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Burial Customs at Jericho

by

Dr. Kathleen M. Kenyon

Evidence of occupation on the tell of Je-
richo lasts from the Mesolithic period, c. 9000
B. C. down to the Iron Age, probably to the
capture of the country by the Babylonians in
587 B. C. For almost all this very long period,
there is evidence of how the dead were buried,
and for some periods the burial practices pro-
vide more evidence concerning the population
than do the houses in which the people lived
during life. The evidence also continues later,
for though no one lived on the ancient site
after the 6th century B. C., burials were still
made in the neighbourhood, both in graves dug
into the ruins of the town and in the surround-
ing area. The evidence of the way in which the
inhabitants were buried not only often provides
illustrations of how they had lived, but also
the changes in practice provides evidence of
the arrival of new groups and peoples.

The earliest evidence of the presence of
men at‘Ain es-Sultan is the construction of a
sanctuary by visiting Mesolithic hunters, mem-
bers of a group that flourished in Palestine at
the end of the Ice Age. whose remains are
found, for instance, in caves on Mount Carmel
and in huts near Lake Huleh; their culture
has been called Natufian from finds in Wadi
Natuf. The builders of the sanctuary probably
only visited the spring at intervals. As far as we
know, they did not live there nor bury their
dead there, though their relatives in the Wadi
Mughara on Mount Carmel and ‘Ain Mallaha

near Lake Huleh buried their dead with ela-
borate ceremony.

The descendants of the builders of the sanc-
tuary gradually settled down at Jericho, attrac-
ted by the excellent water supply of the spring,
though they still lived in huts of slight con-
struction, more suited to the wandering way of
life of their ancestors. We do not know how
they buried their dead. They may have disposed
of them casually, but it could well be that the
lack of evidence is due to the fact that the
levels of this period were investigated only in
a very limited area.

After about a thousand years of this tran-
sitional Proto-Neolithic period, Jericho deve-
loped into a town, with imposing fortifications
which can be dated to c. 8000 B. C. The burial
customs of this first full Neolithic stage, desig-
nated Pre-Pottery Neolithic A, are fully docu-
mented by the excavation finds. The inhabitants
buried the dead, or at least many of them,
beneath the floors of the houses. These floors
were substantially constructed, with a layer of
cobbles beneath a surface of mud-plaster. Into
these floors were cut oval pits, to a depth of
c. 0.50 m. In the pits were placed the bodies,
so strongly contracted that the legs were pro-
bably tied up to the chest (pl. 1. A, B). The bur-
ials were all of single individuals, and ordinarily
only one associated with any one period of a
house. This mignt suggest that a house was




pulled down and rebuilt after its owner died,
but there is not clear evidence to support this
suggestion. No objects seem to have been placed
with the dead person. In one case there was a
tone pin on the shoulder, but it was not clear
whether this secured a garment or a shroud in
which he had been wrapped.

between the Pre-Pottery Neolithic A period
and the succeeding Pre-Pottery Neolithic B
period there was a complete break. The stra-
tification of the tell showed that there was a
period of erosion, though its length cannot be
estimated, before the arrival of newcomers, who
brought with them new types of houses and
used different types of flint implements and
stone utensils. Their burial methods were also
different, though they still buried beneath the
floors of the houses. The graves, however, were
not the neat, fairly deep oval of the earlier stage,
but much more shallow, with hardly any de-
fined pit at all. The bodies were usually in a
flexed position, though not nearly so strongly
contracted as the earlier ones (pl. 2. A). There
was also a most curious very general practice of
removing the cranium, usually leaving the lower
jaw behind. This is well illustrated in plate 2. B,
where the body is intact, the cranium missing,
and the lower jaw lying displaced near by.
There is no evidence that the neck was severed
to remove the skull, and it appears that the
tody was buried and left sufficiently long for
the ligaments to decay and enable the skull to
be pulled off. An extreme example of the pul-
ling to pieces of bodies to remove skulls is il-
lustrated by plate 3. A. Within a relatively small
area were the remains of at least 30 individ-
uals. Many limbs were in articulation, but
detached from the body. In the foreground of
plate 3. A. for instance, are the legs of an in-
dividual lying over the torso. Each leg is in
complete articulation, but they are in reversed
position, one foot being to the left of the view,

the other to the right. The implication is that
there was a thorough disarrangement of the
podies at a time when decay was sufficiently
advanced to allow a limb to be pulled from
a body but not so far that there was not still
enough flesh and ligaments in position to hold
together, for instance, the small bones of the
feet.

