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People in the past were always confronted with surviving remains 
from previous periods, and reacted to and engaged with them 
in varying ways. One activity through which this becomes visible 
is the reuse of tombs. If this reuse is an intentional reference to 
the past, it explicitly communicates meaning and thus cultural 
memory. In Eastern Arabia, however, this phenomenon received 
little attention in archaeological research, often having been 
discounted by the excavators as a disturbance to the first use of 
a tomb. 

This book will investigate reuse of tombs from the beginning of 
the Early Bronze Age until the end of the Sasanian period in order 
to understand the underlying purposes and social context of this 
practice. In Eastern Arabia, where the adding of new burials to 
the original content of the tomb is common, such reuse might 
have functioned to make sense of the present, to give orientation 
in new situations and to help shape a cultural identity. Reuse 
occurred more often in the Iron Age and Samad/PIR periods than 
in all other periods investigated, combined. These are also times 
of visible social hierarchies. The resulting tensions made counter-
measures that both promoted social cohesion and group identity 
and legitimised the role of the elites necessary. This might have 
been achieved through creating cultural memory by reusing old 
tombs.
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1  Introduction

Reuse of ancient monuments and other sites is a well-
known phenomenon in all periods all over the world. 
People in the past were always confronted with surviving 
remains from previous periods, and reacted to and en-
gaged with them in most varying ways. This is particu-
larly true for liminal places like tombs. Reused structures 
are by definition used.1 This can be unmarked and thus 
neutral in meaning, but if intentional and conscious, 
significantly value-laden.2 It is the latter that this study 
concentrates on. Reuse differs from continuous use by a 
period of non-use and can take destructive and additive 
forms. The former is characterised by (partially) destroy-
ing and/or taking away human remains, grave goods or 
the architectural structure of the tombs itself. Additive 
reuse refers to the adjoining of objects or even complete 
burials to an older tomb after a significant gap in the oc-
cupation, in some cases when the original monument was 
already in a state of ruin. 

Reuse and other later activities at tombs can range 
from a few changes of the inventory to the complete 
emptying of it.3 For the archaeologist, identifying such 
later activities is challenging, not least because one and 
the same action can result in very different archaeological 
records.4 Likewise, it is possible that very differently mo-
tivated actions can lead to the same visible changes in the 
archaeological material. For example, a completely empty 
grave could be the result of a secondary burial at another 
location, or grave robbery. Furthermore, natural, non-an-
thropogenic influences, such as the decomposition of the 
body, animal burrows or the collapse of the tomb struc-
ture, can generate disturbances within the tomb and are 
often difficult to differentiate from anthropogenic ones.5 
In addition, not all anthropogenic influences have to be 
intentional, for example, ploughing.

The majority of research on reuse of tombs has fo-
cused so far on Europe, with special emphasis on mega-

1		  Kinney 2011: 3.
2	 Kinney 2011: 2.
3	 Aspöck 2003: 230.
4	 Baitinger 1992: 337 fig. 4; Aspöck 2015a: 24. 
5	 Baitinger 1992: 336.

lithic architecture in its north and the medieval period.6 
Despite how tombs have been the main focus of archae-
ological research in Eastern Arabia, i.e., the north of the 
Sultanate of Oman and the United Arab Emirates, in 
the past decades, reuse of tombs has received only little 
attention. Oftentimes, it is discounted as an exception-
al case not worthy of further exploration or it is often 
over-simplified as grave robbery, although there is plenty 
of evidence contradicting this interpretation, as will be 
argued in this study. When mentioned in publications, 
it is mostly in the form of a negative comment about the 
disturbance to the actual focus of research, i.e., the first 
use of the tomb. This relates to the still dominant per-
ception of archaeological sites as static entities belonging 
to a specific time period and not as ever-changing entities 
within a multi-layered world. In consequence, reuse has 
never received the same appreciation as the first use of 
a tomb. This results in later objects found within older 
tombs being rarely described or illustrated in detail in 
the publications of the excavations, rendering it impos-
sible to reconstruct their depositional contexts and time 
period. Further, it makes it distinctly possible that some 
evidence is not recorded at all.7 

This attitude to archaeological sites might be the 
reason why so far no comprehensive research has been 
undertaken on reuse in Eastern Arabia, neither into the 
temporal and nor into the spatial range of this phenom-
enon. Ignoring the complex use-history of such tombs, 
however, prevents not only understanding the burial cus-
toms of a specific time period, but more importantly the 
social conditions of the past communities that favoured 
or prevented such activities. The present work will inves-
tigate the phenomenon of reused tombs in Eastern Ara-
bia from the beginning of the Early Bronze Age around 
3100 BC until the end of the Sasanian period around 
AD 630, when the onset of Islam in Eastern Arabia pro-
foundly changed the burial customs, in order to under-
stand the underlying purposes and social context of this 

6	 Bradley 2002: 112–148
7		  For similar handling of this phenomenon by archaeologists in 

other regions of the world, see Vejby 2012: 8. 
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praxis. For this, all published evidence for reuse of tombs 
in this region was collected and statistically analysed. 
Different ideas concerning the underlying research ques-
tion of why tombs in Eastern Arabia were reused will be 

discussed. These include grave robbery, change of status 
of the deceased, offerings and other depositions of single 
objects as well as reusing tombs as burial sites. Most of 
these can be placed in the context of cultural memory.



2   Reusing tombs – the theoretical background

To approach some of the motives behind the reuse of 
ancient tombs, three processes of people in the past are, 
according to Bradley,8 of special importance: interpreta-
tion, confrontation and legitimation. As these processes 
are all interlinked with cultural memory, it is first neces-
sary to discuss the theoretical background of this concept 
and its application in archaeology.

2.1	 Collective memory and cultural memory

Memory is defined in the Encyclopaedia Britannica as “the 
encoding, storage, and retrieval in the human mind of past 
experiences”.9 This definition comes with the notion of 
memory being something very personal and belonging to 
individuals. It also refers to memory as a technique of re-
membrance, based on the idea that the information that is 
stored in the memory can be retrieved as the same.10 Mem-
ory here is a form of art (ars memoriae), which allows the 
exact recall of the memory with the help of mnemonics. 
The founding myth to this concept of memory is Cicero’s 
De Oratore. In this study, the story of the Greek poet Simo-
nides of Keos is told, who was able to identify the guests 
of a dinner party that died in a catastrophe because he had 
memorised the places where they were seated. The princi-
ple behind mnemonics is to place images of things that are 
supposed to be remembered in a series of real or imagined 
places. Later, you can walk alongside these places in your 
mind to recollect the images and thus the memories as Si-
monides did in the story. Cicero promotes this technique 
as a way to memorise speeches.11

Concerning the reuse of tombs, however, another 
concept of memory is relevant, that of memory as being 
social and collective.12 Although some earlier mentions 

8	 Bradley 2002: 147. 
9	 Britannica 2019: Memory.
10	 Assmann 1999: 31–38. 
11	 Erll 2005: 62; Fentress – Wickham 1992: 11.
12	 Besides excluding the study of unconscious social memory 

(Donald 1991; Mithen 1996), collective memory in evolution-
ary studies of human cognition and the development of human 
consciousness, in the way in which archaeology itself influences 
collective memory (Michel-Rolph 1996; Hodder 2000; Hol-
torf 2001; Jones 2001; Van Dyke – Alcock 2003: 3–4; Yoffee 

of the term collective or social memory can be found,13 
the French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs (1877–
1945), a student of Émile Durkheim, is generally cred-
ited with establishing the concept of collective memory 
(mémoire collective). Since the 1920s, he published three 
books dealing with this topic. In 1925, Le cadres socieaux 
de la mémoire appeared, in 1941, La topographie légen-
daire des évangiles en terre sainte, and posthumously in 
1950, his unfinished book La mémoire collective. Cen-
tral to his publications is the idea that memory is a so-
cial phenomenon that is acquired in society.14 It devel-
ops through interactions with other people within their 
framework of social conditions (cadre sociaux), because 
people do not live as individuals but are always parts of 
different groups, whose shared concerns, values, experi-
ences, narratives and memories they also adopt.15 Col-
lective memories are thus not only the product of what 
people remember through their own autobiographical 
experiences, but they incorporate a constructed past with 
constitutes of the social group or groups with which they 
identify themselves.16 Only because people are part of so-
cial groups can they position, interpret and remember st 
events,17 as memories only assume relevance when they 
are placed in a social setting.18 

2007: 4–6; Van Dyke 2011: 250–253) as well as material cul-
ture as pure memory tools to store exact information, such as 
tokens, jetons, stone discs, etc. (Goonatilake 1991; D’Errico 
1998; Kielt Costello 2002) are further omitted.

13	 Olick – Robbins 1998: 107.
14	 “Cependant c’est dans la société que, normalement, l’homme ac-

quiert ses souvenirs, qu’il se les rappelle, et, comme on dit, qu’il les 
reconnaît et les localise“ Halbwachs 1952: vi. (“It is in society 
that people normally acquire their memories. It is also in society 
that they recall, reorganise, and localise their memories”.) Trans-
lation: Halbwachs 1992: 38.

15	 Halbwachs 1967: 1–33; Assmann 2006: 224.
16	 Chadwick – Gibson 2013: 9.
17	 “C’est en ce sens qu’il existerait une mémoire collective et des cadres 

sociaux de la mémoire, et c’est dans la mesure où notre pensée 
individuelle se replace dans ces cadres et participe à cette mémoire 
qu’elle serait capable de se souvenir.” Halbwachs 1952: vi. (“There 
exists a collective memory and social frameworks for memory; it 
is to the degrees that our individual thought places itself in these 
frameworks and participates in this memory that it is capable of 
the act of recollection”.) Translation: Halbwachs 1992: 38.

18	 Kansteiner 2002: 190.
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The function of a collective memory is to make sense 
of the world, inform how to interpret new situations and 
learn how to understand our cultural identity in the pre-
sent,19 as this is where remembering takes place.20 This 
present is, however, largely experienced through connec-
tions with past events, objects and places.21 Collective 
memory, contrary to the idea of the art of memory, does 
not preserve the past as such, but is a continually reor-
ganised version of it fitting to the framework of social 
conditions in the present.22 Memory reflects society’s 
needs rather than the real events that once took place.23 
This makes memory subjective, highly selective, depend-
ent on the situation24 and specific to the group in which 
they are recalled.25 Memory is dependent on variables 
such as gender, ethnicity, class and religion.26 Therefore, 
memory is never fixed, but flexible and can create a mul-
tiplicity of meanings, or as Lefebvre calls it, “horizons of 
meanings”.27 Further, memory is not neutral; it is high-
ly selective in what is remembered in a society and what 
is forgotten,28 as remembering and forgetting are both 
fundamental to memory.29 Memory is always construct-
ed. Groups can deliberate, forget or alter their collective 
memory to take account of changing social or political 
circumstances.30 They can and most likely will invent tra-
ditions, as Hobsbawm31 has convincingly demonstrated. 
What is remembered about a particular place is depend-
ent on many different factors. Sometimes by the efforts 
of certain persons attempting to define for others what 
should be remembered and sometimes evoking the op-
posite reaction.32 Attempts to influence future memories 
seldom succeed, because the meanings and understand-
ings change, defying or denying the intentions of those 
who created them.33 Collective memory is nevertheless 
not separated from individual memory; both are in mu-
tual dependence.34 While people recall and organise their 
memories in society,35 it is individuals that remember.36 
In other words, it is the individual who has the memory, 
while it is the society who creates it collectively.37 How-

19	 Kielt Costello 2002: 37; Assmann 2011: 28; Jones 2013: 55.
20	 Berliner 2005: 200–201; Erll 2005: 7.
21	 Connerton 1989: 2.
22	 Halbwachs 1992: 46–51; Assmann 2011: 27.
23	 Gedi – Elam 1996: 40.
24	 Erll 2005: 7.
25	 Erll 2005: 15–16.
26	 Van Dyke – Alcock 2003: 3.
27	 Lowenthal 1985: 206; Lefebvre 1991: 222.
28	 Assmann 2011: 22–23; Van Dyke 2011: 237.
29	 Eckardt 2004; Erll 2005: 7; Mills 2008.
30	 Alcock 2001: 323; Assmann 2011: 26; Truc 2011: 153; Chad-

wick – Gibson 2013: 11.
31	 Hobsbawm 1983.
32	 Rubertone 2008: 13.
33	 Bradley 2002: 82–86, 109–111; Knapp 2009: 48–49.
34	 Erll 2005: 16.
35	 Halbwachs 1992: 38.
36	 Olick – Robbins 1998: 111.
37	 Assmann 2011: 21.

ever, as Kansteiner points out, collective memory can be 
studied by other means than through the individual.38

Despite Halbwachs’ ground-breaking ideas, mem-
ory studies were not the focus of scholarly interest in 
the decades following his publications. Since the 1980s, 
however, they have been booming.39 Memory is one of 
the key themes in various disciplines from philosophi-
cal, poetic and literary studies to cognitive neuroscience, 
psychology, history, sociology, anthropology and eth-
nography.40 Archaeological interest in memory began to 
gain momentum during the 1990s with Barrett’s “Frag-
ments from Antiquity”41 (1994) as well as Bradley and 
Williams’ edited World Archaeology issue “The Past 
in the Past” (1998), and escalated after the turn of the 
millennium.42 This boom in memory studies may be not 
least because this topic, as only a few others, can bridge 
disciplines from the humanities and the social and nat-
ural sciences.43 The main reasons listed in the literature 
for this boom happening at this specific time are that 
the generation of witnesses to the Shoah and the Second 
World War are dying out and thus the oral tradition sur-
rounding these events is being interrupted with a break-
down of the “great narrative” with the end of the cold war 
and the ideologies connected with this, the postcolonial 
situation and new electronic media for external storage.44 
This increase in memory studies also leads to a vast and 
confusing number of labels and concepts connected to 
memory, often using different terms for the same idea,45 
for example the terms “social memory” and “collective 
memory”. While some use the term social memory or 
cultural memory instead of collective memory in order to 
avoid the notion that the individual is passively obeying 
an interiorised collective will46 or a collective conscious-
ness,47 seeing it as different names for the same content, 
others assert that social memory refers to the influence 
of social factors upon individual and group memory, 
whereas collective memory constitutes the wider mem-
ory of a society.48 Others still say that social memory is 
the non-intentional part of cultural and communicative 
memory,49 or that collective memory refers to remember-
ing by people who do not all know each other but who 
remember the same thing, while social memory derives 

38	 Kansteiner 2002: 185.
39	 Winter 2001.
40	 Chadwick – Gibson 2013: 2.
41	 Barrett 1994.
42	 Van Dyke 2011: 238.
43	 Erll 2005: 2.
44	 Erll 2005: 3; Assmann 2006: 212; Assmann 2011: vii.
45	 Beiner 2008.
46	 Fentress – Wickham 1992: ix.
47	 Olick – Robbins 1998: 111.
48	 Paez – Basabe – Gonzalez 1997: 147.
49	 Erll 2005: 52.
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from a basis in shared experiences, shared histories or 
places, or shared projects.50

The boom in memory studies is further criticised 
by the thought that it led to a “memory craze”,51 dimin-
ishing memory to a “catch-all category”.52 Many see the 
danger of the overextension of the term memory, making 
it indistinguishable from identity and culture,53 or tradi-
tion,54 and that every little trace of the past in the present 
could be designated as memory.55 “My impression here is 
that, by a dangerous act of expansion, memory gradually 
becomes everything which is transmitted across genera-
tions, everything stored in culture, ‘almost indistinguish-
able’ then from the concept of culture itself.”56 The term 
collective memory is seen as a misleading name for myth, 
folk history, popular history, oral history or public his-
tory.57 It is believed to be used as a synonym for history 
in order to humanise the subject and to make it more ac-
cessible, as it sounds less distant.58 Memory is generally 
seen as a new, fancy label rather than content, offering 
no true explanatory power,59 comparable to the overuse 
of the term chiefdom in archaeology in the 1970s and 
the term ancestor in the 1990s,60 and also as misleading.61 
With regard to archaeology, the use of the term mem-
ory is criticised when seen as having historical agency, 
directing us in a new era “in which archives remember 
and statues forget”. 62 Thus, a widespread conclusion 
within the critiques of the use of collective memory in 
archaeology is, “that the concept of ‘memory’ is ill-ap-
plied in archaeological analyses, confusing recollection 
with active, cultural creation”.63 Further, it is criticised 
that archaeologists tend to identify memory too easily 
and nearly in every context. The general problem behind 
these critiques is that the definition of collective/cultural 
memory used in archaeological and other studies is too 
broad, as it is often supposed to include everything that 
is transmitted across generations, everything stored in a 
culture,64 and that memory studies in archaeology lack 
critical reflection on methods and theory, as well as a 
systematic evaluation of the field’s problems, approaches 
and objects of study.65 Therefore, in the following, the 

50	 Casey 2004: 23.
51	 Berliner 2005: 199.
52	 Zelizer 1995: 235.
53	 Fabian 1999: 51; Berliner 2005: 198.
54	 Cancik – Mohr 1990: 300.
55	 Berliner 2005: 200–201.
56	 Berliner 2005: 203; Roddick – Hastorf 2010: 172.
57	 Gedi – Elam 1996: 47; Klein 2000: 128.
58	 Klein 2000: 129.
59	 Confino 1997: 1388; Greenhalgh 2011.
60	 Whitley 2002: 119.
61	 Gedi – Elam 1996: 43.
62	 Klein 2000: 136.
63	 Moore 2010: 399.
64	 Berliner 2005: 202–203.
65	 Confino 1997: 1387; Winter 2001: 65; Kielt Costello 2002: 

49.

definition and the identification of cultural memory in 
the archaeological record as applied within this study 
will be presented.

