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Burying the dead in Late Neolithic Syria
Peter M.M.G. Akkermans, Leiden

Abstract
Mortuary customs in Syria in the seventh and sixth millennia BC were highly varied. This
paper discusses the several dozen child and adult burials found during excavations at Tell
Sabi Abyad, c. 6400-5900 BC. The burial evidence principally consists of primary inhu-
mations in different forms, although there were also indications of secondary mortuary rit-
uals, associated with the removal of the skull or the intentional burning of buildings. There
is proof for the existence of formal, extramural cemeteries, with the dead differentiated
according to age: both adults and children had graveyards of their own in different parts
of the site.

Keywords: burial, mortuary practices, cemeteries, burnt buildings, Syria, Tell Sabi Abyad,
Late Neolithic.

Introduction
We are still rather poorly informed about the treatment of the dead in Syria in

the Late Neolithic (ca. 6900/6800-5300 BC),1 because of the paucity of excava-
tions dealing with this particular period and because of the even greater scarcity of
burials found in those excavations. The current evidence includes only a few dozen
graves from a handful of sites in widely different locations, and any conclusions
valid in one area may not hold for another region. Temporal limitations have to be
taken into account as well, as not all burials are contemporaneous: some of the
investigated sites and their burials cover the earlier stages, others belong to the later
parts of the Late Neolithic period, which lasted for one and a half thousand years
altogether.

In the course of these 1500 years, mortuary customs in Syria and adjacent
regions were subjected to substantial change. The treatment of the dead was nei-
ther static nor uniform, but varied considerably through time, ranging from single
and double pit inhumations to single and multiple skull sepultures and cremations
in different forms, with each category of burial often displaying important further
differentiation (in terms of grave construction, orientation of the body, number
and kind of funerary gifts, etc.). It is beyond doubt that the handling of the dead
in Syria in the seventh and sixth millennia BC was complex and highly diverse in
time and place.2

In the following I wish to elucidate this often locally and temporally bound com-
plexity of mortuary behaviour in the Late Neolithic, by presenting the burials
uncovered in recent years at the site of Tell Sabi Abyad in Syria (fig. 1). The excava-
tions at Tell Sabi Abyad up to 2005 have produced 36 graves, in layers dated to the

1 All dates in this article are calibrated dates BC.
2 See e.g. Akkermans 1989; Campbell 1992; Akkermans and Schwartz 2003.



end of the seventh and the beginning of the sixth millennium BC. Characteristic
were the primary inhumations of children in simple pits, with a single individual lying
in a crouching position on its side, sometimes endowed with grave goods. For a long
time, burials of adults were conspicuously rare, but this picture has recently changed
with the discovery of a graveyard which seems to have been specifically intended for
the interment of adults. Although the burials of adults resemble those of children
in many ways, several of them appear to have been treated differently, in combina-
tion with either the removal of the skull or the burning of buildings.

It is emphasized that the following is no more than an interim evaluation,
because many of the human skeletal remains are still under study – the physical-
anthropological data in particular is not yet fully available.

Tell Sabi Abyad
Tell Sabi Abyad is situated in the upper Balikh basin in the province of Raqqa

in north-central Syria, about 30 km south of the Syro-Turkish border as the crow
flies. The site consists of four prehistoric mounds (Tells Sabi Abyad I to IV), each
located at a distance of only a few dozen metres away from one of the other
mounds. They were used from the late eighth to the early sixth millennium BC,
although not always contemporaneously: in the course of time settlement shifted
back and forward from one mound to the other.

Tell Sabi Abyad I (henceforth simply Tell Sabi Abyad) is the largest of the four
mounds, comprising about 5 ha and rising up to six metres above the surrounding
plain. Part of the mound as we see it today is deeply buried, and its earliest deposits
occur at a depth of four metres below modern field level. Contrary to the impression
created at first sight, Tell Sabi Abyad is not a single, coherent site but comprises
another four low, contiguous mounds, each with its own history of settlement, which
have merged in the course of time. Two of these settlement mounds came into being
in the early half of the seventh millennium and another two mounds to the east of
the original ones after 6200 BC. Significantly, settlement on the two western mounds
ended at the time when occupation on the eastern mounds began.

