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Abstract

In oriental archaeology the study of human skeletal remains sadly still today receives poor attention causing de-
pletion to the archaeological and historical interpretations.
Here we present the results of a study based on an integrated approach between archaeothanatology (among 
the topics taphonomy of human bone remains, spatial relationships between other elements of the tomb as the 
architectural structure or grave goods) and bioarchaeology (sex, age at death, ancestry, stature, palaeopathol-
ogy) of the human bone remains coming from the excavations of Şinduxa necropolis nowadays embedded in 
the city center of Duhok, Iraqi Kurdistan.
Briefly, four tombs were explored: one, placed in plain earth covered with stone slabs belonging to an adult 
woman and the other three consisted in stone funerary chambers above the ground were bone remains of 9 
adult subjects of both sexes were lying. Interestingly in each of these structures a well preserved simple oval clay 
sarcophagus containing one or two skeletons was present. Regarding the tomb’s chronology C14 calibrated 
dating indicates a time frame from Neo-Assyrian to the Parthian epoch.
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Immediately the Direction of Antiquities of Duhok 
stopped the work and started a rescue excavation 
that continued for three more years (2010-2013 and 
2015), thanks to the financial support of the Kurdis-
tan Regional Government under the direction of Dr. 
Hasan Qasim, Director of Antiquities Department 
in Duhok. The rescue work brought to light no real 
architecture, rather a large array of new monumental 
statues and other objects of exceptional value dating 
from the Late Uruk period down to Hellenistic and 
Parthian time. One of the most interesting discover-
ies was the presence of a large cemetery hosting over 
100 graves of different type (fig. 2), that had been in 
use for a long period of time.

The cemetery was fully cleared and mapped 
(fig. 3), but just four graves were fully excavated in 

1. Introduction

The site of Şinduxa is located on the left bank of 
the Rubar Duhok, on a terrace rising of about 15 m 
above the river level, at 518 m asl (fig. 1). Although 
today it is completely flattened, originally it had to 
be a tell-formation. Nowadays it is embedded in the 
city center of Duhok.

The actual name is Şinduxa, the very same topi-
onym - ALU Su-du-hi - was already mentioned in the 
ancient cuneiform texts from Mari as a city of the 
Kingdom of Mitanni. 1

The site was discovered accidentally in 2010 
during the construction work of the new Duhok ca-
bleway. First to be noticed where some fragments of 
a monumental stone statue of the Mitannian period.  

1 Luckenbill 1912, 180; Heimpel 2003, 418.

Figure 1
Localization from aerial photo of the site of Şinduxa, Duhok
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belong to the Parthian epoch and testify a very com-
plex burial practice probably connected to the Zo-
roastrian religion widespread among the local pop-
ulation of the region.

2015. These graves were located in the southern part 
of the site (square F3 in the map at fig. 3) and are 
object of the present contribution. If one of them 
dates to the Neo-Assyrian Period, the other three 

Figure 3
Map of the archaeological site of Şinduxa. 
The square F3 indicates the localization 
of the necropolis

Figure 2
A view of the necropolis. The semi-circular stone 
funerary chambers and simple burials covered by 
stone slabs are visible
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inside the tomb.4 More in detail this research had 
two main goals: the first one is devoted to recon-
struct the biological profile in terms of sex, age at 
death, stature and health conditions of the human 
sample and the second one to furnish a reliable re-
construction of the original manner of deposition 
of the deceased.

On the whole this partial research allowed 
us to anticipate a more extensive study suggest-
ing the great interest of the necropolis of Şinduxa 
concerning the funerary archaeology. In this study 
four tombs, one single and three collectives, were 
excavated and studied and this report summarizes 
the preliminary results.