2.1.1	 Definition of cultural memory

The most useful definition of cultural memory as an ap-
plicable category for archaeologists to work with and also 
to distinguish it from concepts of culture, (oral) history, 
tradition and myth, is Van Dyke’s notion of social mem-
ory, which is always linked to intentionality,66 i.e., the 
meant consequences of an action.67 Thus, this is the con-
cept of memory that will be used within this work for the 
study of reuse of tombs in Eastern Arabia. Although in-
formation about the past is everywhere around us, all the 
time, this information is not equally meaningful.68 Van 
Dyke is fully aware that unconscious, habitual memories 
are also always present and influential, and unintentional 
consequences can lead to profound long-term changes.69 
She writes: “This is not to say that unreflective liturgies, 
habitual practices and unforeseen consequences play no 
role in social continuity and change. Nor is it suggested 
that it is possible or desirable to disentangle the discur-
sive from the practical.”70 But for her it is crucial “that 
we should hold investigations of ‘social memory’ sepa-
rate from inquiries into ‘tradition’, ‘culture’, or ‘practical 
consciousness’, so that memory retains its analytical util-
ity”.71 She further points out that unconscious and con-
scious memories are far from being mutually exclusive.72 
However, “if memory is meant as something other than a 
synonym for culture, we cannot escape engagement with 
intentionality.”73

In the same line, Jones74 argues that unconscious 
memories are not habitually reevaluated and thus be-
come part of the general disposition of the community. 
This is a concept that Nora also states in his book series 
Les lieux de mémoire: “Que manque cette intention de 
mémoire, et les lieux de mémoire sont des lieux d’histoire”75, 
and Geary in his book Phantoms of Remembrance: Mem-
ory and Oblivion at the End of the First Millennium: “All 
memory […] is memory for something, and this politi-
cal (in a broad sense) purpose cannot be ignored”.76 Van 
Dyke further relies on to Connerton’s77 distinction be-

66	 Van Dyke 2011: 246.
67	 Bernbeck 2003: 207.
68	 Van Dyke 2009: 222.
69	 Giddens 1984: 8–14; Pauketat 2000; Van Dyke 2011: 245.
70	 Van Dyke 2011: 245.
71	 Van Dyke 2011: 245.
72	 Alcock 2002: 28; Van Dyke 2009: 223; see also Connerton 

1989.
73	 Van Dyke 2009: 241.
74	 Jones 2013: 55.
75	 Nora 1984: xxxv.
76	 Geary 1994: 12.
77	 Connerton 1989.
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tween inscribed memory and incorporated memory. 
Inscribed memory is manifested in materially visible 
commemorative activities such as the construction of 
monuments, while incorporated memory encompasses 
bodily rituals and behaviour and lends itself to fleeting 
acts.78 To Van Dyke, these distinctions, while being too 
simple, highlight the fact that social memory involves 
both intentional acts as well as habitual practices.79 Ac-
cording to her, this distinction can also be found in Gid-
den’s differentiation between discursive and practical so-
cial memory.80 Discursive social memory would refer to 
the intentional construction of pasts and counter-pasts, 
while practical memory would involve the unthinking 
activities, the doxic practices that comprise much of so-
cial life.81 Although not explicitly mentioned, one could 
also add to these distinctions Bourdieu’s explicit and im-
plicit pedagogy.82 Thus, social memory to be studied as 
a distinct topic for the archaeologist is, according to Van 
Dyke, what Connerton labels “inscribed memory” or 
what Giddens describes as “discursive memory”.

Van Dyke’s concept of an intentional social memo-
ry generally overlaps with Assmann’s idea of a cultural 
memory in opposition to a communicative memory. 
Communicative memory, also referred to as generation-
al or biographical memory, comprises, according to him, 
memories related to the recent past, those memories 
that the individual shares with his contemporaries. It 
concerns personal experiences and their framework. 
Those memories are formed, vouched for and commu-
nicated solely by way of personal experiences and based 
on everyday communication. They are informal, arise 
from everyday interaction and span only a horizon of 
80 to 100 years.83 Cultural84 memory, also referred to as 
foundational memory, on the other hand, in Assmann’s 
definition, deals with events in the absolute past and 
with mythical histories or origins.85 They are transmitted 
through organised, formal and ceremonial communica-
tion such as festivals and rites and have a fixed content 
and specialised tradition bearer to interpret it.86 Cultural 
memory is codified or institutionalised through external 
means such as material culture and monuments, as well 
a social praises such as rituals, festivals and commemo-

78	 Bradley 2002: 12–14; Van Dyke – Alcock 2003: 4.
79	 Joyce 2008.
80	 Giddens 1984: 45–51; Joyce 2008.
81	 Van Dyke 2009: 222.
82	 Bourdieu 1977: 94–95.
83	 Assmann 2011: 36, 41.
84	 “Cultural” does not refers to culture in its broader sense 

as the totality of human expressions in a given context, 
but to culture as staged, stylised culture directed to the 
observer (Erll 2005: 113–114); “It is ‘cultural’ because it 
can only be realised institutionally and artificially” (Ass-
mann 2011: 9).

85	 Assmann 2011: 41.
86	 Assmann 2011: 41.

rative events.87 All these fixed objectifications are kinds 
of sign systems and have mnemonic functions.88 Those 
mnemomics help to keep memory alive over generations, 
as it is not transmitted biologically, and guarantees conti-
nuity and identity to the society.89 Cultural memory, un-
like communicative memory, is a matter of institutional-
ised mnemonics.90 Cultural memory creates the material 
and institutional conditions that people can use to refer 
to a long gone past and can expect that people in the far 
future will remember them. Institutions and larger social 
groups, such as nations, states, the church, or a firm do 
not have a memory; they make one for themselves with 
the aid of memorial signs such as symbols, texts, imag-
es, rites, ceremonies, places and monuments. It resides 
in material media, symbols and practices, which have to 
be engrafted into the hearts and minds of individuals.91 
Cultural memory is imbued with an element of the sa-
cred. The figures are endowed with religious significance 
and commemoration often takes the form of a festival; 
the collective identity needs ceremony – something to 
take it out of the daily routine, the ceremony as a means 
of communication, itself a forming influence, as it shapes 
memory by means of texts, dances images, rituals and so 
on. One might therefore compare the polarity between 
communicative and cultural memory to that between 
everyday life and the festival.92 Participation in cultural 
memory is always highly differentiated. This even applies 
to illiterate and egalitarian societies. Cultural memory al-
ways has its special carriers. They include shamans, bards, 
priests, teachers, artists, scribes, scholars and others. The 
extraordinary (as opposed to the everyday) nature of 
these cultural memories is reflected by the fact that these 
specialist carriers are separated from everyday life and du-
ties. In illiterate societies, the forms of their specialisation 
will depend on what is required of the memories. The 
most demanding requirement is a word-for-word rendi-
tion.93 In contrast to communicative memory, cultural 
memory does not spread itself around spontaneously but 
must be thoroughly prepared and vetted. Its distribution 
is controlled and whereas on the on hand it makes par-
ticipation obligatory, on the other it withholds the right 
to participate. “In its temporal dimension, the polarity 
of collective memory corresponds to that between the 
festival and the everyday life; in its social dimension, it is 
that between a knowledgeable elite, the specialists in the 
field and the ordinary members of the group”.94 Cultural 

87	 Assmann 2011: 41.
88	 Holtorf 1997: 47; Assmann 2011: 37.
89	 Assmann 2011: 72.
90	 Assmann 2011: 37.
91	 Assmann 2006: 217.
92	 Assmann 2011: 38.
93	 Assmann 2011: 39.
94	 Assmann 2011: 40.
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memory is the transmission of meanings from the past,95 
that is, explicit historical reference and consciousness.96 
It generates meaning for larger groups of memory com-
munities such as religious groups.97 Here, factual history 
does not count but remembered history does. This does 
not make it unreal – on the contrary, this is what makes 
it real, in the sense that is becomes a lasting, normative 
and formative power.98 Assmann99 is nevertheless mind-
ful that there is no sharp distinction between commu-
nicative memory and cultural memory and that both can 
overlap. One and the same event in a given historical con-
text can be at the same time part of the cultural and of the 
communicative memory of a society.100 According to As-
smann,101 his distinction between communicative mem-
ory and cultural memory comes close to Halbwachs’ dif-
ferentiation between memory and tradition, as he works 
on the question of how living memory (mémoire vécue) 
transforms into history and tradition, taking on a canon-
ical, commemorative substance. Others, however, see 
Halbwachs incorporating both of Assmann’s concepts of 
commemorative and cultural memory.102 Commemora-
tive memory is the subject of his discussions of memories 
in the family.103 Cultural memory can be found in his 
studies of the memory of a religion and in his book La 
topographie légendaire des évangiles en terre sainte.104

2.1.2	 Why should archaeologists study cultural 
memory?

Before entering the discussion on cultural memory as 
an interpretative background for the reuse of tombs in 
Eastern Arabia, a final question must be asked. What is 
the benefit of archaeologists studying cultural memory? 
A starting point for this discussion can be Assmann’s ob-
servation that humans’ basic, natural disposition favours 
forgetting rather than remembering and thus remember-
ing always shows deliberate efforts.105 This leads to the 
question of why people invest in recording and resuscitat-
ing the past.106 It is likely that people in every time period 
had questions such as “What were the inhabitants of the 
past like? How did they build such gigantic monuments? 
Why are these beings no longer alive? Why are their 
works in ruins? What is the cosmological relationship 

95	 Assmann 2011: 5–7.
96	 Olick – Robbins 1998: 111–112.
97	 Erll 2005: 116–117.
98	 Assmann 2011: 37–38.
99	 Assmann 2011: 40–41.
100	 Erll 2005: 115.
101	 Assmann 2011: 48.
102	 Erll 2005: 15.
103	 Halbwachs 1992: 54–83.
104	 Halbwachs 1992: 193–235.
105	 Assmann 2011: 51.
106	 Assmann 2011: 51.

between ‘their’ past and ‘our’ present and what caused 
the transition from one to the other?”107 It is a fact that 
history mattered to people in prehistory,108 but cultural 
memory is never a mirror of the past but a meaningful 
indicator for the needs and concerns of the remembering 
people in the present. Thus, cultural-historical memory 
studies do not focus primarily on the remembered pasts 
but mainly on the presence of the rememberers.109 The 
main focus of archaeological studies of cultural mem-
ory is therefore how the creation of collected memory 
affected a culture in question,110 examining the decisive 
changes within the connective structure of a given soci-
ety,111 to investigate why a certain past was received or 
rejected, why people prefer some image of the past over 
another.112 Cultural memory can reveal much informa-
tion concerning the beliefs and social structures of the 
communities.113 As pointed out by Van Dyke, “Memory 
encourages us to think of the past as inhabited by think-
ing, feeling people”.114 It humanises the past.115 As archae-
ologists deal first and foremost – if not exclusively – with 
material culture, this provides a unique opportunity to 
access the material aspects of memory.116 While other 
disciplines such as psychology, cultural anthropology 
or history, which rely on oral and written accounts to 
understand and reconstruct cultural memory, can only 
cover the present and recent past, material culture offers 
the chance to go all the way back to the origins of hu-
mankind. Further, early written accounts are especially in 
danger of offering a limited, mainly elite point of view.117 

Cultural memory is, although not exclusively, con-
nected to power.118 Through control of a society’s mem-
ory, the hierarchy of power is seen to be conditioned.119 
Therefore, memory studies in archaeology allow re-
searchers to study the negotiation of power in ancient 
societies.120 As the materialisation of cultural memory 
externalises outside of the mind, it is more available to 
manipulation and control.121 Thus, exploring cultural 
memory can be a means of studying ideology, domina-
tion and resistance.122 It allows researchers to explore 
how the construction of the past affected the relation-

107	 Harmann 2002: 354.
108	 Gosden – Lock 1998: 3.
109	 Erll 2005: 7.
110	 Kielt Costello 2002: 46.
111	 Assmann 2011: 10.
112	 Confino 1997: 1390.
113	 Williams 1998b: 90.
114	 Van Dyke 2011: 243.
115	 Van Dyke 2011: 240.
116	 Kielt Costello 2002: 46.
117	 Alcock 2001: 326.
118	 Confino 1997: 1393.
119	 Connerton 1989: 1.
120	 Van Dyke 2009: 240.
121	 Kielt Costello 2002: 48.
122	 Kielt Costello 2002: 48.
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ship of power within society.123 Knowledge of the past 
enables actions in the present to be legitimated and at 
certain times manipulated by those who claim to possess 
such knowledge.124 On the other hand, cultural memo-
ry can raise awareness of the paramount importance of 
the group, where individual desires, instincts and goals 
are subordinate, ensuring that the common good has pre-
dominance over individual agendas.125 Remembrance of 
the past may also give rise to insights dangerous to the 
ruling group. In a world where the government forces all 
its subjects to toe the party line, memory offers access 
to a different world, facilitating detachment from the 
absolutism of the present given reality.126 Memory can 
challenge dominant historical narratives in the name of 
repressed groups and attack the conceptual underpin-
nings of linear historicity, truth and identity.127 The past 
is thus a stake in the struggle for power.128 It is manip-
ulated by ruling elites129 and memory is especially vul-
nerable to manipulation as it is externalised.130 Power 
legitimises itself retrospectively and immortalises itself 
prospectively.131 And material culture as tangible links to 
the legitimation of those powers that may not be equally 
accessible to the different members of a community, is of 
chief importance.132 Archaeological memory studies can 
allow researchers to identify individual memory makers. 
Maybe the easiest examples are rulers that want to be re-
membered and commemorate their own deeds by mon-
uments, ensuring that their glory will be narrated, sung, 
performed, immortalised or at the very least recorded in 
archives.133 They have the potential to examine the ways 
in which memory may have affected the way that the 
landscape was structured and individual sites inhabited 
over extended periods of time.134 Memory studies in ar-
chaeology also explore how different cultural traditions 
perceive, represent and utilise the concept of time.135 

Of course, archaeologists cannot get inside the minds 
of people in the past and thus never know what people 
consciously thought about the past in their culturally 
specific context,136 but cultural memory is a useful and 
meaningful theory for archaeological studies and distinct 
from concepts such as culture as it refers to intentional 
references to the past that explicitly communicate mean-

123	 Confino 1997: 1393.
124	 Jones 2013: 55.
125	 Assmann 2011: 121.
126	 Assmann 2011: 69.
127	 Olick – Robbins 1998: 108.
128	 Van Dyke 2011: 237.
129	 Alcock 2002: 17.
130	 Kielt Costello 2002: 1–2.
131	 Assmann 2011: 54.
132	 Lillios 1999: 236.
133	 Assmann 2011: 54.
134	 Jones 2013: 55.
135	 Van Dyke 2011: 242.
136	 Williams 2006: 20.

ing, though not everybody in the past society might have 
agreed with it.137 To this concept it will be referred to in 
this study using Assmann’s labelling as cultural memory.