The investigation of the prehistoric layers of settlement at Tell Sabi Abyad
took place in five areas in different parts of the site, termed operations I to V
(fig. 2). An extensive programme of excavation in the relatively low southeastern
part of the site between 1986 and 1999 (operation I) has yielded stratified deposits
dating from the end of the seventh and the beginning of the sixth millennium, c.
6200-5800 BC. The work in operations II to V since 2001 has considerably
expanded not only the horizontal exposure but also the stratigraphic sequence.
Deposits of the late seventh to early sixth millennium, roughly contemporaneous
with those of operation I, have been unearthed in the northeastern and southern
parts of the site (operation II and upper portion of operation V), whereas occu-
pations of the earlier seventh millennium, c. 6900-6200 BC, have been exposed in
the western areas (operations III, IV and lower portion of V).3
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To date, only a handful of graves have been found in the early strata of settle-
ment at Tell Sabi Abyad. The majority of the burials presented in this report
belong to the end of the sequence of habitation at the site, and are dated between
6100 and 5900 BC. Although they were found in different parts of the mound,
almost all of them are associated with the settlements newly founded to the east
of the original site at the end of the seventh millennium.

The child inhumations
In analogy with the burial evidence at other sites of this period, the majority

of the graves uncovered at Tell Sabi Abyad contained the skeletal remains of chil-
dren. Altogether, 24 child burials have been found at the site so far, in different
levels of occupation.

The earliest of these graves were found in operation III in the northwestern
part of the site, dated at about 6400 BC. Sunk into the ruins of an abandoned
building were the remains of an infant, laid in a contracted position on its right
side and oriented north-south, with the head pointing to the north. On or
slightly above the floor in one room of another building were the skeletons of
three children of different ages (fig. 3).4 The oldest child was about 12 years old
at the time of death; the second 6 to 7 years old; and the third about 2 to 3.
Two of the children were lying next to each other (partly on top of each other)
roughly parallel to the southern wall of the room, one in a crouching position
lying on its left side, with the head to the west, the other lying on its belly in a
severely twisted position, with the head towards the east. The youngest child
seems to have been placed in a squatting position against the wall, thereby resting
on the outstretched left hand of the oldest of the other two individuals. On the
floor below the skeletons as well as on and amidst the bones themselves were
fibrous material and silicate imprints of matting, suggesting that the corpses
were originally wrapped in mats. It is tempting to conclude that the dead chil-
dren were not buried in a grave pit, but that they were deliberately placed on
the floor in the room, the more so because the entrance to the long room
appears to have been blocked by a short pisé wall, presumably at about the time
of interment.5 Perhaps the building served as a repository for the dead.

The other child inhumations are all of a later date, c. 6100-5900 BC. Moreover,
they were found in operation I in the southeast of Tell Sabi Abyad and, to a much
lesser extent, operation II in the northeast.6 The graves almost all consisted of
simple, unlined and often shallow pits, the sizes of which were in accordance with
the corpses that had to be interred. One pit had a thin mud plaster, applied prior
to the deposition of the child. Surprisingly, one child (about 18 months ± 6
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5 Despite an intensive search we were not able to detect any evidence of a burial trench in the long
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tical to (and difficult to distinguish from) the deposit in the remainder of the room, another that there sim-
ply was no such burial pit.

6 Verhoeven and Kranendonk 1996: 52, 71, 114-8; Otte et al., in press.



months at the time of death) was lying on its back in a rounded, beehive-shaped
oven, about 75-80 cm in diameter, in the corner of a room.7 The child was lying
upon an approximately 10 cm thick layer of brown loam; a similar deposit was
found on top of the skeletal remains. Once out of use, the oven was apparently
considered to be a suitable burial container, keeping the dead child in the imme-
diate vicinity of the living.

Each grave contained a single individual lying on its side in a crouching or,
rarely, supine position in perfect anatomical order, indicating primary inhumation
(figs. 4 and 5). The orientation of the body ranged from northeast-southwest to
southeast-northwest, with the head almost always to the east (facing either north
or south); only one child was oriented with the head to the west.

The sex of the children could not be established because of their young age
and the skeletal fragmentation. The age at death ranged from foetus and newly
born to about 14 years old, although most of the children (over two-thirds) seem
to have died before the age of one year, often even in the first months of their life.
No pathologies were recognized, except for the occasional occurrence of dental
aberrations.

One third of the children (n = 8), all below an age of 3 to 4 years at the
time of death, was accompanied by grave goods, in the form of one to three
pottery vessels always placed upright near the head,8 and/or in the shape of
personal ornaments such as pierced shells and stone and bone beads and pen-
dants, worn as necklaces, bracelets or, in one case, anklets. One child had been
provided with a small necklace of three beads, as well as with a stone vessel
placed near the head. Another child held a pierced shell pendant in the left hand
folded on the belly, whereas a third child had a small piece of red ochre, a small
cylindrical piece of black pigment (unidentified) and a triangular pottery sherd
near the right arm.