This large collection of bodies must be the
evidence of some disaster. Both the thorough
search of this pile of dead bodies, and the re-
moval of skulls from individual burials, can
almost certainly be related to the practice of
covering skulls with plaster modelled in the
shape of the flesh that had once covered them,
with eyes indicated by shells. In all, ten of these
plastered skulls were found, seven in one de-
posit, two near by, and one far away at the
northern end of the mound. It is reasonable to
interpret this practice as a form of ancestor
worship.

The highly developed urban culture of Pre-
Pottery Neolithic B came to as abrupt an end
as did its predecessor. There is no evidence
that Pre-Pottery Neolithic B continued much
after 6000 B. C. There is no precise evidence
at Jericho for the date of the succeeding stage,
that of Pottery Neolithic A, but from links be-
tween other Palestinian sites with settlements in
Syria it is unlikely that the spread of the prac-
tice of making pottery from Anatolia and Nor-
thern Syria, where it was established by c. 6000
B. C,, reached Palestine until ¢. 5000 B. C. The
first pottery users of Jericho, who may con-
ceivably have been descendants of the Pre-Pot-
tery Neolithic B population who had been living
a non-sedentary life that left little evidence,
produced an individual type of pottery of which
there is little evidence elsewhere. Their way of
life was primitive, and they lived in huts sunk in-
to the ground. There is no evidence of how they



buried their dead. It is certain that they were
not buried in the vicinity of the huts on the
tell. It is possible that there was an external
cemetery area which has not been located, but
it is perhaps even more likely that the disposal
of the dead was completely casual and that the
bodies were just deposited outside the settle-
ment to be dealt with by natural agencies. The
next stage, Pottery Neolithic B, is marked by
new types of pottery, with much wider contacts
in Palestine and Syria, but with no great change
in the character of the settlement and likewise
no evidence as to burial customs.

In the second half of the fourth millen-
nium, there is a very marked change in burial
customs at Jericho. In the stage, in general
terms Late Chalcolithic, for which I use the
term Proto-Urban, rock-cut tombs in the area
outside the settlement are found for the first
time. Part of this area to the west of the tell
was investigated in the 1930-36 excavations.
The area investigated by the 1952 - 58 expedi-
tion to the north-west and north of the tell is

shown in plate 4 covered by the refugee village
established in 1948.

There is clear evidence that the tombs
were in origin rock-cut chambers approached
by shafts. The limestone into which the tombs
were cut is, however, soft. In antiquity it suf-
fered very considerable erosion. The date of
this can be fixed between ¢. 2600 B. C. and
2300 B. C., for every single one of the Proto-
Urban and Early Bronze Age tombs has lost
its roof, whereas those of the succeeding In-
termediate Early Bronze - Middle Bronze per-
iod and of the Middle Bronze Age have their
roofs and shafts intact. The sudden appearance
of a new method of burial is evidence of the

(1) Jericho X, p. 16 ff.

arrival of a new group of people. The new-
comers are found fairly widespread in Palestine.
The evidence of the Jericho tombs makes it
possible to show that at least three groups of
people were arriving in Palestine at approxi-

mately the same time, who subsequently
mingled in different combinations on different

sites. On all sites, the evidence comes largely
from tombs; there was occupation on the set-
tlement sites that were subsequently to become
Early Bronze Age towns, but the structures
were slight.

The first group to arrive at Jericho has
been designated Proto-Urban A. The essence
of their burial practice consisted of large com-
munal tomb chambers containing the remains
of hundreds of individuals. As found, almost
all the burials were secondary, with the bodies
dismembered. The first tomb of the period to
be discovered, tomb A 941! was large, ¢. 5 m.
in diameter, with the rear wall surviving to a
height of 2.50 m. The entrance was flanked
by two upright stones (pl. 3. B). Round the walls
of the two-thirds of the tomb that could be
excavated, the skulls of 113 individuals were
arranged in neat rows (pl. 5. B), together with
a very large number of pottery vessels, mainly
shallow bowls and juglets (pl. 5. B). In the
centre of the chamber was a pile of other bones,
mostly heavily burnt.

The burial process was further elucidated
by tomb K2 2. It contained the skulls of at
least 326 individuals, packed round the walls
of the chamber up to four deep. In the centre
were piled the other bones, numerous but far
too few to match the 326 skulls. An examina-
tion of the skulls showed that they had been
carefully separated from the rest of the body

(2) Jericho I, p. 8 ff,




after the ligaments had decayed, and stacked
with such care that even the delicate nasal
bones were preserved. In the pile of bones in
the centre, some were in articulation, for in-
stance, portions of the spine. Another tomb,
K3 3, showed a similar piling of skulls, 65 in
number, ranked three deep, and an even greater
disproportion to the number of other bones,
which were very scanty.