2.1.3	 Identifying cultural memory in the 
archaeological record

2.1.3.1	 The material background

When we want to identify cultural memory in the ar-
chaeological record that is in the material remains from 
the past, we first have to recall that because material cul-
ture can indeed inform us about past societies that form 
the relationship between the people and the artefacts 
that remain from ancient societies, we can learn about 
the life in the past.138 Material culture is thus integral to 
society and not only an incidental background to it.139 
Hodder140 has convincingly argued that material culture 
is always meaningfully constructed and can be under-
stood as operating in a meaningful way when it is impli-
cated with a particular region of social practice. Through 
the interaction of people and material culture, meaning 
is encoded with things, which would themselves have no 
meaning.141 This can result in the development of a deep-
ly personalised relationship between people and things, 
“which work in a manner different from linguistic ex-
perience because it is a physical, synesthetic, material 
experience threatening to overwhelm the sense and in-
built in to the thing (usually) is the passage of time in its 
making, exchange, uses, movements and modes of con-
sumption”.142 Through symbolic codes, objects invoke 
representation of the past that inform people’s action, 
allowing the archaeologist to read the material record 
comparably to reading a text.143 But texts are to be inter-
preted by different people in different ways.144 Material 
culture is no closed category. It is unstable, mutable from 
one context to another.145 “Reading material culture as 
meaningfully constituted forming a signifying field in-
evitably involves the archaeologist in a complex process 
of interpretation, decoding or translation. […] Material 
culture patterning is not a reality to be questioned in the 
way in which a hypothetic-deductive analysis might sug-
gest but a reality that has to be constructed in the process 
of translative, interpretative analysis.”146 Therefore, “we 
have to follow the things themselves, for their meanings 
are inscribed in their forms, their uses, their trajectories. 

137	 E.g., Mills – Walker 2008a: 17.
138	 Schiffer 1999: 7.
139	 Graham 1998: 3; Gosden – Marshall 1999: 169.
140	 Hodder 1982; see also Thomas 1996: 59–64.
141	 Tilley 1999: 76.
142	 Tilley 1999: 272.
143	 Hodder 1986: 122–124.
144	 Hodder 1988: 69–70, 74.
145	 Hodder 1986: 118–146; Bradley 1998: 71.
146	 Shanks – Tilley 1987: 115.
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It is only through their analysis of these trajectories that 
we can interpret the human transactions and calculations 
that enliven things.”147

Secondly, we have to act on the assumption that cul-
tural memory must be (at least partially) reflected in the 
material culture of past societies to enable archaeologist 
to recover it. This is exactly what Assmann argues to sep-
arate it from other forms of memory as demonstrated 
in chapter 2.1.1. The possibility to externalise cultural 
memory out of the brain is also what is distinguishing-
ly human.148 Material culture includes, most generally 
speaking, objects and places. Material objects and plac-
es, however, do not preserve or communicate memories. 
They are no straightforward substitutes of memories.149 
They may evoke remembrance,150 but only if those ob-
jects or places play a role in the cultural memory of the 
group. Their meaning is never fixed by the author. In-
stead, they always demand interpretation. The act of 
reading is both creative and situational. The reader is sit-
uated within specific cultural contexts. Individual reads 
are therefore encultured based on one’s own life experi-
ence. Bearing that in mind, material culture cannot be 
seen as a storehouse or bank of past experience any more 
than the human mind can be.151 Thus, the meaning of 
places and objects must be maintained and communi-
cated to further generations and this generally happens 
through commemorative rituals.152 Therefore, the role of 
places and objects on the one hand and commemorative 
rituals on the other hand will be discussed in the follow-
ing two chapters.

2.1.3.1.1   Places and objects

It is widely recognised that cultural memory needs to 
be given substance through a particular setting in time 
and place.153 It must be attached to objects, buildings or 
landscape features, in which the memory of the social 
group can be stored, in order for it to become real to 
the society and thus survive. This physical background 
is what Halbwachs154 refers to as the material framework 
(cadre materiel) in which memories come into being. 
This material framework forms, as Johnson155 phrases 
it, “geographies of remembrances”, or in the words of 

147	 Appadurai 1986: 5.
148	 Laland – Rendell 2013: 740.
149	 Forty 1999.
150	 Chadwick 2013: 293.
151	 Jones 2007: 13.
152	 Connerton 1989.
153	 Halbwachs 1952: 187; Nora 1984; Nora 1989; Tilley 1994: 

59; Assmann 1999: 298–339; Knapp – Ashmore 1999: 13–
14; Crumley 1999: 271; Bradley 2002; Kielt Costello 2002: 
1; Guggenheim 2009: 41; Graves – Rechniewski 2010: 8; 
Assmann 2011: 24; Harmanşah 2012: 107; Hoaen – Loney 
2013: 125; Vieira 2013: 259. 

154	 Halbwachs 1992: 200.
155	 Johnson 2003.

Thomas,156 “landscapes of memory”, which guides the 
observer. Cultural memories pass down using natural 
or anthropogenic landscape features or other material 
objects as prompts to recount myths, genealogies, 
historical events, tenurial information, customs, legal 
codes and so forth. Symbols utilised in those frameworks, 
for example on rock art and on ceramics, basketry, 
fabrics and other media, are capable of instantiating 
memories, even if the design appears purely abstract 
or geometrical.157 In the words of Assmann,158 they 
are raised to the status of sights, meaning that they are 
semioticised. As a result, places and objects can summon 
up or discourage memories.159 They are the form through 
which cultural meaning that goes beyond their practical 
purpose is both handed down and brought to present 
life.160 This is, however, not to say that objects contain 
or store memory; they rather provide the grounds for 
humans to experience memory.161 And while a memory 
might be pure invention, it can nearly always be precisely 
located in a place.162 Real places especially support 
the belief in the memory when it was not personally 
experienced.163 However, it also has to be assumed that 
how the past is stored affects what is remembered and 
thus that a change in the storage can cause a change in 
the content.164 

Material things and places further have the potential 
to endure time in a different way to human beings. Ar-
tefacts and places can outlast time well beyond a single 
human lifespan or they can be destroyed or disposed of 
immediately after construction.165 Fowler166 differen-
tiates between enduring monuments and such that are 
intentionally destroyed shortly after their construction. 
In the first case, the memory functions through being 
projected forward in time due to the permanence of the 
monument.167 In the latter, the memory is imprinted on 
the people who witness or take part in its destruction 
through the very act of it. The monument will be remem-
bered during the following construction and destruction 
or any other commemorative rituals at this place or an-
other. In both events, through the monuments, the mem-
ory associated with them will be projected into the future 
in the expectation that either the monument will be still 
there, or another one referring to it or another ceremony 

156	 Thomas 2000: 79.
157	 Chadwick – Gibson 2013: 17.
158	 Assmann 2011: 44.
159	 Alcock 2001: 326.
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remembering it.168 Relating to places, Truc169 distinguish-
es therefore between “memory of places” and “places of 
memory”. According to him, places of memory tend to 
evolve and live after the past event, where the memory 
of the place is grounded. This creates a tension between 
the actual material place that is continually changing and 
the memory of the place that preserves it as it was while 
the event happened, a tension between the real and the 
symbolic form of the place. 

Most archaeological studies of memory have tended 
to emphasise large-scale, ritual and high prestige mon-
uments as the intention in their creation to remember 
something seems self-evident. The word “monument” 
derives from the Latin verb monere, to remind.170 “As 
the word ‘monumental’ implies, the builders of monu-
ments are always thinking in some sense about represent-
ing pasts for the future.”171 Monuments are memorials 
to people and events, and in preliterate societies their 
meanings would be passed down in the form of stories, 
myths and legends.172 Although, as Bradley173 points out, 
monuments evoke multiple, contested meanings and are 
subject to continual reinterpretation over time; their 
builders are engaged in memory-making, attempting to 
project ideas about the past into the future. Their mate-
rial presence makes it highly likely to inspire groups that 
encounter the monuments way after their construction 
to include them in their group’s collective memory.174 
Or, as Gibson phrases it, “old things still mattered, even 
when their original meanings may have been forgot-
ten”.175 However, while some see monumental buildings 
as mediators of the past through their sheer powerful 
presence,176 it has to be remembered that they, as all other 
material things, do not possess memory by themselves. It 
can only be ascribed to them. The function of monumen-
tal buildings is often seen as to shape the relationships of 
power and inequality between those who dwell in or use 
such buildings and those who do not.177 Monuments are 
thus considered to be the physical manifestations of the 
social order, the display of the achievements of the elites, 
maintained, alive and present, in perpetuity.178 They are 
deemed to be built as integrative strategies to counter 
political collapse,179 as signs and symbols of communi-

168	 Fowler 2003: 56.
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ty and of a political identity,180 the official codification 
of cultural grammar181 or as an expression of the collec-
tive will.182 They can be the attempt of the ruling class 
to fix meaning through the canonisation of building.183 
But their signifying power depends upon the viewer’s 
ability to recognise why they are built and which event 
they commemorate.184 As this is no longer the case, their 
power becomes ineffectual.185 This implies that the study 
of cultural memory in archaeology mostly focuses on its 
use by different groups of elites, “not because their use 
of the past is more important or more widespread than 
non-elites’, but because they were in a better position to 
inscribe their version of the past in enduring ways suscep-
tible to recover by archaeologists”.186

Notwithstanding that monuments, including tombs, 
are the focus of archaeological engagement with mem-
ory, many other objects and places can function as the 
external materialisation of cultural memory as well,187 for 
example simple dwellings188 or ritual deposits (chapter 
5.1.4).189 The possibilities of which objects or places are 
turned into items of cultural memory of any given socie-
ty are unlimited.

2.1.3.1.2   Commemorative rituals

As material culture does not pass on memory on its own, 
it must be conveyed and sustained through commem-
orative rituals,190 which are understood as the formal 
re-enactment of the past.191 In his book How Societies 
Remember, Connerton claims that “if there is such a 
thing as social memory, we are likely to find it in com-
memorative ceremonies.”192 Cultural memory involves 
remembering together, an interplay or dynamic between 
people and things.193 It is connected to repetitive actions 
rather than to materiality.194 There is no other way to par-
ticipate in cultural memory than by personal presence. 
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Consequently, occasions must be established in any given 
society to bring about gatherings.195 Without commemo-
rative rituals, cultural memory cannot be passed on from 
one generation to the next.196 Those rituals link cultur-
al memory to places and objects. They are performed 
“whilst moving past or gesturing to particular landscape 
features, or utilising items of material culture as citation-
al devices”.197 Commemorative rituals transmit shared 
memories and create an arena where they could be ab-
sorbed and argued.198 Through such ritual performanc-
es, images and knowledge of the past are conveyed and 
sustained199 and social integration is promoted.200 They 
give value and meaning to those who perform them.201 
Collective experience confers communal, social and em-
blematic memories to the participant.202 Commemora-
tive ceremonies often include references to myths and 
recall events that have taken place at some historical date 
or in the mythical past.203 They further refer as well to so-
cial and political events just outside living memory as to 
more distant events from centuries or millennia ago such 
as myths where precise details of the event may be lack-
ing.204 The explicit reference to prototypical persons and 
events is what makes them distinguishable from all other 
rituals, irrespective of whether the persons and events are 
historical or mythical.205 Uniting past and present, rituals 
establish and maintain associations with ancestors and 
the supernatural through the use of particular categories 
of places in the landscape. Generally, commemorative ac-
tivities are most visible in the realm of the elite, so it is 
their version of the past that most frequently will be re-
corded and preserved.206 This does not, however, exclude 
that more pluralistic memories of the common people 
can be found in the archaeological record as well.

Another aspect of commemorative rituals is that they 
are repetitive and, according to Connerton207, repetition 
automatically implies and reinforces continuity with 
the past. Archaeologically this may be detected through 
a highly structured mode of deposition.208 Repetition 
guarantees that the lines of action will not branch out 
into infinite variations but instead will establish them-
selves in recognisable patterns immediately identifiable 
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as elements of a shared culture.209 As Bradley210 high-
lights, “people did not make artefacts or build structures 
according to a traditional format because they were una-
ble to think of anything else. Rather, they did so as one 
way of adhering to tradition and maintaining links with 
what they knew of their past.” But rites do not simply im-
ply continuity with the past, they explicitly claim such 
continuity.211 Each ritual is linked to its predecessor. It 
does not only repeat the ceremony from the previous 
occasion by following the same pattern but also re-pre-
sents or presentifies an event from the remote past.212 
“We would underestimate the commemorative hold of 
the rite, we would minimise its mnemonic power, if we 
were to say that it reminded the participants of mythic 
events, we should say rather that the sacred event was 
re-presented, the participants in the rite gave it ceremoni-
ally embodied form. The transfigured reality of the myth 
was again and again re-presented when those who took 
part in the cult became so to speak contemporaries with 
the mythic event”, says Connerton.213 This re-enactment 
is of cardinal importance in the shaping of communal 
memory.214 Ritual is not solely confined to the repetition 
of a fixed procedure, it also realises a meaning that is to 
be preserved and made present.215 If this dimension of 
reference and presentification was not present, then we 
would not be dealing with rites as such, but with ritual-
ised routines – mere actions that are prescribed for purely 
rational, practical purposes.216 According to Assmann,217 
the stricter the established order is, the more dominant 
the aspect of repetition in rituals, and the more freedom 
is given to individuals in general, the more the aspect of 
representation comes to the fore.