The spatial and temporal distributions of the child graves in operation I dis-
play some significant patterns. First, the burials have been found exclusively in
building levels 7, 6 and 5, representing the earliest part of what we have termed
the Transitional period, intermediate between the so-called Pre-Halaf and the
Early Halaf phases.9 No graves have been recovered as yet in the other strata of
occupation in this part of the site. Second, although some of the graves (n = 6,
out of a total of 24) seem to have been sunk into the floor of buildings, indica-
tive of intramural burial, the majority of the children appear to have been buried
in previously deserted parts of the site. Most graves (n = 10) were found high in
the fill of the earlier abandoned level 7 settlement, the ruins of which must still
have stood to some height and were used as a burial ground for children. The
burials were related neither to the level 7 architecture, which was already out of
use at the time of the construction of the graves, nor to the subsequent level 6
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8 Usually small jars, rarely bowls. Some of them were painted or otherwise decorated, others were not.

The vessels stood either in front of or behind the head. In one case, a low, painted bowl was situated by
the head, whereas two painted jars stood near the lower spine.

9 Cf. Akkermans, ed., 1996: ix-xii.



settlement, founded upon the remains of the earlier settlement and the graves.
The people who had carried out those child inhumations must have lived else-
where at the site (probably in the northeastern area, where the excavations in
operation II revealed occupations roughly contemporaneous to those of opera-
tion I). The same holds for the handful of child burials at first sight associated
with levels 6 and 5; with one or two exceptions, they do not properly belong to
these levels either, but were sunk into them, at a time when the area was no
longer inhabited.

The adult inhumations
Until very recently, the burial record at Tell Sabi Abyad was highly biased, in the

sense that it consisted almost exclusively of children, not adults. However, this picture
has changed during the 2005 season of excavation, when, within a relatively small area
of excavation, eight adult burials were uncovered within a close distance of each other
(each grave was only a few metres away from an other grave). Although the sample is
admittedly still small, I believe that these graves are just the tip of the iceberg: they are
part of what may have been a cemetery specifically intended for the burial of adults.
The newly found adult skeletal remains are currently under study and, with two excep-
tions, no data on sex, age, etc., is as yet available.

Although the graves were found in what is termed operation III in the north-
west of Tell Sabi Abyad, at the highest part of the site (cf. fig. 2), they bear no rela-
tion with the Neolithic occupation in this area but they do with the settlements
newly founded at the eastern foot of the mound after 6200 BC.10 The burials
appear to have been sunk into the abandoned but partly still standing remains of
the architecture (filled with collapsed wall fragments and other debris) of the final
level of Neolithic occupation in operation III, which probably came to its end
around 6200 BC or shortly afterwards.11 The ruins must have been still visible to
those who constructed the graves, as they clearly affected the position and orien-
tation of at least some of the interments. Thus the building of the graves must
have begun shortly after the termination of settlement in operation III. When also
taking into account their stratigraphic order and narrow spatial distribution (with
none of the burials disturbing another), their similarities in terms of lay-out,
orientation, etc., it seems reasonable to assert that the inhumations were roughly
contemporaneous, the dead having been interred over the course of perhaps one
or two generations between 6200 and 6100 BC.12 In this respect I suggest that the
burial of adults in operation III took place more or less concomitantly with the
earliest interment of children in operation I. Phrasing it more explicitly: people at
Tell Sabi Abyad had two cemeteries at their disposal, one for the adults and one
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operations I and II.
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around 6400 BC; cf. Akkermans et al. 2006.

12 A series of radiocarbon dates, based on the skeletal remains, is planned to test this assumption.



for the children, which were used roughly simultaneously, yet were spatially clear-
ly divided from each other.

The graves all consisted of simple, unlined pits, sunk to a depth of about one
metre at the most. In each of them was a single individual on its side in a crouch-
ing position, with the legs sometimes severely contracted, suggesting that the
corpses had been bound before interment (fig. 6). Only one female individual,
between 23-44 years old at the time of death, was positioned on her back, with
both arms extended along the body (fig. 7). The legs were spread with the knees
raised and the feet in a crossed position. Large pottery sherds covered the legs. A
sheep’s horn as well as a small pestle were found lying underneath the legs.