The sex determination was done on the morpho-
logical features of pelvic girdle, skull and general ro-
bustness of the bone remains according to the indi-
cations reported in Buikstra and Ubelaker (1994) 
and about the estimation of age at death we consid-
er the variations of the morphology of the auricular 
surface of the ilium and the corresponding surface 
of the sacral bone. Furthermore, where possible, 
the morphological appearance of the fourth sternal 
rib’s end according to Isçan et Al. (1984) and paleo-
pathological diagnosis was made according the diag-
nostic criteria suggested by Ortner (2003). At last 
archaeothanatology interpretation of the burials 
was made according to Duday (2002).

3. Grave 1

Grave 1 was a stone chamber burial where a skel-
eton was contained in a bath tube clay sarcophagus. 
The human bone remains belong to an anatomical-
ly complete and well preserved skeleton of a young 
adult woman, as suggested by a very marked preau-
ricular sulcus on the pelvis, aged between 20 to 25 
years old with a stature estimated from 153 cm to 
156 cm (fig. 4 and 5). The skeleton at the discov-
ery was lying in a supine position with the upper 
arms crossed and both hands placed on the chest; 
the lower limbs appeared parallel and extended. 
The decomposition occurred in empty space but 
the marked straight appearance of the skeleton and 

4 Duday 2004.

2. Material and methods

The integrated study of human skeletal remains 
at the aim to reconstruct the biological profile of 
the deceased sadly have received poor attention 
in the past until the publication in the ’70 of the 
Lawrence Angel’s research about human skele-
tal remains from Mycene and Lerna.2 Until now 
many others significant papers devoted to this top-
ic have enriched the archaeology with stimulating 
sources of information. In our opinion neverthe-
less, a milestone about the corpus of information 
devoted to support and help archaeological inter-
pretations and reconstructions results from the 
application of the concept of Archaeotanatology 
developed by Henry Duday and coauthors at the 
’80s of the last century (Duday et Al. 1990). Ar-
chaeotanatology consists in a synthesis about the 
relationships existing between the deceased’s bone 
remains and their arrangement in the grave paying 
attention to the objects accompanying the dead 
and their placement in respect to the human body; 
in this way the contribution of important infor-
mation that archeothanatology can furnish to the 
archaeology is obvious.  

In this paper, we present as an example of the 
bioarchaeological and archaeothanathological ap-
proach, the results coming from the excavations of 
four tombs found in an ancient cemetery localized 
in Duhok (Kurdistan Region). From sixteenth 
October to 16 November 2015 a project in order 
to obtain bone samples to submit for radiocarbon 
dating has allowed to explore the tombs from the 
necropolis of Şinduxa. Furthermore, to obtain the 
bone samples a survey about the tombs selected 
a preliminary bioarcheological research with the 
aim to describe the human sample sheltered in the 
tombs was carried out. This study is the result of 
an integration between the more reliable and dif-
fused methods to investigate human skeletal re-
mains (physical anthropology and palaeopatholo-
gy)3 and archeothanatology a new discipline based 
to investigate the relationships between the hu-
man bones arrangement, goods or other structures 

2 Angel 1971.
3 Byers 2002.
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Figure 4
Tomb 1. Oval clay sarcophagus containing the skeleton of a young adult woman

Figure 5
Plan of the tomb 1
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the verticalization of the clavicle seems to indicate 
a wall-effect of compression thus suggesting that 
the body was probably wrapped in a tissue, maybe 
a shroud (fig. 6). During the excavation of the tomb 
two small findings consisting in an iron ring and 
a very thin bronze needle came to light. The ring 
was found at a higher level respect to the skeleton 

Figure 6 – Tomb 1. 
The marked rectilinear disposition of the left upper and lower limbs of the skeleton suggests a wall effect probably resulting 
in compression due to a shroud wrapping the body

Figure 7 – Tomb 1. 
The ring accompanying the deceased that was lying 
inside of the sarcophagus

Figure 8 – Tomb 1. 
The bronze needle accompanying the deceased that was lying 
inside of the sarcophagus

close to the fingers of the right hand thus suggesting 
that the jewel was probably worn by the deceased 
(fig. 7). The other object, a needle in bronze meas-
uring about 5 cm, was discovered close to the right 
foot (fig. 8). The position and the nature of the ob-
ject could indicate that the needle was used to sew 
up the tissue wrapping the body.
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Very small fragments of long bones belonging to 
an unspecified number of individuals appeared close 
to the sarcophagus thus suggesting that it was a col-
lective tomb.  