The performances of rituals are encoded in formal-
ised, stylised and stereotyped language in storytelling, 
songs or poems, bodily movements such as postures, ges-
tures and movements and so forth. They become materi-
ally visible in the archaeological record through evidence 
for activities like processions, mortuary treatments, aban-
donments, feasting and votive depositions.218 Such rituals 
require the continuing investment of resources.219 In con-
trast to everyday situations, this pattern is not flexible, 
but restricted, and hence easy to repeat at the next ritu-
al occasion.220 All this ensures the ritual’s effectiveness 
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as mnemonic system.221 A bombardment of the senses 
during such rites can provide an additional mnemonic 
device itself (a flashbulb memory), especially important 
for infrequent events and creating strong memories sub-
ject to much significant distortion compared to average 
memories.222 Commemorative ceremonies set into mo-
tion richly textured interactions in which individuals 
and groups can assert identities, craft social memories 
and repair the social fabric of the community.223 This 
makes rituals much easier to identify as activities related 
to memory, and other, more idiosyncratic ones, that tend 
to produce intelligible patterning.224

Rites generally occur at specific places at fixed 
times.225 They are staged for different group events, ritual 
performances and commemorative ceremonies. Material 
spaces and objects provide such stages for these rituals.226 
This begins with the creation of the object or building 
itself, where the often long-term commitment as well as 
the ability to control resources and labour must, accord-
ing to Knapp,227 have created a sense of group identity, 
or of different group identities: those who create it and 
those who commissioned it. As people invest their time, 
energy and emotions into objects, buildings or landscape 
features, this investment consequently creates a strong 
bond between people and things.228 One very visible ex-
ample of this in the archaeological record is conspicuous 
consumption.229 By this, the meaning is mainly com-
municated and kept alive through rituals staging at the 
material space or with the objector referring to it. Later, 
when the material space loses its original use, it can be in-
corporated into new group memories by referring to the 
monument by construction new buildings or objects in 
relation to it, depositing objects there with explicit ref-
erence to it or staging new rituals at this place.230 As in 
the initial building of the monument, this again requires 
considerable investment of time, resources and labour, 
creating a new sense of group identity. The same is true 
for the new performances involved in the reuse of the 
building. The places chosen for ritual performance may 
have been invested with liminal or sacred qualities and 
have influenced the movement and expectations of par-
ticipants and onlookers. The antiquity and monumen-
tality of a locale can be important resources, integral to 
the symbolism and organisation of ritual practices and 
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important for the reproduction of social relations and 
identities in past societies.231

The continuous, repeated use of a site or an object 
does include the use of a replica of a site or an object of 
which the original was destroyed, is lost or for other rea-
sons no longer accessible, just like reuse as an invented 
repetition after a long period of time also includes the 
creation of a replica of an invented original. What is 
valued in these cases it not the real object or place but 
the memory thereof. Value is thus not attributed to the 
object but to the memory of their imagery.232 This con-
cept is often referred to as citations.233 If the object that 
is remembered is destroyed without replication, this 
is referred to as incorporation. What they signify is re-
membered only through their absence, through recollec-
tion of the object and the events which removed them 
from circulation.234 A continuous, repeated use of a site 
or an object is referred to as an inscription. It is the in-
tention to guide memory in future acts of interpretation 
by creating lasting traces of edifices that represent what 
is to be remembered and believed.235 Reuse as an invent-
ed repetition also mostly incorporates the disruption of 
the current belief. This kind of mnemonic editing takes 
some effort, designed to transform the old continua into 
a series of seemingly unattached blocks of time.236 This 
might involve systematically uprooting people, destroy-
ing historical monuments and removing certain holidays 
from the calendar.237 Then it is possible to establish a new 
beginning and create a new narrative that is based on the 
continuity with another past.238 Hobsbawn famously 
called this the “invention of tradition”. Those inventions 
either refer to past events, persons or institutions that 
played no significant role in the cultural memory of the 
group before, or they are genuinely invented. In any case, 
ancient materials are used to construct invented tradi-
tions for new purposes.239 By generating new traditions 
that nevertheless seem old, such revivals are designed to 
create the illusion of historical continuity since time im-
memorial.240 Various mnemonic strategies we use to help 
us create the illusion of historical continuity typically 
involve some mental bridging. These techniques typi-
cally involve some mental editing to produce an illusory 
quasi-continuity that can help offset the actual tempo-
ral gaps between non-contiguous points in history. Such 
mnemonic pasting helps us mentally transform series of 
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non-contiguous points in time into seemingly unbro-
ken historical continua. Despite the fact that mnemonic 
bridging is basically a mental act, we often try to ground 
it in some tangible reality.241 Indeed, one of the most 
effective ways of bridging the gap between non-contig-
uous points in history is by establishing a connection 
that allows them to literally almost touch one another. 
Constancy of place is a formidable basis for establishing a 
strong sense of sameness. In providing us with some sense 
of permanence, they help promote the highly reassuring 
conservative illusion that nothing fundamental has really 
changed.242 Constancy of place also allows us to virtually 
“see” the people who once occupied the space we now 
do.243 Yet, mnemonic connectedness needs not depend 
on constancy of place. After all, even strictly physical 
mnemonic bridges can be detached from actual places, as 
exemplified by souvenirs, mementos and other memora-
bilia. Despite how they are not tied to a specific location, 
the actual material essence of such portable relics helps to 
provide some physical continuity, which is why they are 
indeed used almost exclusively, as their etymology sug-
gests, for storing memories.244

Repetition over a long time is clearly visible in the 
deposition of sediments and the accumulation of objects 
within them, i.e., in the archaeological record.245 But how 
to distinguish an intentional, conscious repetition that 
refers to the past from an unintentional, habitual one? 
Often the sheer fact that certain objects were used again 
and again, that people kept returning to a place and in-
teracted with it – with or without larger time gapes in 
between actions –is seen as an indicator for “making 
deliberate, specific references to past features, materials 
and events”,246 independent of if the original meaning of 
specific features was remembered over time or if those 
features were invested with historical or mythic signifi-
cance.247 Or, as Blake puts it: “A rash of recent archaeo-
logical work finds social memory under every stone. If 
something stays the same over time, it is memory; if it 
changes, it is erasure. If a building is reoccupied, it is in 
reference to the past; if it is avoided, it is to negate or 
deny the past.”248 But long-lived practices or reuse do not 
necessarily equate with cultural memory.249 It might be 
an unconscious collective memory that makes people 
behave this way, an appropriate, habitual action to be 

241	 Zerubavel 2003: 40.
242	 Zerubavel 2003: 41.
243	 Zerubavel 2003: 42.
244	 Zerubavel 2003: 43.
245	 Van Dyke 2011: 239–240.
246	 Joyce 2003: 108; Lucas 2005: 87; Harmanşah 2012: 4; 

Chadwick – Gibson 2013: 5; Gibson 2013: 99.
247	 Chadwick – Gibson 2013: 7.
248	 Blake 2003.
249	 Blake 2003; Hodder – Cessford 2004: 32; Button 2007: 77; 

Düring 2007: 132; Van Dyke 2009: 222; Van Dyke 2011: 244.

undertaken in given circumstances.250 Practical reasons 
like favourable environmental factors might make people 
resettle the same place, technical qualities that people are 
using the same type of tools, or simply taking advantage 
of the fact that older structures or objects are already pres-
ent, saving the effort of making them anew. They might 
also be purely accidental and thus meaningless. Blake, 
for example, showed in a case study about the reuse of 
Bronze and Iron Age hypogea as modest dwellings and 
Christian chapels in Sicily in Byzantine times that the 
people were not trying to align themselves with the past, 
but rather to participate in a contemporary Mediterrane-
an trend.251 In fact, regarding every old thing as demon-
strating the presence of cultural memory is dangerous 
for archaeological interpretation. “If we consider every 
temporal palimpsest to represent a constructed connec-
tion with the past, at best we may be missing much of the 
story; at worst, we may be quite wrong.”252 Actually, most 
of what we find in the archaeological record might be the 
result of unconscious, habitual practices that lead to the 
accumulative patterns we find. For instance, through the 
continuing use of particular areas in settlements for mid-
dens or perhaps even building one house over another 
and thus repeating the same outline, the long continuities 
of such practices become rendered visible. Such links to 
the past derive from everyday memory but do not utilise 
the past through a conscious act of remembering. The ex-
act meanings of these practices are often not emphasised 
and practices are taken for granted.253

A continuous repeated use of a site or an object can be 
identified in the archaeological record if a site or an ob-
ject of an earlier period is used in a younger archaeolog-
ical context. A reuse of a site or an object presents itself 
when there is a significant gap in time between the earlier 
use of the object or site and the later. In order for both to 
be a conscious and intentional reference to the past from 
which the object comes from, it has to be demonstrat-
ed that the object was kept in circulation or was reused 
and the site was kept in use or reused not only because 
it is economical and practical or habitual to do so,254 or 
because they are only by chance present in the younger 
context and have not been used at all. “Intentionality is 
always a problem for archaeologists” states Joyce255 very 
correctly. Archaeologists cannot consult past actors over 
their rationalisation, but this rationalisation was always 
there and we have to consider it.256 Intentional use is the 
case when there is a contrast to everyday situations,257 
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for example when the objects are made of different raw 
materials, sizes and forms than their day-to-day coun-
terparts.258 Therefore, precise stratigraphic analyses and 
dating, placing the objects of reuse or continuous use in 
its context, are most relevant in identifying intentional 
continuous use and reuse over time.259 By all this, one 
always has to be aware, that most things, besides ritual 
deposits and burials, only enter the archaeological record 
when they have lost their meaning to society.260

2.1.3.2	 Stakeholders and contents of cultural memory

Having identified intentional continuity in the archae-
ological record and thus the presence of cultural mem-
ory does not by itself add significantly to our knowl-
edge about and understanding of the past. As cultural 
memory is essential for creating and maintaining social 
groups, it must be present in every society. No physical 
object or trace is an autonomous guide to the past, or as 
Lowenthal261 phrases it: “Memory pin-points only cer-
tain things as relics; the rest of what lies around us seems 
simply present, suggesting nothing past.” Therefore, in 
a second step, specific questions about the social role of 
cultural memory must be asked for every individual case 
study, every different context. How and where is some-
thing remembered? What kind of commemorative rit-
uals took place? Which features were involved in these 
rituals? Who remembered and who created the memo-
ry?262 To what ends were the memories created?263 How 
effectively were other versions of the past masked or 
erased? How many alternative, and possibly competitive, 
memory communities can be discerned?264 And finally, 
although it is questionable how far archaeologists can 
succeed in this task,265 what is remembered, who com-
memorated, who obliterated and why?266 In other words, 
one has to identify the arenas, the socio-political spaces, 
in which is remembered, the mode of articulation, the 
agents and stakeholders of memory, i.e., the memory 
makers and memory users, and the narratives.267 By this, 
we always have to allow for a multitude of meanings and 
changes over time.268 They are temporally and spatially 
distinct.269 Social memories can be highly local, ignoring 
the ebb and flow of great events.270 Even the continuity 
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of a ritual practice does not in itself prove the continuity 
of a religious belief.271 In order to do so, again, detailed 
contextual analyses are of crucial importance. The com-
position of votive assemblages can, for example, give in-
sights into who worshipped. The nature and symbolic 
connotations of the object that they had in the time of 
their deposition might inform us about the social stand-
ing of the people offering it and about their aspiration.272 
Thus, archaeology is able to reconstruct the frameworks 
that guided memory and the constraints placed upon it, 
observing what was remembered and what consigned to 
oblivion.273

The greatest challenge is the question, “What was 
remembered?”. It is believed that in illiterate societies, 
the narratives that are told in cultural memory focus 
only on the socially relevant aspects of their own history, 
as there is no space for more,274 in the form of a master 
narrative.275 This is supposed to include ideologically 
charged myths of origin, genealogies of the ruling fami-
lies and technological and practical knowledge276 as well 
as deference to people’s links with supernatural beings or 
ancestral people.277 Cultural memories are said to cluster 
around particular paradigmatic events or around par-
ticular charismatic figures.278 Those cultural memories 
can be divided into retrospective memories focusing on 
the remembered and invented past by group biographies, 
genealogies, ancestors, legends and myths; and prospec-
tive memories focusing on the aspired futures by social 
identity, inheritance and prosperity, group continuity, 
ancestral status and afterlife destination.279

2.2	 Destructive reuse

This chapter will narrow its focus to the aspect of the 
destructive reuse of tombs, which is in some, but not all 
forms, a clear expression of cultural memory. As a result, 
parts of the inventory of the tomb are removed or its 
structural integrity is damaged. Different angles of in-
terpretation for cases of destructive reuse of tombs will 
be discussed including grave robbery, fear of revenants, 
intentional destruction of grave goods and the tomb 
structure, and secondary burial at another place. The 
notion of grave robbery that is often quick at hand for 
explaining this phenomenon will especially be critically 
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examined. It has, however, to be kept in mind that both 
destructive and additive reuse (chapter 2.3) can occur at 
the same tomb simultaneously.

2.2.1   Grave robbery

Generally, grave robbery is the most prominent ex-
planation for later activities at tombs encountered by 
archaeologists all over the world.280 In this study, it is 
understood as intentional and illegal removal of valu-
able objects from the tombs for economic benefits.281 
Metal, weapons and jewellery are generally thought 
to be of main interest for the grave robbers,282 not the 
least because other grave goods made of organic mate-
rials, especially clothing, would be irretrievably soiled 
by bodily decomposition and must in many cases have 
been in an advanced state of decay by the time graves 
were robbed.283 Therefore, they were no longer usable. 
Except for specific environments, only non-organic 
materials such as gold, stones and pottery can survive 
over a longer time span.284 Evidence for grave robbery 
is believed to be present when (parts of ) the skeleton 
are moved or missing,285 the grave goods appear to be in 
an unorderly fashion or (partly) missing286 or secondary 
access to the tomb is visible.287 It is often assumed that 
grave robbery took place in times of warfare, when law 
and order is unsustainable and the population can no 
longer take care of their cemeteries,288 or in other excep-
tional circumstances such as political, religious or social 
upheavals.289 In particular, the arrival of new people in a 
region is emphasised in this regard that might know the 
burial rites of the indigenous community but are not 
part of it.290 In times of economic stress, people could 
use cemeteries as banks. Klevnäs,291 however, points 
out that this would require a very particular form of 
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economic crisis, where looted grave goods could be ex-
changed for life’s necessities. Generally, one must ask 
the question who the buyer for the looted goods would 
be.292 Some scholars such as Baumeister293 even devel-
oped complex theories about the role of grave robbery 
in society.294 He assumes that the elites could econom-
ically control the market by having access to most of 
the resources. Their subjects on the other hand could 
sustain their independency through recycling material 
that they removed from graves. Taboos were then an 
attempt by the elites to prohibit grave robbery and by 
this to keep control on the flow of goods. It has also 
been suggested that grave robbery occurred more fre-
quently in societies with religious diversity as one could 
target the tombs of members of other religions without 
having to fear moral consequences.295 Behm-Blancke296 
assumes that grave robbery might have been initiated 
by smiths, longing for metal. The fact that many of the 
allegedly robbed tombs are not completely emptied and 
often even precious objects are left behind is commonly 
explained by robbers being in a hurry and had to pursue 
their illegal business in the dark night to avoid getting 
caught.297 Another explanation for this phenomenon 
is that a taboo was put on specific objects, for exam-
ple items with religious symbols, so that they were not 
taken by the robbers.298 It has also been proposed that 
objects that were not taken by the grave robbers facil-
itated the journey to the netherworld such as chariots 
or horse harnesses.299 Another idea is that the plunder-
ers might have thrown part of the (damaged) objects 
back into the grave for unknown reasons.300 Sometimes 
single younger artefacts that are found within disturbed 
tombs are interpreted as objects lost by the grave rob-
bers.301 This adheres to the question of whether the 
single later objects found in tombs in Eastern Arabia 
(chapter 5.1.4) can be associated with plundering activ-
ities in antiquity.