The orientation of the bodies was in most cases northwest-southeast, with the
heads either to the west (n= 5) or to the east (n= 4; an interesting difference with
the children, who were nearly always oriented with the head to the east).

One grave was exceptional, in the sense that it contained two individuals, an
adult and a child, laid tightly flexed next to each other, with the child in front of
the adult. They were both oriented with the heads to the southeast, facing east.
The pelvis and legs of the adult were lying upon a number of large pottery sherds,
deliberately placed there for the occasion. A large sherd, too, lay below the right
arm of the child.

Exceptional is also the twice-attested evidence for the intentional removal of the
cranium. One grave, situated at the edge of the burial field, contained the primary
remains of an adult laid in the usual crouching position on its side but without the
head. Most likely, the skull was removed some time after interment of the corpse in
view of the considerable disarrangement of the bones of the upper body. The body
was oriented northwest-southeast, with the head originally to the north.

The other adult burial with evidence for cranium removal is enigmatic in
several ways. We are dealing with a male person, aged between 26 and 35 at the
time of his death, laid on his right side in the grave, oriented east-west, with the
head to the east and the legs very tightly contracted (suggestive of bondage).
Although in a more or less proper anatomical position, the skull was lying at an
odd angle to the spinal column, with the face downwards. The vertebral column
was complete, except for the cervical and the upper two thoracic vertebrae
which were missing. Cleary, the skull had been separated from the remainder of
the body but was subsequently replaced in the grave (fig. 8). The head may have
been cut off prior to interment by means of a rather blunt tool crushing the
neck vertebrae, which could explain their absence in a practical sense but which
fails to explain the complete lack of cutting traces on the remains that were left.
Alternatively, the grave may have been reopened at a time when decomposition
of the soft tissue was complete, after which the skull and the topmost vertebrae
were taken out, leaving the rest of the skeleton untouched. Subsequently the
head was replaced in the grave. In either scenario there is evidence for a secondary
mortuary ritual.13 Remarkably, the grave was not found in the cemetery of the
adults high on the top of Tell Sabi Abyad (in operation III) but it occurred in
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the latter case, however, proper burial would probably not have taken place.



the graveyard of the children low on the southeastern slope of the mound (in
the fill of level 7 in operation I).

The adult burials were sometimes endowed with grave goods. A sheep’s horn
as well as a small pestle were lying underneath the legs of the deceased in one
grave. A small undecorated pottery bowl stood upright behind the head of the
corpse in another grave. The child in the double inhumation carried a necklace
made of colourful stone beads.

Burials and burnt buildings
In addition to the burials mentioned above, the skeletal remains of three more

adults were found at Tell Sabi Abyad. I will treat them separately because of the
specific contexts in which they appeared: they were associated with the deliberate
burning of buildings.

The best evidence in this respect comes from the well-known level 6 «Burnt
Village» in operation I in the southeast of Tell Sabi Abyad. The settlement about
one hectare in extent was built of large and closely spaced rectangular buildings,
interpreted as granaries and storehouses, and many small circular structures, which
were primarily used for living. Most of the buildings ended in a conflagration
around 6000-5900 BC. The fire has been explained as being ritual and intentional,
not accidental, related to a concentration of skeletal material in one storage struc-
ture.14 In the burnt fill high above the floor of a small room in building V there
were, next to each other, the skeletal remains of two adults, one male, the other
female, both over 30 years old at the time of death.15 Both skeletons were oriented
roughly north-south and were lying on their side, turned towards each other, with
the legs severely contracted. The poorly preserved female individual was lying on
her left side, with the head to the north, facing south, whereas the male individual
was lying on his right side, with the head to the north, facing west.

Although it is at first sight tempting to regard the man and woman either as
casualties of the burning of building V or as simple interments in the ruins
thereof, there is good reason to assert that this was not the case.16 In view of their
recovery above the floor and the absence of burial pits, the original location of
both persons must have been on the roof, from which they fell into the lower
room when the building was set alight. Rather than being trapped on the roof and
caught by the flames, it seems that both individuals were already dead at the time
of destruction; they were lying on the housetop in the proper funeral position of
the period with their legs tightly flexed (probably due to bondage), in preparation
for final burial. Although severely crushed and partly separated during the collapse
of the roof, the skeletal elements were for the larger part in the proper anatomical
order, indicating that they were still held together by ligaments. Thus decay of the
corpses must have progressed to a limited extent only when the fire began. Most
of the bones appear to have been exposed to a heat between 500-800 °C, although
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to differing extents. In the case of the female, the extremely regular colouring of
all bones indicates a constant heating over a prolonged period of time but with no
direct contact with the flames. The much more irregularly burnt remains of the
male person suggest that the chest and parts of the arms were fully exposed to the
fire, whereas the skull and, very likely, most other parts of the body were pro-
tected from direct exposure to the flames (probably by the debris of the building
during collapse).17