The combined evidence of the five tombs
of this period excavated, in which the remains
of ¢. 565 individuals were found, but for which
a figure of c¢. 790 can be calculated ¢ is that
the first stage was that of human burials of in-
tact bodies. Subsequently, no doubt as the
chamber became full, the skulls were carefully
separated and stacked, and the other bonss
disposed of. In most of the tombs, they must
have simply been thrown out, but in tomb A
94, probably the earliest, they were at inter-
vals cremated in the centre of the chamber.

The second group to arrive at Jericho,
Proto-Urban B, probably mingling with their
predecescors, introduced a new type of pottery
and new burial customs. Their pot.ery is charac-
terised by elaborate painted decoration of
grouped parallel lines (pl. 6. A). Their burials,
found as distinct layers in the same tombs as
the earlier ones, were marked by the placing of
the bodies on prepared stone platforms (pl.
6. B). Some of the bodies were disarticulated,
some intact, and there was no evidence of the
piling of skulls. The third group, Proto-Urban
C, is not found at Jericho.

The charcoal from tomb A 94 provided a

Carbon-14 date of + (or —) 3260 B. C., which
the new Suess calibration suggests should be

(3) Jericho IL p. 27 ff.

dated to c. 3,900 B. C. The fringes of the Early
Bronze Age have now been reached. There is in-
deed no break between this stage and the full
Early Bronze Age, with pottery especially of
Porto-Urban B type continuing intc the begin-
ning of that period, and the burials continuing to
be in great numbers in large communal tombs.
The pottery however, suggests the arrival of a
further group, bringing more elaborate forms
and a higher technique, especially in the use of
a beautifully burnished red slip (fig. 1).

The tombs excavated in the northern and
western cemetery area cover the length of the
Early Bronze Age, perhaps some eight hundred
years. A total of 9 tombs of which the largest
contained evidence of 300 and the other largest
50 to 80 burials is obviously inadequate for this
length of time. Only three tombs belong to Early
Bronze I and II, and the rest to Early Bronze
III. There may be a further area not yet located,
and it is also very possible that some have been
completely destroyed by erosion, since the walls
of those found survived only to a height of 30
cm. or less. All tombs contained multiple dis-
arranged burials, with hardly a single intact

body. Thz general practice of the preceeding
period of clearing out the chamber at intervals
and retaining skulls and offerings was continued,
but there is an absence of the neat care in
arranging the skulls in rows round the walls.

Tomb F 4 (fig. 2) of Early Bronze III
provides the clearest evidence of the process
that took place; on the evidence of the skulle
it contained 89 burials. The pottery is illustrated
on pl. 7. A. The fill could be classified by its
character into five areas. In area B (fig. 2)
in the north-west sector there were 16 skulls
with hardly any long bones. Area A in the
south-west sector contained hardly any bones,

(4) Jericho II, p. 3.



Fig. 1. Pottery from Early Bronze Age tomb A 108.
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but large numbers of pots. Area C in the cen-
tre contained scattered skulls and bones, with
some of the limbs in articulation. The virtually
intact skeletons were found in Area E along
the east side and Area D between B and A on
the west side. The first stage would appear lo
be represented by the deposits in Area B and
A. At its end, skulls were piled in one corner,
pots in the other, and most of the rest of the
bones were thrown out. The second clearance
stage is represented by the deposit in Area C,
piled against that of A. It took place at a time
at which the decomposition of some of the
bodies was not complete. The final stage is rep-
resented by the deposits in Areas D and E, in
which burials were made in the cleared area on
the east side and two or three on top of the
earlier deposits on the west. These burials did
not undergo any clearing-out process, but were
somewhat disarranged when later bodies were
put in.

A similar process of the filling up of the
chamber by multiple burials, followed by a
clearing-up process involving the throwing out
of most of the bones, fits the evidence of all the
other tombs, though the final erosion, and in-
deed probably phases of erosion or flooding
and roof collapse during the use of the tombs,
makes interpretation less easy.

The burial practices that are peculiar to the
period that follows the end of the Early Bronze
Age constitute the most striking example in the
whole history of Palestine that this aspect of
culture shows the arrival of newcomers. At Jeri-
cho the stratigraphical evidence for a break
at the end of the Early Bronze Age is indis-
putable. ® The evidence of completely new

(5) Archaeology in the Holy Land, p. 189 f.
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burial customs is found throughout Paiesiine.
For this reason I employ the term Intermediate
Early Bronze - Middle Bronze period, hence-
forth E. B.-M.B. The change is one from
multiple communal tombs, re-used over long
periods with frequent clearances, to essentially
individual tombs, with, characteristically,
burials of single individuals, but in some sub-
divisions of the culture a few more. At Jericho
there is also the difference that between the
Early Bronze Age tombs and those of the E. B.-
M. B. period there is very serious erosion. All
the Early Bronze Age tombs have lost their
roofs whereas those of the E.B.-M.B. period
have roofs and shafts approximately intact.