There are, however, many things that contradict the 
assumption of grave robbery.302 One of the strongest ar-
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guments against it is the targeting of specific artefacts 
that do not necessarily have the highest material value 
while leaving valuable objects behind.303 Especially in 
Europe, where the phenomenon is much better studied 
than on the Arabian Peninsula, we can see that it was not 
always the aim to remove as many artefacts as possible304 
and many objects that were taken were in poor condition, 
falling apart when lifted.305 For this region of the world, 
experimental studies have shown that within a month to 
a year, iron objects suffer from severe corrosion.306 While 
this process in the dryer climate conditions of Eastern 
Arabia might take longer, effects will be noticeable after 
a few years. Silver and copper alloys take slightly longer 
to corrode but also sustain considerable damage after a 
few years.307 If the corrosion has not affected the whole 
object, they could nevertheless be melted down and thus 
be used as raw material for other objects.308 However, 
one has also to consider that while a grave robber may 
do his job to earn money, for the receiver of the objects 
they may have a special meaning.309 Leaving this aside, 
if the value of objects is the main reason for opening 
tombs, this should increase when more items of value 
are being buried with the dead. 310 There is another thing 
that makes the idea of profit-orientated grave robbery 
even more doubtful. If the aim was only to take valuable 
objects, there is no reason for the severe ransacking of a 
tomb that leads to the distribution of human bones and 
grave goods all over the place. Another argument against 
grave robbery is that, at least in some cases, the efforts 
were so time-consuming that they could not have been 
undertaken clandestinely in a single night, for example, 
if large amounts of earth have to be removed to access 
the tomb.311 Thus, the local community must have been 
aware of the activities. Additionally, at some cemeteries 
in some regions of the world, it is clearly evident that care 
was taken while reopening the graves, such as refilling the 
secondary entrance to the tomb,312 making materialisti-
cally motivated, criminal activities by strangers unlike-
ly.313 Rather, the reopening was performed by the same 
people who carried out the initial burials. As repetition 
is a characteristic of ritual activities, the frequency of 
grave reopening could also be an indicator against grave 
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robbery.314 At least at some European cemeteries, there 
is evidence that the reopening took place shortly after 
the burial.315 Relevant areas of the tomb were specifically 
targeted. It is assumed that this was undertaken by the 
same social group as the deceased because settlements 
are often located nearby and their inhabitants must have 
been aware of these activities. Grünewald316 points out 
that despite the awareness in the population, no coun-
termeasures were taken such as stone packing covering 
the tomb. There was also not the idea to no longer outfit 
the deceased with (valuable) grave goods.317 Therefore, 
the reopening of the tomb must have been sanctioned 
by the local community. For medieval graves in Europe, 
it was suggested that following the adoption of Christi-
anity and the founding of churchyard burials, robbing of 
pagan graves might have been sanctioned and an impor-
tant process to record histories and memories.318 Finally, 
one has to consider that many non-intentional and often 
non-anthropogenic processes, like the collapse of a con-
tainer, tree roots growing through the grave, animals bur-
rowing, scavengers (as long as the corpse is fresh), erosion 
or farmers ploughing can also alter a burial,319 and can 
result in the displacement of the human remains and the 
grave goods. This is also influenced by the decay and dis-
integration of the corpse. This is all the more relevant if 
the corpse is placed into a hollow and not covered direct-
ly by earth, but less so if it is wrapped tightly.320 

Another interesting point to consider is that grave 
robbery implies that the dead had a general right to their 
grave goods, that those objects were their property.321 
This might very well be a rather modern, Western atti-
tude. There is, for example, the idea that the grave goods 
were only given to the dead for a limited period of time, 
that is, as long as the body is still intact322 or only during 
the funeral rites.323 Afterwards, the objects were meant 
to return to the living and therefore removed from the 
tombs as their “‘spirit identity’ may have thought to be 
departed”.324 Some researchers even go as far as to high-
light the right of the heirs to take the objects back.325 
Successive family members are seen in these situations 
as “temporary guardians, who […] were responsible for 
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the proper transmission of the objects”326 from one gen-
eration to the next. This transmission took most likely 
place at an important moment in life of an individual 
family member, such as their death, in which the whole 
family participated.327 Valuable objects could be taken 
in order to rebury them at another place, for example in 
the form of a hoard,328 changing and altering the object 
biographies.329 All this implies that the later activities at 
the tomb were not illegal, but on the contrary sanctioned 
by the community.330 Objects taken out of older tombs 
might have had special meaning precisely because of their 
unclear provenance and travel through time.331 Coming 
from tombs, it made them suitable to define the relations 
between the living community and the past. By this, they 
could, for example, generate a relationship with the dead 
that did not exist before.332 Removing grave goods from 
tombs could also be part of a test of courage that would 
lead to an increase in prestige of the one who has success-
fully undertaken it as one would have to face and possibly 
fight the dead.333

2.2.2   Revenants

In societies which believe in supernatural forces of dead 
bodies that can influence the living, actions must be tak-
en against revenants out of fear of the dead that can lead 
to the destructive reuse of the tombs,334 i.e., the “power-
ful dead”.335 These actions can include the destruction 
of weapons with which the deceased could attack the 
living,336 and manipulating the dead body, for example, 
removing the head.337 This can especially be seen as a way 
to re-kill the corpse.338 For Anglo-Saxon cemeteries, the 
following characteristics were identified for deviant bur-
ials: decapitation, amputation, stones on the top of the 
body, a prone position and restraints in the form of tied 
limbs.339 This demonstrates the power of certain living 
actors to control the dead.340 Although technically any-
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body can become a revenant, it is believed that certain 
people such as people who died by suicide, murder vic-
tims, alcoholics, etc., run a higher risk.341 The same is true 
for unusual deaths such as accidents and especially deaths 
that result from epidemics.342 Grave openings might also 
have been instrumental for the transformation of limi-
nal and potentially harmful dead community members 
into beneficial ancestors.343 At the same time, parts of the 
skeleton could have been removed for ancestor worship 
or that of saint relicts. 344 Likely, it was the main purpose 
of some grave openings to remove parts of the skeletons 
and artefacts that touched those remains, making the re-
lationship between the dead body and the grave goods 
an important factor in the choice to open particular sec-
tions of a grave.345 

2.2.3	 Change of status and the destruction of the 
grave and grave goods

Grave reopening can take destructive forms such as pur-
posefully vandalising the grave goods or grave furniture 
(Grabfrevel) and, by this, disturbing the peace of the 
dead.346 In some cases, a selection of the fragments have 
been taken away while the rest have been left scattered 
in the tomb. In Western Asia we encounter the deliber-
ate destruction of grave goods, for example at Resuloğ-
lu in Turkey,347 as well as at Shams ed-Din348 and Umm 
el-Marra349 in Syria. Occasionally, specific objects have 
been removed from tombs due to their symbolic value.350 
One aim could have been to remove the objects from the 
realm of the dead, to diminish the power and prestige of 
dead ancestors, and by this, harm living descendants by 
damaging family prestige.351 Klevnäs352 interprets the reo-
pening of graves and removal of grave goods as “a weapon 
in small-scale, festering communal violence”. Especially at 
monumental tombs that were meant to consolidate the 
political power through making the rulers’ version of his-
tory manifest (see chapter 2.1.3), removal of objects from 
and destruction of these tombs can be seen as a conscious 
destruction of this message, to denigrate the deceased’s 
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social status, and with it, that of their offspring.353 It was 
a means to mark a discontinuity of decent lines or affinal 
relations, like marriage ties, for example, ancestors whose 
decent line was no longer productive or who had found-
ed a settlement that ceased to prosper.354 Thus, removal 
or manipulation of the body can also be interpreted as a 
sort of denial of the burial355 and, as Savage356 suggests, 
“an attempt to equate a relatively high-status individual 
with lower elements of society”. In this context, the de-
struction of the body can be seen as an act of body dese-
cration.357 However, this does not necessarily have to rep-
resent an act of desecration or intentional destruction. 
People may have been redefining the traditions of past 
constructions in their own terms and reinventing the 
burial monuments.358

The removal of grave goods could, however, also 
take place in order to transfer the legitimation of power 
by taking objects that are associated with a former ruler 
or to gain apotropaic objects.359 What is not important 
in this context is whether such objects were understood 
in the same ways by the people who took them out of 
the tombs as by the people who originally placed them 
into it.360 Van Haperen361 remarks that if the reopening 
of graves involved the redistribution of the grave goods 
among the participants that took part in the reopening, 
this could be viewed as “a distribution of the power of 
the kin group to each single member, subgroup or nucle-
ar family”. Reopening of the tombs is a way to construct 
the identities of ancestors and their relations with the liv-
ing. 362 If the living were no longer acquainted with the 
dead and do not remember what they had been like, they 
may have needed a way to form a new relationship with 
them to reintegrate them into their community and thus 
reactivate their cultural memory.363 Generally, with the 
removal of objects or human bones, characteristics of the 
deceased such as social, legal and religious claims can be 
transferred, but also the objects themselves can be used as 
medicine, magic remedies and relics.364 Generally, human 
remains found in the tombs would presumably be inter-
preted in terms of the views held by the people who reo-
pened the tombs.365 Very rarely, cannibalism is presented 
as an explanation for the reopening of graves.366 
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Concerning the destruction of grave goods, one can-
not exclude that fragmented objects found within tombs 
were not complete when they were deposited as grave 
goods.367 There is, for example, evidence of intentionally 
placing sherds of Roman glass into Germanic tombs.368 
Often, those fragmented objects are seen as symbolic 
representations of complete objects,369 while others ar-
gue for their amuletic function or them being a symbol, 
a memento or favourite keepsake that recalled the dead 
person’s family or place of origin.370 For others, the act 
of destruction stands in the foreground, charging the 
actual fragments with a symbolic meaning.371 Likely, the 
objects were destroyed in order to prevent them from 
being used again, to symbolically kill them so that they 
could accompany the dead person to the afterlife,372 to 
free them of impurity and the ill effects of death373 or for 
any other ritual activity.374 Zimmermann375 suggest that 
the breaking of grave goods could be associated with ec-
static funeral banquets, where the mourners ceremoni-
ally destroy the objects. For Tilley,376 disarticulated and 
rearranged human remains as well as broken or crushed 
pottery in Neolithic tombs in southern Sweden can be 
explained by the intention to break down the natural and 
cultural order to destroy the individuality or wholeness 
of form of these items. A more profane explanation is 
that the objects were intentionally destroyed in order to 
inhibit grave robbery,377 so that the very case that objects 
were destroyed is taken simultaneously as an argument 
for grave robbery and for actions to prevent it. The ul-
timate goal of this practice was, in a very Marxist sense, 
“an attempt to achieve a semblance of resonance and 
unity between individuals and the material products of 
the production-process and so, simultaneously, serve as a 
denial of asymmetrical social relationships in life and the 
social appropriation of the labour-product”.378

2.2.4	 Secondary burial

The transfer of the deceased to a new and more appro-
priate resting place has also been suggested as an expla-
nation for grave reopening and the loss of grave goods 
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and human remains.379 There are plenty ethnological ex-
amples for the belief that inappropriate burial treatment 
can result in misfortune for the whole community, such 
as bad weather. In order to counter this, the corpse has 
to be removed from its original position.380 When death 
is a gradual process, reopening of graves can be part of a 
burial rite sanctioned by the community concerned, such 
as ancestor worship.381 This is supported by the fact that 
secondary activities at tombs often happen during the 
use period of the cemeteries.382 Some assume that when 
people left a region, they took their deceased with them 
and therefore reopened the tombs,383 for example when 
they left due to hostile actions and wanted to save their 
deceased or the grave goods.384 One also has to take into 
account the possibility that a longer time passed between 
death and burial, likely because the person died far away 
from the proper burial ground.385 Reasons for this could 
be trading trips, wars or the general mobile lifestyle of a 
community.

2.3	 Additive reuse

Another way of acting out cultural memory in the reuse 
of tombs is additive reuse. It presents itself in the form of 
single younger objects or burials within an older tomb. 
The former is often labelled in the archaeological docu-
mentation as stray finds as they do not fit the timeframe 
of the construction and first use of the tomb. In the fol-
lowing, other explanations are discussed.

2.3.1	 Deposition of single objects

Although single younger objects attested in tombs are 
sometimes interpreted as accidentally left behind by grave 
robbers (chapter 2.2.1) or by other people visiting the 
tombs, thus unintentional and intrusive elements enter-
ing the tomb after its abandonment,386 it is to be assumed 
that most of these objects come into the tombs purpose-
fully, as there is a certain pattern visible in what kind of 
single objects are found in tomb (chapter 6.2.1).387 Such 
intentional deposits can be of diverse character. Gener-
ally, they can be divided, analogous to hoard finds, into 
ritual and non-ritual. Non-ritual hoards and depositions, 
on the other hand, are characterised by unspecialised lo-
cations, a high proportion of tools, if weapons and orna-
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ments, then they are in simple forms, and the artefacts are 
often damaged and/or broken and include metalwork-
ing residues and freshly made objects.388 Those objects 
are thought to be in locations where they can be recov-
ered as they are thought to be stored, for example as a 
metal cache for later re-melting or concealing items in 
times of danger.389 However, some have suggested that in 
ranked societies, metal and other precious objects were 
deliberately taken out of circulation in order to reduce 
the stock of valuable items, preventing inflation and thus 
preserving the power of elite groups.390 By this, deposi-
tions acted as a “regulatory factor in social and economic 
organisation”.391 Bradbury392 criticised this argument as 
he could not see if the elites were able to display their 
status effectively through the offerings, how any levelling 
mechanisms could have operated. Instead, he explains 
this phenomenon with gift exchange without generating 
obligations and debts in other gift exchanges. “Votive of-
ferings provide an unparalleled theatre for competitive 
consumption through the simple fact that the valuables 
that are offered are taken out of circulation. This has a 
marked advantage over competitive gift exchange, which 
permits the same wealth items to move back and forth 
among the contending parties.”393

Criteria for identifying ritual depositions are their 
specialised placement, the restricted range of items, of-
ten with a high proportion of weapons, ornaments and 
ceremonial objects, food remains such as animal bones 
and containers, the fact that the objects are in good con-
dition and whole when they were deposited, as well as 
the formal arrangement of their deposition.394 The spe-
cial location can be marked by a wet place such as a well 
or spring, a deposition at a considerable depth or covered 
by a large stone, in a grave mound, which limits access 
through ritual sanctions, or special natural places.395 The 
high proportion of ornaments as indicators for a ritual 
deposition can be explained by the fact that although 
technically any object may be a sacred symbol, ornaments 
and weapons are more likely to be imbued with symbolic 
values because of their close association with important 
social differences.396 Ritual depositions are also referred 
to in the literature as votive depositions, dedications or 
offerings.397 Sacred objects like cult paraphernalia could 
not, in most societies, turned into an object of daily use 
when they were no longer needed in cultic practices. 
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Therefore, they were often buried in hoards.398 Single 
younger objects found in tombs can be offerings for the 
veneration of ancestors, supernatural beings or whoever 
is thought to have created/be buried within the tomb.399 
Even today, people regularly bring flowers to the tombs 
of their beloved ones. As the offering is conceived of 
as a gift to some superior power, for example the dead 
ancestors transformed into supernatural beings, the gift 
should be worthy of its recipient, which is more likely 
when the object is in a good condition than not.400 Of-
ferings to supernatural beings establishes a very special 
model of reciprocity, as it may be impossible to measure 
the return against the investment.401 Nevertheless, the ex-
change of material goods for supernatural returns such 
as health or a good harvest are socially and economical-
ly significant in many societies.402 Another criterion for 
the classification of ritual deposit is when the artefact is 
difficult or impossible to retrieve.403 The to-be-dedicated 
object can either have been made precisely for its deposi-
tion, such as miniatures, or it could be an object of every-
day use that is converted into an item that is employed 
in an exchange with supernatural powers.404 Therefore, it 
often remains unclear whether the offerings are made to 
the deceased or on behalf of them to supernatural beings. 
Another interpretation of later objects is that they are re-
mains of commemorative rituals such as feasts. Pottery 
sherds found in the upper layers of the fill of tombs or 
the access shaft could indicate ritual eating and drink-
ing,405 as well as deposits of animal bones. Interpreting 
Neolithic pits in Britain, Thomas406 assumes that the 
deposition of food, charcoal and ash evokes the continu-
ity between past and present “in terms of the continuity 
of the kin group, those who shared hearth and food”. He 
separates this from other types of deposits like hoards, 
bog and river deposits, as he sees the former as connot-
ing the domestic and the transformational and the latter 
concerned with the manipulation of material wealth.407 
The latter no longer contains elaborations of domestic 
artefacts but objects that are unknown from settlement 
contexts. To him, changes in the depositional practices 
mark major shifts in cultural orientations.408 Both the 
ritual offerings as well as the commemorative rituals are 
meant to establish relationships with the past and thus 
generate and maintain the cultural memory of the com-
munity. There might be the need to appease the dead or 
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an exchange of gifts required to incorporate them into 
the community.409