In association with the skeletons, ten large clay ‘torsos’ up to 62 cm in length
and provided with parts of the skulls and horn cores of wild sheep and the limbs
and ribs of cattle were unearthed in building V, features not found in any of the
other structures in the Burnt Village (or elsewhere, for that matter). Oval with a
flat base, they all had one or two shallow holes along each of the long sides, and
there was usually another hole on the top.18 A ritual purpose is implied by the ani-
mal skeletal material embedded within the «torsos», reminiscent of the horns and
skulls of wild animals frequently found in houses of the earlier Neolithic, such as
at Mureybet, Jerf al-Ahmar and Çatalhöyük. In view of their position often high
above the floor, amidst and above charred roof materials, these enigmatic objects
must originally have stood on the roof of the building, where they had sur-
rounded the dead and from which they had fallen together into the rooms below
when the roof collapsed.

In the light of the above, it seems that we are dealing with a distinct and com-
plex mortuary practice, combining the death of two people with the abandonment
and final destruction of the building containing the deceased. Ritually prepared on
the roof for their final journey, the dead were laid to rest by intentionally setting
the storehouse (and the village as a whole) alight and deserting the former area of
habitation.

These finds at Tell Sabi Abyad in the early 1990s have remained unique and
without parallels at the site for a long time. However, more recently another burnt
storage building in association with human skeletal remains has been excavated in
operation II in the northeastern part of Tell Sabi Abyad, in a layer slightly older
than level 6 and its Burnt Village in operation I and radiocarbon-dated to around
6200-6100 BC.19 Like the storehouses of the Burnt Village, the newly found build-
ing in operation II ended in what must have been an intentional conflagration. Not
only was the structure wholly filled with ashes, burnt wall fragments, charred
wood, etc., but its walls were burnt throughout, which must have been achieved by
filling the building entirely with fuel and deliberately setting fire to it.20 The burn-
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17 Aten 1996. Obviously the burnt skeletons remains do not represent a cremation in the proper sense
of the term.

18 See both Spoor and Collet 1996 and Verhoeven 2000 for a detailed description of these ‘torsos’.
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john point out: «Setting a mud brick house on fire requires preparation in addition to application of a fire
source. The building must be filled with supplementary fuel source since the only combustibles in the
houses are the wood roof supports that are covered in layers of mud. Action is necessary to increase air



ing appears to have been strictly controlled and confined to this building only; it
did not effect the surrounding structures which remained in use, nor were there
ashes or burnt debris beyond the exterior walls of the building.

Although different in lay-out, the newly found building closely recalls the
structures of the Burnt Village, not only because of its destruction by fire but also
because of its internal organization and contents. It was T-shaped in plan and con-
sisted of three parallel rows of small rooms with a long but narrow room at a right
angle in front of them. The walls were partly still standing to a height of 1.8 m but
they showed no evidence of entrances at floor level; the building and the rooms
in it must have been accessible either through openings high in the walls or
through passages in the roof.21 As in some of the storehouses of the Burnt
Village, hundreds of finds were recovered from the burnt fill in the building,
including lithics and, in particular, very large numbers of (complete) basalt grinding
slabs, mortars and pestles. In addition, there were many clay sealings with stamp-
seal impressions and tokens (calculi) in different shapes and dimensions, which
were simple but efficient devices functioning together in an early administrative
system, transcending the keeping of records by memory.22

In the smallest room at the back of the building were the skeletal remains of
an adult (details about sex, age, etc., are awaited), who, contrary to the two adults
originally on the roof of storehouse V in the Burnt Village, had been purpose-
fully interred, prior to the onset of the fire (fig. 9). The skeleton was oriented east-
west, with the head to the east, facing south. In accordance with the general
burial practice of the period, the individual was lying on its left side in a crouching
position, parallel to the back wall of the building, with the arms folded in front of
the body. The right hand rested upon half a stone macehead, apparently deliberately
placed there as a grave good. Remarkably, the deceased was not buried underneath
the floor of the room but had been placed on it, after which the room was partly
filled with soil, covering the corpse.23 In this respect, it seems that the small room,
undoubtedly used for storage at one time, had been turned into a burial chamber
or tomb at a later time. Although we cannot exclude the possibility that the other
rooms of the building retained their original use, it is, I believe, more likely that
the storehouse met its end shortly after the construction of the grave. Or, phrased
differently, the building was filled with combustibles and set alight, precisely because
of the burial in it.