These new, essentially individual, tombs
appear at Jericho in a number of forms, a fact
which has in itself very important implications.
These can be classified under seven headings, of
which four are important. In the first type, the
Dagger-type tombs, shaft and chamber are small
and neatly cut, usually about a metre in diame-
ter, the shaft about 1.25 - 0.70 m. deep and the
chamber only about 1.50 - 1.25 m. high (fig. 3
and pl. 7 A). In the chamber there is nor-
mally a single individual, neatly disposed on
his side in a crouched position. Many of the
bodies have a dagger (pl. 7. B) lying by the
arms: with others, presumed to be women, the
only grave goods are beads. In a few instances,
there were two burials in a single tomb. The
total number of intact tombs of this type found
is 45, with 60 others incomplete or re-used, and
the number of individuals buried in the intact
tombs is 54.

The second type is called the Pottery-type,
since instead of daggers the grave goods consist
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Fig. 4. Plan of E.B.-M.B. Pottery - type tomb H 20.

of pottery vessels; no weapons at all were found
in this group. Other differences are even more
striking. The diameter of the shaft is about
2.50-1.40 m., the average depth about 3.75 -
2.50 m. The tomb chamber is still low, but the
average size is about 2.90 to 2.60 m. (fig. 4).
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The pottery offerings consist almost entirely of
small, narrow jars with flaring rims (pl. 8. A)
and the characteristic four-spouted lamp of the
period, usually placed in a specially cut-
niche in the rock wall of the chamber.
The final and most striking difference




is the treatment of the body. These large tombs
contained only one individual, but almost with-
out exception, the skeleton is completely dis-
arranged and often incomplete. There is no
doubt that the bodies were completely skeletal-
ized before being placed in the tomb, probably
gathered together in a container of cloth or a
basket. Evidence for such a container was in
fact deduced by Professor Zeuner from the
tracks of white ants, which eat vegetable matter
and not flesh. The probable conclusion from the
practice of depositing such fragmentary bodies
in tomb chambers which required enormous
labour to construct is that the group burying
in such a manner was semi-nomadic in habit. Its
members were probably pastoralists, migrating
to the hills during the heat of the Jordan valley
summer and when they returned to their winter
headquarters at Jericho, bringing with them the
bodies of those of the group who had died in

SIHL I

the meantime, bodies reduced by the passage
of time, and possibly intentional exposure to
carrion birds and animals, to bags of bones.
There is a certain amount of evidence that the
tombs were dug in advance, and not for a
particular individual, and one can perhaps de-
duce the existence of professional grave-diggers
catering for what was obviously a flourishing
market. Eighty-six intact tombs of this type
were found, with 56 incomplete or disturbed,
and at least 19 others were re-used during the
Middle Bronze Age.

The third type of tomb has been given the
name Square-Shaft. In size, the tombs of this
type fall between those of the Dagger type and
those of the Pottery type. It is clearly differen-
tiated from the Pottery-type by the fact that
the shafts arein plan rectangular (fig. 5). The
number of tombs assigned to this category is
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Fig. 5. Plan of E. B. - M.B. Square-shaft type tomb D I.
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small, but the characteristic burial is probably
intact, differentiating it from Pottery-type
tombs. It is also differentiated by the fact that
the grave goods contain both weapons and pot-
tery. The daggers include a type with a square
butt that is unusual in the Dagger-type tombs,
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but is found in the Outsize-type tombs. The
weapons also include a javelin, never found in
the Dagger-type tombs. The pottery vessels
are of the types found in the Pottery-type
tombs, quite distinct from those found in the
Outsize-type tombs. The differences make it




clear that this group, though relatively small goods and the somewhat bloated pots deposited.

in the number of excavated examples, must be Examples of the plans and sections of these
placed in a separate category. tembs are given on figs. 6-7. The depths
of the shafts reach a maximum of 7 m., and

The fourth type of tomb is the most strik- the majority range from 6 m. to 4 m.; the largest

ing of all. It has been given the name Outsize, tomb chamber is 5.90 m. by 4 m. These are the
justified both by dimensions of the shaft and extreme limits, but all are on this outsize scale,
size of tomb chamber, and by number of gravc and all exceed the dimensions of the Pottery-
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Fig. 7. Plan of E.B.-M.B. Outsize - type tomb P 27.
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type tomb. The burial practice, even on this
enormous scale of tomb chamber, seems to
be that for a single individual, with the skele-
tal remains almost always completely disin-
tegrated. A further differentiation is that the
pottery vessels (pl. 8. B) that comprise the
majority of the offerings are large and fat com-
pared with the somewhat austere vessels of
the Pottery-type tombs. The offerings also
included a number of objects mounted in
copper or bronze, not found in the Pottery-type
tombs.