Figure 9
Absolute and calibrated age 
of the skeleton of the tomb 1

Bone remains indicate as absolute dating an 
age of 1823±45BP with calibrated age (95,4% 
probability) ranging between 80 to 330 AD 
(fig. 9).

4. Grave 2

The chamber built in stone where the dead were 
placed, contained several unconnected human 
bones belonging to a minimum number of three 
adult subjects leaning on the stone wall (fig. 10, 11 
and 12); a skeleton in poor anatomical connection, 
maybe an adult female, was lying on the soil on the 
lid of the sarcophagus used as the place of deposi-
tion (fig. 12); at last, an oval clay sarcophagus con-
taining a complete skeleton of an adult male, about 
25-35 years old, with a stature estimated in about 
175 cm, was observable. This is an example of collec-
tive tomb where the differences of anatomical con-
nection and better condition of preservation of the 
deceased suggests that the sarcophagus was the en-
vironment where the decay of the body took place.

Figure 10 – Tomb 2. Collective burial where an oval 
clay sarcophagus containing a skeleton of an adult male 
(A) and fragmentary bone remains of three adult subjects 
(B) placed outside of the sarcophagus are visible
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stress maybe due to usual overload of heavy weight 
on the back; a marked heavy dental wear on the 
mandibular teeth is observable as well (fig. 13).

Bone remains indicates as absolute dating an age 
of 1769±40 BP with calibrated age (95,4% proba-
bility) ranging between 130 to 380 AD (fig. 14).

At the palaeopathological examination the 
skeleton of the man contained in the sarcophagus 
showed signs of degeneration at the level of the 
thoracic lumbar tract of the vertebral column con-
sisting in the flattening of the vertebral bodies and 
osteophytosis thus suggesting an incipient skeletal 

Figure 11
Plan of the tomb 2

Figure 12  – Tomb 2. 
Distribution of human 
fragmentary bone remains 
placed outside of the 
sarcophagus
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Figure 13 – Tomb 2. Palaeopathological evidences of the skeleton lying in the sarcophagus

Figure 14 
Absolute and calibrated age 
of the skeleton lying in the 
sarcophagus
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the subject was seriously affected by a huge degree 
of dental wear probably because of a coriaceous diet 
rich in contaminants likely consisting in remnants 
of the grindstone. At last, as a grave good a fragmen-
tary clay bowl placed at level of the skeletal face of 
the sublet was found. Bone remains indicate as ab-
solute dating an age of 2832±45 BP with calibrated 
age (93,7% probability) ranging between 1130 BC 
– 890 BC and with calibrated age (1,7% probabil-
ity) ranging between 880 to 850 BC (fig. 17).

5. Grave 3

The burial consisted in a simple ditch in the ground 
where a fragmentary and anatomically incomplete 
skeleton was conserved (fig. 15 and 16). The skele-
ton belonged to a woman that was lying supine with 
the upper limbs crossed on the chest and the low-
er limbs extended. The age at death of the subject 
was old, probably over 50 years old and the stature 
was estimated in about 154 cm. The dentition of 

Figure 15 – Tomb 3. 
Simple ditch on the ground where a fragmentary skeleton 
of a mature adult woman was lying. Fragments of a clay 
bowl (A) were placed at level of the head of the deceased

Figure 16 
Plan of the tomb 3
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The human sample occupies the funerary room 
in two spaces. The first environment was a clay sar-
cophagus were the skeleton of an adult female be-
tween 25-35 years old of age was lying supine with 
both legs extended and upper arms likely crossed on 
the chest (subject B). During the excavation in pro-

6. Grave 4

It is a collective burial were a whole of 5 subjects 
were buried; the tomb was intercepted by an Islam-
ic tomb where a skeleton of an adult male lying on 
the right flank (fig. 18 and 19).