As with the Burnt Village, the destruction was probably intentional and ritual,
related to death, fire and abandonment. It may have been connected with the
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circulation and oxygen supply since the houses often have no windows and only one door. We would thus
summarize that accidental burning is an uncommon and unlikely event and definitely not a common
hazard. Purposeful action is suggested.» See Merrett and Meiklejohn, in press. See also Gordon 1953;
Bankoff and Winter 1979; Shaffer 1993; Dennis 2005.

21 The same holds for at least some of the structures of the Burnt Village; see e.g. Akkermans and Ver-
hoeven 1995.

22 Tokens in their role of counting devices expressed specific goods and quantities, whereas the seal-
ings helped to define individual property and to secure sealed products against unauthorized opening,
which was very useful in the organization of controlled storage. See Akkermans and Duistermaat 1997.

23 Because of the burial in it, the room contained neither ashes nor traces of burning on the walls.



‘ritual cleansing’ or ‘closing-off ’ of specific buildings, as has been proposed in the
case of a number of deliberately burnt structures at Çatalhöyük in Anatolia and
Arpachiyah in Iraq.24 However, the occurrence of graves in the structures at Tell
Sabi Abyad suggests that the conflagrations were part of an extraordinary form of
mortuary behaviour or an ‘extended death ritual’25, which was practiced only now
and then in what must have been exceptional circumstances. Despite the relative-
ly large areas of excavation and their long sequences of occupation, the coin-
ciding occurrence of burnt buildings and graves has been attested only twice at the
site, both in layers of the late seventh millennium BC. It has been tried to explain
the combined act of burning and burying as a materialized concept of transfor-
mation from life to death and from abandonment to settling or resettling,26 but
this approach fails to account for the rareness of the practice.

The current burial record indicates that a range of choices for the treatment
of the dead was available to the Late Neolithic people but the options were
apparently not all appropriate in each specific case. Perhaps the ritual relating the
death of humans to the burning and desertion of buildings was reserved to peo-
ple of specific status or to the particular circumstances of their deaths. The two
skeletons in building V were not associated with tangible grave goods indicative of
special position or ranking, unless the enigmatic clay ‘torsos’ surrounding the dead
fulfilled such a role. However, the burial in the storehouse in operation II had been
provided with a large fragment of a stone macehead – an item rarely found at the
site. Only four maceheads or parts thereof have been recovered in the past twen-
ty years of extensive excavation in different phases of settlement, suggesting that
these tools were luxury or status products owned by a handful of people only. The
occurrence of one half instead of the complete tool in the grave may have been
intentional; there are many archaeological and ethnographic examples of the
breakage or ‘killing’ of artefacts in funerals, often related to the removal of the
impurity and ill effects of death.27

Although evidence of rituals associated with fire and death has been demon-
strated at a number of Neolithic sites in the Near East, the excavation at Bouqras on
the Euphrates in eastern Syria has produced a particularly striking parallel to the finds
at Tell Sabi Abyad. House 12 at Bouqras, belonging to building phase III in the south-
west part of the site and dated to the second half of the seventh millennium BC,
appears not only to have been destroyed by fire but it also contained the skeletal
remains of six individuals – the only human remains recovered from the Neolithic
levels at the site. Although initially both the fire and the skeletons were said to derive
from a catastrophe,28 it has recently been suggested that house 12 was intentionally set
on flame, in association with the dead in it.29 One step further, reanalysis of the skele-
tons vis-à-vis their find circumstances has suggested that house 12 had been con-
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verted from a structure used for ordinary domestic purposes into an explicit charnel
house at the end of its lifetime, with the dead in different stages of decay on the roof.30

This idea of the metamorphosis of an ordinary building at Bouqras into a
ritual space through its designation for the preparation of the dead for burial can
be extended to the burnt structures at Tell Sabi Abyad as well. Buildings that were
the storehouses of the living at one time were the purposeful receptacles of the
dead at a later time. It is, however, not excluded that buildings repeatedly under-
went such metamorphoses, although for short periods only: each time when one
of their owners or users passed away, the structures may have served in the prepa-
ration of the final journey, in their ascribed role of liminal spaces where the dead
reside between the time of their death and their burial.31 Merely by the act of
burning such an alteration of the use and meaning of architecture became definite
and irreversible.32