Within such a ritual process the method of commu-
nication is of obvious significance since the maintenance 
of the social order depends on general acceptance of the 
belief system upon which it is based.410 Therefore it is not 
surprising that it seems that depositional practices most 
frequently occur in times of significant cultural chang-
es in past communities. For Western Asia it is assumed 
that they began in the Neolithic, the formative era of cult 
and mythology.411 Those myths and cult practices were 
developed at that time as a means of enhancing social 
cohesion in a rapidly changing world. Similarly, the pit 
deposits in Neolithic Britain are interpreted as a means 
of domesticating the wild in early stages of domesticity.412 
For Peltenburg,413 deposits of politically charged objects 
such as figurines are associated with a crisis in society, in 
which ideological and political systems suffered upheav-
al. In this regard, it is interesting to note that many of the 
early deposits are composed of objects that were involved 
in the transformation of a cultured nature, for example, 
products of the field, or clothing.414 There is, however, 
also evidence for the opposite: older objects in younger 
graves. Possibly these were regarded as amulets or more 
profane items as cheap substitutes for contemporary 
items.415

2.3.2	 Reuse as a new burial place

The possibly most obvious commemorative ritual (chap-
ter 2.1.3.1.2) in the archaeological record where the past 
is remembered and evoked is the funeral.416 At least, it 
is the most investigated domain for commemorative rit-
uals and memory in the discipline.417 Funeral rites are 
deemed to be “a pre-eminent example” of such ceremo-
nies.418 Their repetitive character contributes to the con-
struction of cultural memory.419 The cultural continuity 
between past and present is here presented as based on 
alleged biological continuity.420 The notion of descent 
connects us not only to our ancestors but to numerous 
contemporaries as well.421 Remembrance is actualised 
through mortuary practices, which refer to a deep tem-
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poral tradition by similarity422 and underscores cultural 
continuity. Death is seen as one of the most crucial mo-
ments in which communities define and negotiate social 
relationships.423 Here, the relationship between time, hu-
man practice and consciousness can be examined.424 Fur-
ther, death signifies the rupture between yesterday and 
today in its primal form, in which the choice to obliterate 
or preserve must be considered.425 Performing mortuary 
rituals can help to forget the individual death and instil 
new memories of ongoing social life in the community. 
However, Fowler426 asserts that these rituals do not (pri-
marily) serve to memorialise the recently deceased per-
son. They have more reiterative social roles, highlighting 
collective concerns and shifting attention away from 
dead individuals and thus creating cultural memory. 
They are one way to craft and maintain the local com-
munity for the living, as all funerary rituals are made for 
the living.427 Therefore, the memory of the dead occupies 
an intermediate position between communicative mem-
ory and cultural memory.428 While the former mostly 
concerns personal memories of the deceased individual, 
the latter is represented by the rituals performed and the 
institutions involved. There is a difference between the 
autobiographical memory of the individual looking back 
from a certain vantage point over their own life and the 
posthumous commemoration of them by posterity and it 
is this distinction that brings out the specifically cultural 
element of cultural memory.429

Funerary rituals, as all commemorative rituals, and 
cultural memory are always linked to material culture.430 
It is present in the places where they are performed and 
the objects they are performed with.431 For example, spe-
cific objects found in graves can symbolise political or so-
cial affiliations and promote myths of origin and common 
ancestry.432 On certain occasions, the whole assemblage 
of the grave, and the relationships between graves, can be 
designed to encourage particular ways of remembering.433 
More than simply a political platform for negotiating 
memory, however, the burial place is also a locus for the 
emotions of the mourners and society.434 Burials can be 
places inside residential structures, highlighting elements 
of continuity and standardisation over multiple gener-
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425	 Assmann 2011: 19.
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428	 Assmann 2011: 45–46.
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ations and thus anchoring the architecture to the social 
landscape as a focus of ritual action, creating, in the end, 
social memory within the community.435 Or, they can be 
places in monuments, including older burials, involving 
the congregation of many people from distant places that 
perform and re-enact links with the past, with the ances-
tors, alien races and with the supernatural through the 
burial of the dead.436 Elite groups especially can use this 
means to symbolise their exclusive links to divine ances-
try and supernatural power, associating themselves with 
powerful forces and a distant past that may help them to 
legitimise political strategies in the present.437 Generally, 
graves as liminal places always take a prominent position 
in the mythical geography of the landscape that existed 
in both the past and the present, the world of the living 
and the world of the dead.438 All these links could have 
been important in several ways, supporting claims and 
rights over land, wealth and other material and human 
resources.439 The overall mortuary homogeneity of buri-
als can foster a common cultural memory by promoting 
a sense of equality and belonging.440 Funerals can even 
more explicitly refer to collective memories as they are 
places over ruins of formerly used places. This may reflect 
a desire to create links back to ancient beings or perceived 
ancestral features and to fabricate histories for their com-
munities, an “inherited legitimacy” justifying their own 
presence in the landscape or rights of tenure.441 Through 
a patterned disposal of the dead, people can organise, 
categorise and interpret the world they live in in order 
to make it appear timeless, universal and inevitable.442 
Placing burials in the ruins of an old order also allows the 
possibility of forgetting and ultimately creating a new so-
cial order and memory.443 By this, claims to power can 
be legitimised and tied in with (assumed) traditions.444 
This does not, however, mean that all mortuary rituals 
are about ancestral cults.445 Ancestors have to be linked 
to the present though rituals that emphasise the idea of 
continuity. A meaning must be transmitted. This leads 
Whitley446 to the conclusion “that not all the dead are 
ancestors and not every fragment of human bone found 
in a barrow, cursus, causewayed enclosure or henge can 
be construed as evidence that these monuments were an-
cestral”. Human bodies buried in unusual places or sub-

435	 Kuijt 2001: 93.
436	 Williams 1998b: 103; Whitley 2002: 123.
437	 Williams 1998b: 103.
438	 Roymans 1995: 4; Williams 1997: 25.
439	 Williams 1998b: 103.
440	 Torres-Rouff – Pestle – Daverman 2012: 200.
441	 Chadwick 2013: 295.
442	 Pader 1982: 14–15; Arnold 2001: 215.
443	 Whitley 2002: 124; Torres-Rouff – Pestle – Daverman 2012: 

195.
444	 Zintl 2019: 33.
445	 Morris 1991.
446	 Whitley 2002: 122.



22                            The Reuse of Tombs in Eastern Arabia

jected to unusual treatment are more likely to be social 
outcasts.447 Ancestors are not always of importance for 
society. In many places in modern Southeast Asia, the 
absence of ancestors is standard in society448 to eliminate 
differences between newcomers to a group, to emphasise 
conformity and similarity,449 and to make a place for new 
relations of kinship.450 Furthermore, if it is assumed that 
specific actions are directed towards ancestors, one has 
to ask why they are not done to everybody within the 
community.451

Reuse burials can also be seen in connection with the 
arrival of new groups of people. In the Late Merovingian 
in the southern Netherlands, Theuws452 could observe 
that members of the first generation of newcomers 
were not buried in the regular cemetery. The old buri-
al ground stood for the old local resident group that by 
that time was losing some of its significance. By differ-
entiating burial grounds for diverse types of the com-
munity a new society with new interdependencies was 
developed.453 Williams454 discusses the situation of im-
migrant Germanic groups to Anglo-Saxon England. He 
suggests that “the reuse of older monuments may have 

447	 Whitley 2002: 122.
448	 Carsten 1995: 324.
449	 Carsten 1995: 326.
450	 Carsten 1995: 229.
451	 Bertemes 1990: 123.
452	 Theuws 1999: 345.
453	 Theuws 1999: 346.
454	 Williams 1998b: 104.

been used to portray themselves as the legitimate heirs 
of the ancient peoples and supernatural beings that 
originally built these structures”. Furthermore, the reuse 
could have evoked memories of imagined homelands. 
By controlling the interpretation and experience of the 
ancient places, groups would legitimise their status. In a 
similar line, it had been suggested for Great Britain and 
the Iberian Peninsula after the Roman conquest that in 
these circumstances of cultural adaption, native inhabi-
tants suffered from a sense of separation from the past455 
and reacted with a strong impulse to reconnect with 
“numinous places and impressive monuments associat-
ed with pre-Roman ritual activity and thus a mythical 
past which still embodied and mediated a relationship 
with the land, could be increasingly potent”.456 Compa-
rable to this, manipulation of the mortuary landscape 
in Greece is, according to Button,457 concomitant with 
the growth and increased centralisation of new elites 
several centuries after the destruction of Mycenae in 
the 12th century BC. They might have used mythi-
cal genealogies in the impressive physical traces of the 
earlier tombs as sources of legitimacy and power.458
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The deep history of complex societies in Eastern Arabia 
has produced a landscape filled with the physical remains 
of previous inhabitants. One of the most abundant and 
most visible elements are mortuary monuments of differ-
ent time periods. As reuse can only be understood mir-
rored by the contemporaneous regular burial customs 
and cultural contexts,459 both will subsequently be illus-
trated. The aim is to describe “normal” burial practices 
to lay the background for identifying reuse and to set the 
cultural background against which reuse of tombs was 
practiced. The time frame of the studied tombs ranges 
from the Hafit period in the Early Bronze Age (3100–
2700 BC) until the beginning of the Islamic period 
around AD 630 (Tab. 1).

Period Absolute Date
Hafit 3100–2700 BC
Umm an-Nar 2700–2000 BC
Wadi Suq 2000–1600 BC
Late Bronze Age 1600–1200 BC
Iron Age
    Iron Age I
    Iron Age II
    Iron Age III

1200–300 BC
     1200–1100 BC
     1100–600 BC
       600–300 BC

Samad/PIR 300 BC–AD 300
Sasanian AD 300–630

Tab. 1: Chronology of Eastern Arabia.

3.1	 Hafit period (3100–2700 BC)

The Hafit period in Eastern Arabia is associated with 
the beginning of large-scale copper processing,460 long-
distance trade along the Arab-Persian Gulf and the Gulf 
of Oman,461 and monumental architecture. It is the time 
when the first so-called towers appear at, amongst other 

459	 Veit 2013: 17.
460	 Giardino 2017; Döpper – Schmidt 2019; Schmidt – Döpper 

2020.
461	 Potts 1986; Méry – Schneider 1996; Schmidt – Döpper 2020.

places, Hili,462 Bat463 and Al-Khashbah.464 They are circu-
lar structures made of stone or mud-brick with diameters 
on average between 20 and 30 m. Their original height 
seems not to have been more than 5 m, making the term 
“tower” rather ill-fitting. It nevertheless took hold. Some 
of the towers feature an internal structure of small, door-
less compartments that once could have been filled re-
sulting in a solid platform. Other, however, seem to have 
been completely empty in their interior. The function of 
these towers is the matter of a long-standing debate and 
ranges from defensive structures, or keeps, for protecti-
on against hostilities,465 to residences of elites,466 resting 
places at a distance of a day’s ride,467 marketplaces468 and 
cultic structures.469 Domestic architecture in this period 
is extremely rare and mostly confined to the site of Ras 
al-Hadd HD-6 at the eastern coast of Oman.470 Here, 
several mud-brick buildings surrounded by a stone wall 
were excavated. Due to the lack of known settlement 
sites, it is controversial whether the Hafit period alrea-
dy represents the transition from mobile pastoralism 
to sedentary agriculture.471 Evidence in favour of this 
theory is the tower of Hili 8, whose earliest levels date 
to 3100–2800 BC. Here, Cleuziou472 excavated a series 
of channels and ditches that he interpreted as simple ver-
sion of a falaj irrigation system. Due to the dry climate of 
the region, irrigation is necessary to practice agriculture 
in Eastern Arabia. However, while some support the idea 
of third millennium BC falaj systems,473 most archaeolo-
gists firmly reject that falaj irrigation was adopted in the 
region before the Iron Age as there is no certain earlier 

462	 Cleuziou 1989.
463	 Thornton 2016.
464	 Schmidt – Döpper 2019.
465	 Frifelt 1976: 59; Weisgerber 1981: 198–204; Jorgensen – Al-

Tikriti 2002.
466	 Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 147.
467	 Frifelt 2002: 109
468	 Frifelt 2002: 110
469	 Hastings – Humphries – Meadow 1976: 13; Reade 2000: 

135–136; Orchard – Orchard 2002: 230–232.
470	 Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 92–94.
471	 Magee 2014: 96.
472	 Cleuziou 1998; Cleuziou 2004; Cleuziou 2009: 730.
473	 Frifelt 1989: 107; Orchard – Orchard 2007: 149–151.



24                            The Reuse of Tombs in Eastern Arabia

evidence for it.474 Despite this, irrigation by simpler me-
ans such as small dams of stone or earth (gabarbands) or 
animal powered irrigation wells (zajaras) could have wa-
tered fields.475 Again, there is no evidence that they exis-
ted in the third millennium BC. Another, albeit indirect, 
argument is the distribution of Hafit period tombs. They 
seem to be located in areas where oasis garden agriculture 
is possible, at least in the Ja’alan.476

Hafit period tombs are, other than contemporary 
settlements, abundantly present in the archaeological 
record of Eastern Arabia. They are circular, or almost 
circular, above-ground dry-stone structures (Fig. 1). 
Their external diameters range between 4 to 8 m, while 
the inner burial chamber is much smaller and normally 
has a diameter of only 1 to 2.5 m.477 One or two, or in 
rare cases three, ring walls surround the chamber, con-
structed of boulders or rubble stones of different sizes 
based on local availability of raw materials.478 The stones 

474	 Wilkinson 1983; Potts 1990: 131–132; Boucharlat 2003: 
161–172; Al-Tikriti 2010; Charbonnier 2015. 

475	 Costa 1983: 287–288.
476	 Giraud 2009; Giraud – Cleuziou 2009; Giraud 2012.
477	 Potts 1990: 78.
478	 Vogt 1985: 72.

are laid in irregular layers. In section, these tombs show 
a beehive or truncated cone shape. Roofing was carried 
out by false vaulting. The tombs were accessible by small 
triangular or rectangular openings in the external ring 
walls. Although only rarely preserved, the openings were 
blocked after the original use, leaving a more or less even 
façade.479 Generally, Hafit period tombs can be encoun-
tered on the ridges or slopes of hills and on wadi terraces, 
thus in prominent and highly visible positions.480 While 
attempts were made to distinguish Hafit cairns (Fig. 1.1) 
from beehive graves (Fig. 1.2) and inferring a chrono-
logical order from this classification,481 no clear-cut defi-
nition of either category is possible.482 The diversity in 
their morphology is more likely due to their different, 
locally available building materials such as wadi pebbles 
and limestone slabs.483 Consequently, they are treated in 
this study as a single type.

479	 Döpper 2017: 192.
480	 Vogt 1985: 61–62; Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 116–117; Giraud 

2010: 72.
481	 Frifelt 1975b: 69; de Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976: 148; Potts 

1986: 132; Potts 1990: 77–79. 
482	 Vogt 1985: 58.
483	 Giraud 2010: 72.

Fig. 1: Hafit period graves (1. adapted from Potts 1990: 75 fig. 8e, 2. Döpper 2021b: Abb. 244).
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Inhumation in Hafit period graves were few, nor-
mally ranging between one and four individuals, and in 
some cases, such as in the tombs of Ras al-Jinz and Ras 
al-Hadd, up to 30 individuals.484 It has been argued that 
Hafit period cairns were collective tombs for a family or 
other social group incorporating individuals of both sexes 
and all ages.485 Williams486 suggested that the difference 
in the number of individuals buried in the tombs could 
be explained by different mortuary practices between the 
coast and inland during the Hafit period. Originally, the 
dead were placed on one side in a flexed position and lat-
er pushed aside when new individuals were interred.487 
Typical grave goods of the Hafit period include Jemdet 
Nasr pottery imported from Mesopotamia, personal 
adornments such as small beads or copper rings, and a 
few other small copper objects like pins, rivets and dag-
gers.488 Compared to tombs in other periods in Eastern 
Arabia, those of the Hafit period are relatively well re-
searched with numerous examples excavated.