Figure 17
Absolute and calibrated age 
of the skeleton of the tomb 3

Figure 18 – Tomb 4. 
Collective tomb consisting in a 
sarcophagus (A) containing a skeleton 
of an adult woman and fragmentary 
bone remains of lower limbs belonging 
to a probable adult male.
Fragmentary bone remains without 
anatomical connection of three adult 
subjects (B) placed outside of the 
sarcophagus are observable.
A tomb dated to the Islamic period 
intercepting the tomb 4 (C) is visible 
as well
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Figure 19
Plan of the tomb 4

Figure 20 – Tomb 4. 
Details of arrangement of the 
bone remains contained in the 
sarcophagus. The subject B was a 
young adult woman placed above 
the skeleton of the subject A a 
mature adult man (short arrows); 
both femurs of this skeleton 
where placed at the left side of the 
thoracic cage of the woman. These 
bones were probably wrapped 
in a bag or contained in a box of 
perishable material (long arrow)
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ical connection between the cranium from the man-
dible and the vertebral column (fig. 21). The loss of 
anatomical connection could be the consequence of 
the fall of the skull that was lying on a pillow in per-
ishable material. Besides, at the level of the left shoul-
der a thin hooked needle in bronze measuring about 
5,30 cm was found. As previously reported in the case 
of tomb 1 the needle could have been used to sew up 
a shroud in perishable tissue (fig. 22).

gressive manner only the leg bones (tibia and fibula 
of both sides) of a robust adult male appeared (sub-
ject A). Besides a pair of femurs probably belonging 
to the man were placed on top of the other on the 
chest of the female skeleton. Probably this unusual 
deposition is related with the aim to create the space 
needed to shelter the female body in the sarcophagus 
(fig. 20). Observing the skeleton of the female is pos-
sible appreciate the large disjunction of the anatom-

Figure 21 – Tomb 4. 
Details of the skeleton of the subject A was 
lying in the sarcophagus. The fall of the skull on 
the chest and the disjunction of the anatomical 
connection between cranium, mandible and 
vertebral column suggests the probable presence 
of a pillow in perishable material where the 
head was lied at the time of inhumation

Figure 22 – Tomb 4.
The bronze needle accompanying the skeleton 
of the woman contained in the sarcophagus



West & East 306 Monografie, 4

Alessandro Canci, Hasan Ahmed Qasim

As concern the palaeopathology, in grave 4 as 
well the oral health was very poor because of the 
very heavy wear affecting the occlusal surfaces of the 
teeth of the female from the sarcophagus but above 
all in the case of a cranium found outside the sar-
cophagus were a complete ante mortem tooth loss 
probably due to a serious masticatory stress affecting 
the mandible of a mature adult male was observable.

Bone remains indicates as absolute dating age of 
1766±45 BP with calibrated age (95,4% probabili-
ty) ranging between 130 to 390 AD (fig. 24).

The second place of deposition for the human 
bones is the space outside of the sarcophagus where 
skulls and unconnected postcranial bones corre-
sponding to three individuals (probably two adult 
males and one subject of undetermined sex) were 
found. In this case as well, it is important to remem-
ber that the tidy disposition of the bones without 
anatomical connection suggests a careful manipu-
lation with the aim to manage the space inside the 
tomb in order to contain in the best way the bones 
of the dead (fig. 23).