In this respect, it is probably not without significance that the deliberate
destruction, both at Bouqras and Tell Sabi Abyad, took place at a time when the
buildings were already in a state of disrepair or even desertion.33 The burnings
were the ultimate closing of processes of abandonment that had been set into
motion earlier. The decline and destruction of specific buildings parallelled the
death of the people they contained, yet it must have been the latter who sealed the
fate of the former, simply because people, in contrast to buildings, usually meet
their death at unpredictable moments. Thus it is conceivable that villages (or parts
of them) on the brink of anticipated disintegration and dispersal were, literally,
awaiting the death of prominent community members, after which the habitations
were formally ended through what seem to have been extended funerary rites
combining the death of people and the destruction of buildings. In regard of its
sheer magnitude and obvious visibility, the practice of burning and burial was not
an individual act but involved the entire community. Rather than being unique sin-
gularities or ad hoc responses to the fate of an individual, the fires were commu-
nally planned and prepared, and constituted decisive moments in the history of the
community, associated with considerable symbolic behaviour. Although the cir-
cumstances underpinning the intentional destructions remain unknown (and per-
haps unknowable), their momentous, ceremonial frame is a crucial, structuring
principle, wholly set apart of the usual developmental cycle of waxing and waning
of settlements through time, comprising continuous movement and localized
abandonment of occupation.34

Summary and conclusions
The current burial record at Tell Sabi Abyad comprises several dozen graves

of both adults and children. Obviously this relatively small number of burials can-
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34 Cf. Vickers 1989; Akkermans et al. 2006.



not represent the entire population at the site, the more so because of the differences
in date. Although there must have been many more graves, we should, however,
not expect the number of burials to run into the hundreds for each phase of occu-
pation. Both the segmented nature of the community and the constant shift in the
area of occupation, leaving large parts of the site unused, suggest that the indi-
vidual occupations were usually small, within a range of 0.5 to 1 ha, and with the
number of inhabitants restricted to a few dozen rather than a few hundred.

Nearly all the graves were primary inhumations in simple, often shallow, pits
and contained a single individual, rarely more. Occasionally the dead were lying on
their backs, but usually they were resting in a crouching arrangement on their sides,
in what seems to have been an attitude of repose or a foetal position; «Both sleep-
ing and foetal positions may be the prelude to rebirth or arrival in the land of the
ancestors.»35

Orientation of the graves and their occupants as well as the position of grave
goods was not at random but held significance to the Late Neolithic population at
Tell Sabi Abyad. The orientation varied from northeast-southwest to southeast-
northwest, occasionally north-south, with the head usually to the east, suggestive
of an association between the direction of sunset and sunrise and thoughts of
death and rebirth. Orientation of the head seems to have been related to age:
whereas 5 out of 10 adults had their heads to the west, this was true for only 2 out
of 24 children.36

Both the children and the adults were sometimes provided with grave goods
that mainly consisted of pottery but sometimes also included stone vessels,
necklaces and other ornaments. In the case of the ornaments, we may wonder
whether these objects were grave gifts per se, as they might have been worn by
the deceased during their lives and subsequently accompanied them in their
graves. If so, it is suggested that some, if not all, of the dead were clothed at
the time of interment. In contrast, the pottery vessels may have had one or
more symbolical meanings, as they represent the mourners’ gifts to the
deceased and were deliberately placed in specific parts of the graves.37 The ves-
sels may have contained food and drink, either real or symbolic, for use on the
journey to the hereafter. Their presence in some burials and their absence in
others may indicate a degree of social ranking but the evidence is weak and diffi-
cult to reconcile with the otherwise virtually identical lay-out, orientation, etc.,
of the graves, suggesting that everybody was considered to be equal in death.38

Rather, it seems that the practice was one of several mortuary customs existing
side by side and varying from case to case, perhaps in relation to a mosaic of
thoughts on the journey to the world of the afterlife, on the causes and conse-
quences of death, and on the obligations of the mourners. In this respect some
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of the burials may have compulsorily required the placement of grave goods,
others may not. The pots themselves were not specially made for the occasion
but were ordinary objects indistinguishable from those found in the houses of
the living; they received a new meaning only by their use in the grave.