3.2	 Umm an-Nar period (2700–2000 BC)

The Umm an-Nar period is considered a time of flour-
ishing oases of sedentary people, in which agriculture 
was practiced alongside animal husbandry,489 whereby 
it remains a point of discussion to which extent seden-
tism and agriculture was practiced by the different parts 
of the community.490 Long-distance trade along the Arab 
Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman continued to exist 
and even intensified,491 as did copper processing.492 In 
Mesopotamian texts, the region is referred to as Magan 
and appreciated for its copper resources.493 Akkadian 
and Ur III texts also mention 32 lords (en) and a king 
(lugal) of Magan, which lead some scholars to wrongly 
believe in the emergence of a secondary state in Eastern 
Arabia during the Umm an-Nar period as a result of trade 
with more complex neighbours.494 As archaeological ev-
idence to back up the claims from the texts is missing, 
the Mesopotamian titles are to be seen as an attempt to 
render the local structures into a familiar fashion, like-
ly to facilitate trade between both regions.495 The Umm 
an-Nar period is also the time when local pottery pro-
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duction becomes widespread.496 Compared to the Hafit 
period, there are more sites known with domestic archi-
tecture, e.g., at Umm an-Nar Island,497 Asimah,498 Dah-
wa,499 Al-Tikhah,500 Bat,501 Al-Zebah,502 Al-Ghoryeen,503 
Maysar,504 Al-Ayn505 and Ras al-Jinz,506 as well as several 
sites in the Wadi Jizzi area,507 but still less than contem-
poraneous monumental towers.508 Generally, the Umm 
an-Nar period is associated with the onset of sedentary 
agriculture and thus a significant change in the way of 
life along with an increase in population size.509 Domes-
ticated plants such as barley, wheat, dates and melons are 
attested at some sites, amongst others, at Hili,510 May-
sar,511 Bat,512 Umm an-Nar Island,513 Tell Abraq514 and 
Ras al-Jinz.515 The scale of the agriculture (opportunistic 
and small scale vs. full-fledged multi-story oasis gardens) 
and its relevance for subsistence alongside hunting and 
gathering of marine and terrestrial resources is still dis-
puted.516 

As their forerunners in the Hafit period, Umm an-
Nar period tombs are above-ground stone structures with 
a circular plan, but with diameters between 5 and 12.5 
m larger than their predecessors (Fig. 2).517 Other differ-
ences are that the interior of the tombs are divided into 
two or more chambers and they feature only one exter-
nal ring wall. The number of chambers ranges from two 
to ten, featuring very different layouts with a variety of 
internal partitioning walls.518 There can be free-standing 
cross-walls, bounded on each end by a passage or joining 
with the external ring wall of the tomb. The façade of the 
tombs is built out of carefully dressed stones. Sometimes 
white limestone, called sugar lumps, are employed. Ac-
cording to Cleuziou and Tosi, a façade of white limestone 
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is characteristic of earlier Umm an-Nar period tombs of 
the time, around 2500–2400 BC.519 In most cases, the 
stones of the ring wall are set on a plinth,520 a new feature 
introduced in the Umm an-Nar period.521 A few tombs, 
for instance Tomb 1059 at Hili, are made of monumen-
tal, well-cut ashlars with relief decoration. Méry522 was 
able to develop a chronological sequence of the way the 
façade stones were dressed and what size of stones were 
used for the tombs at Hili. She demonstrated that the 
earliest tombs had small facing stones only worked on 
the edge and superficially dressed, while over the course 
of time the stone used for the construction of the tombs 

519	 Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 125.
520	 Munoz – Ghazal – Guy 2012: 453.
521	 Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 125.
522	 Méry 2010.

grew larger and had parallel edges carefully worked at 
five sides. Although no preserved roof was found, it can 
be assumed that Umm an-Nar tombs were either roofed 
with a false vault or had a flat cap made out of large stone 
slabs.523 In some cases, chambers of the tomb or the whole 
tomb were built on two levels, the lower one at least part-
ly below ground.524 Umm an-Nar tombs mainly occur in 
groups in the plains or on flat terraces.525 They exist in 
very different environmental zones all over Eastern Ara-
bia.526 Umm an-Nar period tombs could be entered by 
one or two small, triangular to trapezoidal entrances in 

523	 Potts 1990: 95; Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 125.
524	 Potts 1990: 95; Blau 2001: 566.
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Fig. 2: Umm an-Nar period tombs (1. Döpper 2021b: Abb. 91, 2. adapted from Potts 1990: 96 fig. 12).
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the external ring wall of the tomb.527 Those entrances are 
about 60 to 70 cm in height. Some of the tombs were 
found with closed entrances but outfitted with handles 
for easy re-opening.528 There seems to be no formalised 
orientation of the entrance.529

Umm an-Nar tombs incorporate multiple collective 
burials from a dozen individuals up to 400 of both sexes 
and all ages.530 It is assumed that each tomb was in use 
for about one to three centuries.531 The typical original 
position for the buried is lying on their side – more fre-
quently on the right than on the left – with knees bent 
and hands raised to the face.532 However, due to the 
collective use of the tomb, where previous bodies were 
pushed aside to make room for new interments, most hu-
man remains were found fragmented and disarticulated. 
Sometimes the bones show traces of cremation.533 Grave 
goods include Black-on-Red and other pottery vessels 
such as grey wares imported from south-eastern Iran 
or south-western Pakistan, decorated soft-stone vessels 
of the série récent, personal adornment as well as some 
copper objects.534 Interestingly, sacrifices, e.g., of ani-
mals, which are common in contemporaneous societies 
in neighbouring regions, are absent from Umm an-Nar 
tombs. This is explained, according to Magee,535 by how 
a resource which belonged to the community could not 
be given to an individual in death as this would encour-
age a loss of social cohesion. 

Another type of grave that existed during the Umm 
an-Nar period are secondary burial pits in close vicini-
ty to the above-ground stone tombs.536 Such pits were 
found, amongst others, at Al-Sufouh,537 Shimal,538  
Bahla,539 Ras al-Jinz540 and Bat.541 In those pits, the hu-
man remains, together with the grave goods, were relo-
cated there from the above-ground tombs. In general, no 
anatomical order was preserved, although primary inhu-
mations could be found as well. A special type of Umm 
an-Nar period tombs are large, stone-lined subterranean 
pits such as Hili N,542 which dates to the very end of the 
Umm an-Nar period around 2000 BC and Moweihat 
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B.543 In the upper layers of Tomb Hili N, many articulat-
ed bones were found, indicating that the individuals were 
buried here soon after their death.544 Méry545 assumes 
that, at least in the upper layers, primary interments were 
attested at Hili N.

3.3	 Wadi Suq period (2000–1600 BC) and 
Late Bronze Age (1600–1200 BC)

The terminology and chronology for the Middle and 
Late Bronze Age in Eastern Arabia is subject to ongoing 
discussions. Within this study, Velde’s 2003546 chronolo-
gy is followed, differentiating between the Wadi Suq pe-
riod from 2000–1600 BC and the Late Bronze Age from 
1600–1200 BC. Velde’s Wadi Suq period corresponds 
largely to Carter’s547 classical Wadi Suq. In the literature, 
the term Wadi Suq is, however, frequently used for any 
material of the second millennium BC. A great help in 
that regard is Righetti’s 2015 PhD thesis548 that offers 
a catalogue of most second millennium burials in East-
ern Arabia, differentiating between Wadi Suq and Late 
Bronze Age finds. For tombs not listed in this catalogue, 
Velde’s549 distinction between Wadi Suq and Late Bronze 
Age material culture is followed as far as possible, despite 
being aware that the treatment of copper alloy550 arrow-
heads as characteristics of the Late Bronze Age has espe-
cially been challenged recently.551

The Wadi Suq period is often associated with the col-
lapse of complex societies of the Early Bronze Age and a 
“step backwards” to a mobile and less complex lifestyle 
as well as the abandonment of agriculture, although like-
ly not along the coast of the United Arab Emirates.552 
The material culture of this period is characterised by a 
regionally diverse spectrum, which goes along with the 
idea of different degrees of complexity and sedentism/
mobility between the communities.553 These changes 
were, however, not all a sudden and there are clear links 
between the Umm an-Nar and Wadi Suq periods.554 
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There also seems to be a dichotomy between a more con-
servative and persistent north, where settled agricultural 
life concentrated in a “Wadi Suq enclave”, and the south, 
where the break between the two periods is sharper.555 
Here, agriculture seems largely to have been abandoned 
and a return to a mobile lifestyle is witnessed. Bronze 
working is at its heyday and new types of weapons such 
as socketed spearheads and daggers appear, although 
copper mining is rarely attested in the archaeological 
record.556 Settlements are not numerous and are found, 
except for the sites of Ras al-Jinz RJ1557 and Tawi Said 
in the Sultanate of Oman,558 predominantly on the coast 
of the United Arab Emirates and the Batinah.559 This 
had been associated with a general drop in population 
during the Wadi Suq period, 560 which is, however, rather 
unlikely due to the large number of tombs known from 
this period.561 Monumental architecture such as from the 
previous Umm an-Nar period is so far mainly attested in 
the United Arab Emirates, e.g., Tell Abraq and Kalba, 
where Early Bronze Age structures continued to be in 
use.562 Generally, a contradiction of settlements towards 
the northern parts of the peninsula can be observed.563 
According to Carter,564 the people of the Wadi Suq peri-
od “do not appear to have possessed a particularly com-
plex society”, as they are lacking, amongst other things, 
urbanism, true public architecture and specialisation in 
the manufacture of artefacts and tombs.

The Late Bronze Age as an individual period has been 
considerably less researched compared to the Wadi Suq 
period. The most important sites for the Late Bronze Age 
are Shimal and Tell Abraq in the United Arab Emirates; 
no settlement sites dated to this period are known from 
inland Oman,565 where the population seems to have 
turned to full-fledged mobility, possibly associated with 
a reduced use in pottery vessels.566 Architecture is mainly 
ephemeral with barasti occupation.567 As the data is very 
limited, neither subsistence nor settlement patterns can 
be accessed.568 The material culture gets less standardised 
and simpler than in the previous Wadi Suq period.569 
New types of metal objects appear that are characteris-
tic for the Late Bronze Age, including long swords and 
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copper alloy arrowheads.570 Generally, a progressive re-
duction in complexity is associated with this period.571

In both the Wadi Suq period and the Late Bronze 
Age, a range of different types of tombs is attested, of 
which a comprehensive discussion is available in Cart-
er’s572 1997 and Righetti’s573 2015 PhD theses. This 
stands in sharp contrast to the very uniform and stand-
ardised tomb types of the previous Hafit and Umm 
an-Nar periods. According to Carter,574 the implication 
could be that the population in the Wadi Suq period was 
not homogeneous and that this variety is reflected in the 
burial practises or that there was simply no tradition of 
standardisation in tomb architecture. He also identifies 
regional differences in the distribution of tomb types 
that may reflect differences in lifestyle.575 The simplest 
version of Wadi Suq period tombs are subterranean cist 
burials that were used for single or double burials (Fig. 
3.1).576 A more complex variant of this type are cist bur-
ials with one or more above-ground ring walls surround-
ing the top course of the cist wall (Fig. 3.2).577 In some 
cases, they can take the appearance of a low cairn. A third 
type are sub-circular or rectangular collective above-
ground tombs, called Ghalilah type after its type-site in 
the United Arab Emirates (Fig. 3.3).578 More unusual 
are partitioned, round, collective, above-ground tombs 
as there were excavated, for instance, at Qarn Bint Saud 
(Fig. 3.4).579 Collective subterranean or semi-subterra-
nean long burials form the fifth of Carter’s tomb types 
(Fig. 3.5).580 One of the best-preserved examples of this 
category is Bidya-1.581 These stone-lined cists are roofed 
with large stone slabs. Likely the best-known type, how-
ever, are collective above-ground long tombs, called Shi-
mal type after its type site (Fig. 3.6).582 More than 150 
of these tombs were documented so far. This type was 
constructed during the Wadi Suq period as well as during 
the Late Bronze Age.583 

Other tomb types are small, single or double above-
ground burials, rectangular or oval in structure (Fig. 
3.7),584 round, above-ground tombs with diameters under 

570	 Velde 2003: 110–111; but see de Vreeze – Düring – Olijdam 
2020: 141 and Yule – Vogt 2020.
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For the differentiation between Wadi Suq and Samad period 
cist burials see Yule 1994.
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Fig. 3: Different types of Wadi Suq period tombs. 
1 = Righetti type IS1a (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 195), 2 = Righetti type Is1b (adapted from Righetti 2015a: 
fig. 518), 3 = Righetti type CM3b (adapted from Donaldson 1984: 296 fig. 16), 4 = Righetti type CP1 (adapted 
from Vogt 1985: Taf. 78), 5 = Righetti type CM2b (adapted from Al-Tikriti 1989a: pl. 61), 6 = Righetti type CM2a 
(adapted from Kästner 1991: 234 fig. 1), 7 = Righetti type IG2 (adapted from Donaldson 1985: 138 fig. 1), 8 = 
Righetti type IG 3 (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 40), 9 = Righetti type CM4d (adapted from Jasim 2006: 38 fig. 
46), 10 = Righetti type CM2e (adapted from Corboud et al. 1996: 17 fig. 16), 11 = Righetti type CM3a (adapted 
from Righetti 2015a: fig. 55), 12 = Righetti type CM2f (adapted from Righetti 2015a: fig. 17), 13 = Righetti type 
CM4a (adapted from Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: fig. 3), 14 = Righetti type CP3 (adapted from Phillips 1997: 
210 fig. 4).
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three meters of the Masirah type (Fig. 3.8)585, U-shaped, 
stone-lined subterranean collective graves as they are 
found in the Wadi al-Qawr (Fig. 3.9),586 T-shaped subter-
ranean collective graves as they are found in Bitnah (Fig. 
3.10),587 ring-chambered, collective above-ground buri-
als of the Khatt type (Fig. 3.11),588 long, collective above-
ground tombs with annexes as Tomb Dh2 in Dhayah 
(Fig. 3.12),589 composite subterranean and above-ground 
collective tombs as Sh404 in Shimal (Fig. 3.13)590 and 
square, multi-chambered collective above-ground tombs 
such as found in Wa’ab (Fig. 3.14)591. For all of these latter 
types it is uncertain whether they should be attributed to 
the Wadi Suq period or to the Late Bronze Age. Further, 
there are some Wadi Suq period and Late Bronze Age 
tombs that are of a rather opportunistic nature, using 
pre-existing features so that the construction efforts were 
minimal.592 These types of tombs include rock shelters, 
where natural features form the tomb.593 Pre-existing fea-
tures also include tombs of both the Hafit and the Umm 
an-Nar period, whereby in the case of Umm an-Nar pe-
riod tombs it is not always clear whether they were re-
used or continuously used.594 Generally, there seems to 
be a rough separation line between the north and the 
south.595 In Oman, cemeteries with subterranean single 
burials dominate, while the northern peninsula displays 
a much wider variety of tomb types and occupation. The 
large collective tombs in the northern part of the Oman 
Peninsula required large amounts of time and labour in 
their construction, while the simple tombs for single in-
humations required much less effort.596 Further, during 
the Late Bronze Age, tomb building appears to decrease 
and the reuse of older structures and natural features for 
burials becomes more common.597

The great variety in tomb architecture is followed 
by the presence of different numbers of individuals per 
tomb, ranging from single or double inhumations to 
collective burials with over 60 individuals.598 Overall, 
individual tombs outnumber the collective ones.599 The 
re-introduction of single burials that were completely 
absent in the Early Bronze Age is remarkable.600 Bodies 
were placed on their side in a crouching position with 
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varying orientations.601 Collective tombs held individu-
als of both sexes and all ages without any obvious prefer-
ences.602 Grave goods include pottery – mainly beakers, 
bowls and jars – soft-stone vessels of the série tardive, per-
sonal adornment and copper alloy weaponry like socket-
ed spearheads, arrowheads, daggers, knives and swords, 
in addition to copper alloy vessels and jewellery.603 Metal 
is much more common in the second millennium BC 
tombs than in those of the Early Bronze Age.604 The 
increase in weapons deposited in tombs could be inter-
preted as an increase in intra-group violence, but Potts,605 
following Härke,606 argues that the number of weapons 
found in burials has a ritual significance during a time 
of relative peace. The relative lack of trauma in the few 
analysed skeletons of second millennium BC date607 
supports this assertion.608 The composition of the set of 
grave goods does not differ much between the various 
types of tombs.609