Figure 23 – Tomb 4. 
The tidy disposition 
of the bone remains 
outside of the sarcophagus 
suggest a packaging 
in a bag or in a box in 
perishable material or 
careful manipulation 
of the bones in order to 
manage in the best way 
the space in the tomb

Figure 24
Absolute and calibrated 
age of the woman’s 
skeleton from the 
sarcophagus of the tomb 4
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The whole of the Parthian human skeletal re-
mains previously described were sheltered in collec-
tive tombs consisting in a stone chamber of semicir-
cular shape reopened over the course of time when a 
new deposition of a deceased member of the family 
was necessary. At the interior of each room an oval 
clay sarcophagus, about 185-200 cm length, 40-45 
cm wide and 25-30 cm depth containing the bones of 
one or more subjects, was present. The clay sarcoph-
agus is the place of decomposition of the body subse-
quent to the deposition in the funerary chamber.   

We suggest as reported by Olbrycht (2017) that 
this funerary practice fits well with Zoroastrianism’s 
precets that impose to avoid any contamination of 
the main elements (Earth, Fire and Water) because 
after the death the body becomes impure. The sar-
cophagus is an environment where the complete de-
cay of the body after death takes places sparing the 
earth by an impure pollution due to putrefaction of 
the human tissues. At the end of this phase the bones 
were assembled and placed outside of the sarcopha-
gus in order to make available the environment of 

7. Concluding remarks

In conclusion, as reported in table 1 in spite of the 
small number of burials explored the results indi-
cate that dating allows us to affirm that the necropo-
lis cover a lifespan of about 700 years from the Neo-
Assyrian period to the Parthian epoch.

In Şinduxa the most ancient tomb 3 dated to the 
Neo-Assyrian period and consists in a simple ditch 
in the ground but it is in the Parthian-Ellenistic pe-
riod that a real funerary building appears. A lot of 
matters concerning the funerary archaeology of Par-
thian epoch are still largely little known not only in 
Kurdistan region of Iraq, object of this paper, but in 
ancient Mesopotamia and Iran too. The recent re-
view about this topic written by Farjamirad (2015) 
highlights the large number of different burial prac-
tices among Parthian communities consisting in 
pithoi, shaft burials, sarcophagus of several mor-
phologies (oval, anthropoid, bathtub coffins) built 
in different materials (from simple clay to bronze), 
monumental and rock cut chambers.

Tomb Structure Sarcophagus Sex Age at death Burial goods Cal. dates

1 Stone 
chamber  

yes Female lying 
in sarcophagus

 adult Iron ring 
and bronze 
needle in the 
sarcophagus

80-330 AD

2 Stone 
chamber

yes 1 male lyng in  
sarcophagus, bone 
remains of 1 female 
(?),  fragmentary and 
disconnected  bones of 
two unsexed subjects 
outside of the sarcophagus

 adult no 130-380 AD

3 Simple ditch no female  adult Clay bowl 880-850 BC

4 Stone 
chamber

yes 1 male and 1 female 
lying in the sarcophagus; 
disconnected bone 
remains of  2  males and 1 
unsexed subject outside

 adult Bronze 
needle in the 
sarcophagus

130-390 AD

Table 1



West & East 308 Monografie, 4

Alessandro Canci, Hasan Ahmed Qasim

to adults of both sexes; no children bone remains 
were found.

At last, at the palaeopathological recognition 
no signs of serious pathological lesions due to infec-
tions, traumas or bone evidences of poor nutrition 
were observed but only few cases of osteoarthritis at 
vertebral column due to degenerative diseases and 
ante mortem tooth loss were present thus suggesting 
a fairly good health status.

decay to a new deceased. Interestingly, we remark 
that in the case of tomb 2 a skeleton outside of the 
sarcophagus occupied by another deceased was lying 
on the sarcophagus lid placed on the ground prob-
ably to avoid in this case as well the contamination 
of the tomb’s soil. At least in two cases (Tomb 1 and 
Tomb 4) a bronze age needle probably used to sew 
up the shroud wrapping the body was found. The 
human remains from the chamber burials belonged 
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