Although the graves of the adults and children closely resembled each other
in terms of construction, lay-out, orientation, etc., they were, with one or two
exceptions, strictly separated spatially. I have suggested that there were at least two
formal burial grounds concomitantly in use at Tell Sabi Abyad at the end of the
seventh millennium, one for the adults on the northwestern summit of the
mound, overlooking, as it were, the community of the living below, the other for
the children in an abandoned portion of the settlement low on the southeastern
slope of the site. Apparently age was an important determinant for the treatment
of the dead and the place of burial.

There is proof for many, often short, local breaks in the sequence at Tell Sabi
Abyad, with occupation episodically contracting and expanding over the site. Peo-
ple did not always remain in the same place but constantly shifted from one area
to another within their villages in the course of generations.39 The distribution of
the graves has to be considered in relation with this continuous pattern of intra-
site shift and localized abandonment of occupation. The Late Neolithic people
took their dead outside the spaces of the living, by burying them preferably not in
or around the houses that were in use but in the ruins of nearby but earlier,
deserted, occupations at the site.40 The ruins were turned into burial fields,
although they were usually exploited intermittently for one or two generations at
most, until the areas with the graves were deemed to be suitable or necessary for
reoccupation and rebuilding; subsequently, the dead had to be brought elsewhere
and the pattern repeated itself on and on. In short, there must have been many
short-term, ad hoc graveyards in different places, rather than one single cemetery
specifically chosen and used for the purpose through the ages.

For a long time there has been much speculation on the presence of formal
burial grounds in Syria in the Late Neolithic, the existence of which was assumed
in view of the often (very) restricted number of graves in the excavated areas of
occupation and its strong bias in favour of infants and children. The finds at Tell
Sabi Abyad confirm the reality of such cemeteries. They also contradict the com-
monly held view that children –because they were assumed not to have obtained
all the facets of the social persona yet– were predominantly buried intramural or, at
the least, in the immediate vicinity of what may have been the parental properties.
Rather, it appears that in most cases even the youngest children were formally
interred together with others in a specific graveyard of their own, situated outside
the proper areas of habitation and testifying to these children’s individual social
role and identity. In this respect, the many similarities between adult and child
graves may not be without relevance.

Not all graves at Tell Sabi Abyad adhere to what seems to have been the ordi-
nary, normative way of burying the dead. There was a small number of burials
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which underwent special treatment for reasons that remain puzzling to us. For
example, there was a concern with the human cranium, attested also at Bouqras
and several other sites in Syria and Iraq in the seventh and sixth millennia BC.41

Removal of the head, probably some time after burial, and decapitation, perhaps
at the time of interment, was practised on a small scale at the site, and seems to
have been connected to adults only. Detachment of the cranium from the buried
body suggests that at least some of the skulls remained in the houses or shrines of
the living, perhaps as memories of those once alive but now passed on into the
community of the dead ancestors, but no skull deposits have been found at the
site so far.42 Such forms of a secondary mortuary custom may have been
restricted to people of special importance to the community, although the graves
are indistinguishable from the common burials in every other aspect. That the
practice of secondary burial and the considerable symbolic behaviour associated
with it served the needs of a group larger than a single household or family is clear
in the case of the intentional destruction of some buildings in association with
dead people in them. Performed in a most explicitly public manner, the confla-
grations may be interpreted as deliberate ritual acts of burial and abandonment,
connecting the closure of specific (storage) buildings to the death of specific indi-
viduals of the community.
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Fig. 1: Map of Syria with the location of Tell Sabi Abyad.
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Fig. 2: Plan of Tell Sabi Abyad with the location of the various operations and
the prehistoric graves. A: cemetery of the adults; B: cemetery of the children;

C: burnt storehouse V with graves (operation I); D: burnt storehouse with grave
(operation II).
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Fig. 3: The multiple child burial BN03-6 in operation III and a
reconstruction of the position of the bodies at the time of interment.
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Fig. 4: Child burial BN03-4 in operation II. The child is lying in a crouching
position and held a pierced shell pendant in the left hand folded on the belly.
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Fig. 5: Child burial B99-13 in operation I. The child, about three years old at the
time of death, had been provided with a small necklace of five stone beads and

one stone pendant.
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Fig. 6: Adult burial BN05-9 in operation III. This individual was lying on the
side in a crouching position, with the legs severely contracted, suggestive

of bondage.
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Fig. 7: Adult burial BN02-2 in operation III. Burials in a supine position
are rare at Tell Sabi Abyad.
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Fig. 8: Adult burial B99-11 in operation I. The skull of this male person, between
26 and 35 years old at the time of his death, had been separated from the remain-

der of the body but was subsequently replaced in the grave.
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