The other types of tombs found were the
Bead typz 6, the Composite type 7 and the
Multiple Burial type 8. These are not impor-
tant, and probably indicate various stages of
mingling of incoming groups. It may be noted
that the term Multiple Burial is relative only,
for the single tomb of this type contained only
three bodies. It was however different in other
respects.

During the E.B.-M.B. period there
are thus at Jericho a number of groups burying
their dead in completely different ways. This
diversity is confirmed in Palestine as a whole,
though no single site has as many varieties as
does Jericho. Some of the types found else-
where are related to some of the Jericho types
though none are identical. Pottery similar to
that found in the Jericho Pottery-type tombs
is, for instance, found at Jerusalem on th=
Mount of Olives and further north in the hill
country at Khirbet Samieh. Pottery similar to
that in the Outsize tombs is found at Megiddo
and Beth-shan. There are connections between
forms found in the single Multiple Burial type
tomb and those found in the south at T. Ajjul
and T. Duweir. There are these connections, but

(6)
(7

Jericho II, p. 81 ff.
Jericho II, p. 143 ff.

E L)

there are many differences, some small and
some very marked, and certainly groups are
represented at other sites that are not found
at Jericho. The conclusion can reasonably be
made that there were in Palestine at this time a
number of groups with allied but not identical
material culture and habits. The inhabitants
consisted therefore of a number of loosely allied
tribes, and evidence from other sites confirms
that of Jericho that some were semi-nomadic
and that nowhere did they live in walled towns.

As abrupt a change marks the end of the
EB.-M.B. period as marks its beginning.
The Middle Bronze Age inhabitants were once
more town dwellers, and once more they buried
in communal tombs. It is clear that again new-
comers had arrived. Among the earliest of the
burials are some on the tell itself. This is a
practice found at Megiddo and T. Ajjul, but
only appears in this very early stage at Jericho,
perhaps indicating that the newcomers did not
feel sure enough of their position to bury out-
side the walls, and that their numbers were still
few enough to allow of space for burials with-
in the town. In the very limited area in which
remains of the Middle Bronze Age survive,
two graves and one brick-built tomb were
found. One of the graves had a single body, the
second two. The brick-built tomb contained
nine bodies, and it is clear that the practice was
similar to that found in the rock-cut tombs
mvolving the rough disarrangement of preced-
ing burials to make room for the latest.

Apart from these burials on the tell, the
burials of the Middle Bronze Age were in rock-
cut tombs in the same areas as those of the
preceding periods. Very many of them were in

(8) Jericho IL. p. 157 ff.




fact in re-used tombs of the E.B. - M.B. period,
as can be deduced both from the form of the
tombs and the survival of remains of the E.B.-

M.B. deposits.

The Middle Bronze Age tombs have in common

with those of the Early Bronze Age the practice
of multiple successive burials. The methods,
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however, are quite distinct. The general
practice seems to have been to clear a space
on the floor of the chamber for the latest body
by pushing the earlier bodies and their grave
goods carelessly to the rear of the tomb. As a
result, a mound of disordered bones and objects
was gradually built up surrounding the area in
which the latest bodies were successively placed

A

7L,

U/
N

AN

AN "\\\\v NS \\\\_.\»K/" \\\\, ,\\\_

: )
RN 2 WU

Fig. 8. Plan of Middle Bronze Age tomb J I

18 —

s



LAYER 2

JERICHO TOMB M|/

a

! 2

METRES
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(pl. 9. A, B and fig. 8). Owing to denudation
of the tops of the tombs and thus of the
final burials, there is little evidence as to how
the bodies in the Early Bronze Age tombs were
disposed. In the Middle Bronze tombs, the
bodies lie on their backs, but usually rather
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untidily disposed. In a number of instances,
the bodies seem to have been intentionally
placed with the knees raised, for which the evi-
dence is the twisting of the head of the femur
when the legs collapsed with decay. ® This

(9) Jericho II, p. 575.



































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































