronze Age (after Teba 2015, p. 265)



West & East 166 Monografie, 4

Margherita Dallai

5. Concluding remarks

Based on the analysis of the different building mate-
rials, the techniques of implementation and the re-
lationship between funerary hypogea and the build-
ings located above them, as well as the comparison 
of structures found at Ugarit, it is possible to make 
some observations.

As for the materials employed in the realization 
of the vaults, the stone is certainly the least used 
one. The brick, both baked and unbaked, is the most 
common material, although the use of the former is 
limited because of the high cost associated with its 
realization, that is due to the cooking process.

Regarding the evolution of the vault, on the ba-
sis of the data analysed to date, I can support the 
hypothesis suggested by Valentini about the exis-
tence of two distinct technological traditions.54 In 
fact, the dome-shaped roofing may have developed 
in Northern Mesopotamia, as well as a corbelled 
vault technique, as documented in this area until 
later periods. Instead, the technique for radial rows 
and the barrel vault probably developed in South-
ern Mesopotamia, inspired by the structures made 
with bundles of reeds. Without distinguishing be-
tween the different implementation techniques, 
another hypothesis is supported by scholars such 
as Besenval, Castel and Sauvage, who believe that 

54 Valentini 2002, p. 9.

which were probably used to place lamps or offer-
ings.50 The extension of the dromos over time con-
firms the intent to make access to the tomb easier: at 
the beginning, this passage was very short, but it was 
later changed into a longer passage and equipped 
with a staircase.51 On account of the analysis of the 
house-tomb complex, it is possible to argue that the 
funerary structure was planned before the house 
was built. These tombs were placed near the access 
and almost always involved independent access on 
the street to facilitate entry to people who most 
probably did not live in the house itself (fig. 28).52 
In many dwellings, the tomb was located beneath 
two rooms: one was above the dromos, while the 
other was above the funerary chamber; the former 
had a specific funerary role since the tomb was ac-
cessed from here, while the second most likely had a 
domestic function. Marchegay supposed that these 
spaces above the tomb could also be used for funer-
ary ceremonies, especially for the funerary feast in 
honour of the dead.53

50 Teba 2015, p. 268.
51 Marchegay 2008, p. 102; Teba 2015, p. 267.
52 Marchegay 2008, p. 107.
53 Marchegay 2008, p. 107.

Figure 28
Tomb’s external entrance 
at Ugarit 
(after Teba 2015, p. 269)
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Finally, the most important difference concerns 
access to the tomb and its location inside the house. 
In fact, while the hypogea at Ugarit were built in 
areas close to the building entrance and provided 
with direct access from outside, the tombs in Mes-
opotamia and Khuzestan were often located as far 
as possible from the entrance of the building, in ar-
eas that were difficult to access. Unfortunately, at 
present, we do not have enough elements to con-
vincingly explain this difference. In the case of the 
Ugarit tombs, as Marchegay suggests, it can be as-
sumed that an independent entrance on the street 
could have facilitated access to people who were 
external to the house; for example, it was hypothe-
sized that this measure could have facilitated entry 
for relatives to the family tomb after the sale of the 
house itself.58 Another hypothesis is related to the 
observation that not all dwellings housed a hypoge-
um, which means that more families possibly shared 
a hypogeum, but not the house above it. In this sense, 
an independent entrance would have also made the 
tomb accessible to those who did not live in that 
building.59 On the contrary, with regard to hypogea 
analysed in my study, the purpose of their location 
seems to have been to hinder access to the tombs to 
external people, probably in order to keep the pub-
lic area of the house separate from the area that was 
more connected to the afterworld. This concept is 
very clear in the case of the funerary buildings at 
Haft Tepe and Tchoga Zanbil, which have been 
previously described.

Finally, by analysing the relationship between 
the hypogea and the overhead building, it is possible 
to determine that, at Ugarit, the link between the 
tomb and the house was very strong because both 
were planned and realized at the same time. Mean-
while, at the other sites, despite their construction 
mostly taking place contemporaneously, some hypo-
gea were realized before or after the construction of 
the building that housed them.

58 Marchegay 2008, p. 107.
59 Marchegay 2008, pp. 106-107.

the vault technology belonged to a typical North-
ern Mesopotamia tradition.55 Their thesis is also 
based on the fact that, in Northern Mesopotamia, 
the vault is attested in private dwellings more fre-
quently than in the south, suggesting that the tech-
nique was only mastered thanks to a long tradition 
of passing on relevant skills in this area.56

About the context in which the hypogea are 
found, I tried to analyse the data relating to their lo-
cation, access and plan in order to determine wheth-
er a chronological development could be outlined. 
Unfortunately, from the information collected, it is 
not possible to identify any diachronic development 
for any of the analysed elements. As for the planim-
etry of the tombs, it was not possible to hypothesize 
any rationale regarding the numerical variability of 
the rooms. 

On the basis of comparison between the ex-
amined sites and the site of Ugarit, it was possible 
to highlight the existence of some similarities, but 
also substantial differences between the hypogea on 
these sites. At all these sites, most of the hypogea were 
found under private dwellings, although they were 
sometimes located under royal palaces. The plan of 
the funerary chamber was generally rectangular or 
quadrangular in shape, although its size was much 
larger (sometimes it exceeded ten square meters) in 
the tombs of Ugarit than in those of Mesopotamia 
and Khuzestan. At all sites, the chamber had one or 
more niches in the walls, although, in Ugarit, some 
of them connected the chamber with a space that 
was otherwise inaccessible; we do not know what its 
function was, but Marchegay suggests that it could 
have served to host the ancestors.57 The hypogea at 
Ugarit were all built with stone and covered by a 
corbelled vault, unlike those at other sites where dif-
ferent materials and techniques were used. General-
ly, the hypogea were characterized by a single room, 
while, in Mesopotamia and Khuzestan, there were 
sometimes two or, more rarely, three. 

55 Besenval 1984, pp. 160-161; Castel 1996, p. 275; 
Sauvage 1998, pp. 157-158.

56 Valentini 2002, p. 15.
57 Marchegay 2008, p. 128.
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