3.4	 Iron Age (1200–300 BC)

The earliest part of the Iron Age, Iron Age I (1200–1000 
BC), was mainly identified at some of the major sites in 
the United Arab Emirates such as Tell Abraq, Shimal and 
Kalba.610 Here, postholes and crude, handmade pottery 
without decoration were identified. Information on sub-
sistence strategies is limited and hint at animal husband-
ry. The Iron Age II (1000–600 BC) witnessed an un-
paralleled settlement intensification throughout Eastern 
Arabia, facilitated by the newly invented falaj irrigation 
system that allowed people to occupy all environmental 
zones.611 This also led to a larger concentration of agricul-
tural land to facilitate water transport, in contrast to the 
Umm an-Nar period, where agriculture was more likely 
organised on a small scale, in individual plots scattered 
thought the landscape.612 Iron Age aflaj were, among 
other places, excavated at Hili,613 Al-Thuqaibah614 and 
Salut.615 The domestication of the camel further permit-
ted long-distance overland trade and considerably eased 
movement between the coast and inland, with the result 
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that coastal settlement expanded greatly.616 The Iron Age 
II features ritual sites, which were up to that time nearly 
unknown to the archaeology of Eastern Arabia. They are 
characterised by the presence of ceramics with appliqué 
snakes, cast copper alloy snakes and other representations 
of serpents, as well as bridge-spouted vessels.617 It is be-
lieved that these rituals were a new way of communicating 
social cohesion to the population in these times of chang-
es.618 Other innovations are evidenced by the emergence 
of fortified settlements on hilltops, amongst other places, 
at Lizq and Salut, as well as columned buildings such as 
at Bida Bint Saud, Rumeilah and Muwailah.619 Accord-
ing to Magee,620 the new columned buildings could have 
functioned as communal meeting halls and “provided an 
opportunity to maintain social cohesion and avert po-
litical and economic disharmony”. Rituals performed at 
these halls were likely intended as commensal politics to 
establish and maintain regional (trading) links.621 Inter-
estingly, it seems that elites all over the region employed 
similar rituals to maintain and project their authority.622 
Still, it is not possible to identify private rooms of the lo-
cal elites in any of the pillared buildings.623 These struc-
tures seem to be devoted purely to collective activities 
including sharing drinks, as indicated by small pottery 
bowls and bridge-spouted vessels, sharing food cooked in 
large pits nearby, and burning substances in braziers.624 As 
many of the pillared buildings were found next to a falaj, 
several scholars see them also associated with the control 
and management of the water for the oasis agriculture.625 
Thus, despite the appearance of singled-out buildings, 
individual members of the elite are elusive. One excep-
tion is the mentioning of Pade, King of Kade from the 
City of Izke in a neo-Assyrian inscription from Niniveh 
dating to around 640 BC.626 Izke is identified with the 
modern city of Izki in central Oman, putting, according 
to Potts,627 “Iron Age Oman on the historical map for the 
first time”. However, the denomination of this individual 
as a king might again be seen as a Mesopotamian attempt 
to make sense of the local structures. In this context, it is 
interesting to note that administrative objects, still rare 
in the Bronze Age, increased in numbers during the Iron 
Age in the form of stamp seals.628 Following Benoist,629 
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the Iron Age was a society “in which collective discussion 
played a central part in decisions and where the group 
was of some importance in terms of regulation of power 
and authority”. 

Excavations at the Iron Age fort of Salut in the Sul-
tanate of Oman lead Phillips630 to a different internal 
division of the Iron Age chronology from that which is 
commonly used with in the United Arab Emirates. He 
found painted pottery typical for the Iron Age II in lay-
ers that provided radiocarbon dates around 1300 BC and 
thus in the Iron Age I. Therefore, he assumes that Iron 
Age I and II are not chronological entities but groups of 
different material cultures and merges them together as 
the Early Iron Age. Phillips further thinks that in the Sul-
tanate of Oman, painted pottery first appears in central 
Oman, where it marks the beginning of the Iron Age, and 
only later came to coastal sites in the United Arab Emir-
ates. The Iron Age III (600–300 BC; the Late Iron Age 
according to Phillips) does not differ much from the Iron 
Age II but represents a gradual decline as some of the ma-
jor sites such as Rumailah and Muwailah are abandoned.

Our knowledge of Iron Age burial practices is rela-
tively sparse compared to other periods despite a rather 
large number of excavated tombs. Consequently, a dif-
ferentiation between Iron Age I–III within the tombs 
has not been established and will not be attempted here. 
Iron Age burials are characterised by a variety of differ-
ent types, some of them already known from the second 
millennium BC.631 There are chamber graves cut into 
the bedrock like the ones found at Al-Qusais (Fig. 4.1), 
above-ground cairns (Fig. 4.2) and graves that exploit 
natural rock crevices (Fig. 4.3).632 Additionally, rows or 
ordered groups of above-ground hut- or pillar-box tombs 
were found, for instance, in Wadi al-Jizzi or at Jebel Salai-
li (Fig. 4.4).633 Those tombs are often located in the plain 
or on the feet of a mountain, approximately 2 × 2 m in 
size and 1.70 high. Doe634 describes them as single-cham-
bered walled tombs constructed of river boulders or 
hewn stone slaps with flat tops. At the same time, large, 
stone-built communal tombs continue to exist, primar-
ily in the mountains.635 An exceptional cemetery com-
posed of 81 small cairn graves made of stone boulders 
and arranged in a honeycomb pattern was investigated 
at Bawshar, near Muscat (Fig. 4.5).636 Additionally, Iron 
Age II burials are often found within earlier Wadi Suq 
collective tombs. Here, according to Cleuziou and To-

630	 Phillips 2010.
631	 Magee 2014: 240; Yule 2014: 34.
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Fig. 4: Different types of Iron Age tombs (1. adapted from Taha 2009: 229 pl. 12B, 2. adapted from Jasim 2012: 53 fig. 63, 3. adapted 
from Jasim 2012: 38 fig. 38, 4. adapted from Yule 1994: Abb. 8 and 5. adapted from Yule 2014: fig. 13.1).



3   The mortuary monuments of Eastern Arabia 33                           

si,637 they  seem to be individual burials within an exist-
ing monument rather than the result of continuous use. 
Generally, there are no elaborate tombs or evidence for 
funeral ceremonies that would allow both the deceased 
and the survivors to emphasise their own claims to their 
social status.638

Information on the position of the skeletons with-
in the tombs is sparse, but placing the dead in a flexed 
position seems common practice.639 Orientation of the 
body can vary from one tomb to another. At Jebel Buhais 
Tomb BHS12, it was observed that males were buried 
on their right sides while females on their left side, but 
that is a too limited dataset to draw general conclusions 
from.640 The small cists of the honeycomb cemetery at 
Bawshar only showed the dead in a tightly crouched po-
sition.641 Grave goods were very rich in the larger tombs 
and included copper alloy objects like arrowheads, paint-
ed, spouted and other pottery vessels, alabaster and 
large quantities of soft-stone vessels as well as pieces of 
personal adornment.642 In many cases, soft-stone vessels 
outnumber the pottery ones.643 The bronze metallurgy 
of the Iron Age produced mainly hammered vessels and 
only rarely cast ones, in addition to personal ornaments, 
weaponry and domestic tools.644 Single interments usual-
ly held one to three vessels and occasionally copper alloy 
arrowheads.645 Notably, iron as a material is almost ab-
sent from Iron Age tombs.646 At least some of the graves 
seem to be associated with ritual areas that contain snake 
figurines and vessels with serpent appliqué.647

3.5	 Late pre-Islamic (PIR) and Samad 
periods (300 BC–AD 300)

The time after the Iron Age has different labels in the Sul-
tanate of Oman and the United Arab Emirates including 
the northern tip of the Sultanate, likely relating to two 
different cultural spheres, which is, however, disputed.648 
In Oman, this era is referred to as the Samad period af-
ter the type-site in central Oman; in the United Arab 
Emirates it is called pré-islamique récente (PIR), the late 
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pre-Islamic period. Some publications also refer to parts 
of this time period as Hellenistic, Seleucid or Parthian, 
linking Eastern Arabia to the terminology of neighbour-
ing regions. Within this study, the terms PIR and Samad 
will be employed. Just as the labelling of the period is not 
agreed upon, neither is the time range. Various attempts 
were made, putting the Samad period into a chronolog-
ical frame ranging in its maximum from the fourth cen-
tury BC to the fourth century AD.649 The chronology of 
the PIR is more certain. Most scholars date it from the 
third century BC to the first quarter of the fourth centu-
ry AD. Here, a time range of 300 BC to AD 300 for both 
periods will be followed.

In the whole region, new material culture emerged 
from the third century BC onwards including the use of 
iron for making tools and weapons as well as the import 
of glass vessels and metal coinage.650 This gives evidence 
to a flourishing trade incorporating the Mediterranean, 
the Arabian Peninsula and the Indian Ocean. Camels be-
came the most important domesticated animal and occa-
sionally received their own burials, sometimes alongside 
humans.651 For the first time, writing appears in Eastern 
Arabia, at least in the United Arab Emirates. Some Iron 
Age sites, including their falaj systems, continued to be 
in use during the Samad and PIR, while at others only 
postholes indicating more ephemeral structures were 
found.652 Overall, the people seem to be, in the major-
ity, settled agriculturalists.653 Generally, this period is 
flourishing on the northern coasts of the United Arab 
Emirates and in the Sultanate of Oman, but less so in 
the south, but this might also be a bias in the available 
data.654 Most important settlement sites for the PIR are 
Ed-Dur and Mleiha in the United Arab Emirates. Here, 
mud-brick villages, forts and cemeteries, as well as a tem-
ple dedicated to the sun god Shamash, were found. Nu-
merous imports underline the role of the sites as major 
trading hubs. Some scholars link this period to the arriv-
al of new populations from Western Arabia, while many 
others disagree.655

For the PIR, generally two major categories of tombs 
can be distinguished: small, simple graves (Fig. 5.1) and 
monumental tomb towers built of stone or mud-brick 
(Fig. 5.2).656 The monumental tombs, as they were found 
for instance at Mleiha, feature elaborate, above-ground 
square to rectangular constructions, reconstructed as be-
ing up to 4 m in height. These towers or platforms cover 
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Fig. 5: PIR tomb: a. simple grave (adapted from Boucharlat – Mouton 1998: 18 fig. 3), b: monumental tomb 
tower (adapted from Boucharlat – Mouton 1998: 23 fig. 7; Overlaet – Haerinck 2014: 209 fig. 4).

as well as pieces of personal adornment including gold 
beads.664 For the first time, elements of horse harnesses 
are encountered within the tombs.665

Samad period tombs are simple, stone-lined under-
ground cists that are covered by large stone slabs (Fig. 
6). According to Yule,666 a bar wall roof is characteristic. 
Skeletons are buried lying on their side in a flexed po-
sition.667 Yule668 is of the opinion that he can differenti-
ate between male individuals lying on the right side and 
female individuals on their left. This differentiation is, 
however, based on only very few anthropologically iden-
tified skeletons and thus not very reliable. Grave goods 
are comparable to those of PIR graves and include iron 
weapons, soft-stone vessels, albeit less than in the previ-
ous periods, and pieces of personal adornment, mainly 
beads. The pottery from Samad period graves is distinct 

664	 Potts 1990: 268, 282–287; Mouton 2008: 49–58, 236–237.
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667	 Yule 2014: 67.
668	 Yule 2014: 67.

underground funerary pits.657 The simple, subterranean 
stone chambers are built of dry stone walls topped by one 
or more capstones.658 Larger stone-chambered tombs ex-
ist as well, for example at Ed-Dur, which was entered via 
a shaft which was blocked up after the internment of the 
bodies.659 As skeletal material was often lacking, little is 
known of the position of the bodies in PIR graves.660 At 
Ed-Dur, skeletons were places in a flexed position but 
with no order in their orientation visible.661 Mouton662 
assumes that single inhumations were the norm. The 
only case of a collective tomb is G.5156 at Ed-Dur, where 
15 skulls were discovered.663 Typical grave goods include 
iron weapons such as daggers, swords and arrowheads, 
copper alloy bowls, soft-stone, calcite and glass vessels 
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to those of PIR and includes pilgrim bottles and balsa-
maria.

3.6	 Sasanian period (AD 300–630)

The period from AD 300 until the advent of Islam in 
Eastern Arabia is referred to as the Sasanian period, al-
though a Sasanian presence or domination of most of the 
region is not attested, as only a very patchy record of Sasa-
nian activities in Eastern Arabia exists, both from written 
sources as well as from the material record. Shapur I (AD 
240/242–270), the second Sasanian king, lists ‘Uman as 
a province of his empire on the Naqsh-i Rustam inscrip-
tion, but it was already omitted again by the province list 
of Kartir, Shapur I’s priest.669 In AD 575 the king Khus-
raw I (AD 531–579) built, according to Omani oral tra-
dition, a fort at Rustaq,670 indicating some more direct 
control of the Sasanians over the Oman Peninsula during 
that time. Through the latter part of the Sasanian peri-
od, there seems to have been a treaty between the Sasa-
nians and the local Arab rulers, as later historical sources 
suggest, that divided the land into areas of Arab control 

669	 Kennet 2007: 87.
670	 Kennet 2007: 88.

and areas of control of a Sasanian governor.671 Among 
the few sites known from the archaeological record are 
Khatt,672 Jazirat al-Ghanam673 and Kush,674 all located on 
the north-western tip of the Musandam Peninsula in the 
United Arab Emirates, as well as Fulayj in the Batinah.675 
These sites were possibly actual Sasanian outposts meant 
to control the seafaring trade in the strait of Hormuz. 
Another possible important site of the Sasanian period 
is Sohar,676 although its date being attributed to the Sasa-
nian period is strongly rejected by Kennet.677 The cop-
per mines of Arja near Sohar provided two radiocarbon 
dates of the fifth and/or sixth centuries AD, placing their 
use in the Sasanian period.678 Arja Site 1 also yielded a ra-
diocarbon date around cal. AD 530/510 associated with 
large quantities of handmade cooking pots, indicating the 
presence of a domestic building from the late Sasanian 
or early Islamic period before the large building known 
from the site today.679 Further Sasanian presence is at-
tested in Area F of Ed-Dur,680 in and around the fort of 
Mleiha681 and at Bur al-Jasah.682 From the interior of the 
Sultanate of Oman, very little is known about the Sasa-
nian period. However, in 1979, a coin hoard was found 
in a green-glazed jar dating to the Sasanian period, which 
yielded, besides seven Sasanian drachms, nearly 900 early 
Islamic coins.683 Further Sasanian coins are known from 
Tell Abraq,684 Ghallah685 and Fujairah.686

Against the background of this sparse evidence, 
Kennet687 concludes that the Sasanian period followed 
a dramatic decline at the end of the PIR/Samad period, 
most likely caused by a deterioration in both economic 
activity and population across the region. According to 
him, there is no sign of recovery until at least the seventh 
or eighth century AD. Wilkinson,688 however, comes to 
a different conclusion. He argues that it was the Sasani-
an period when Eastern Arabia achieved its greatest ag-
ricultural development thanks to the establishment of 
the falaj irrigation system, especially in those regions that 
he thought to be of direct Sasanian control. Kennet689 
contradicts this by pointing out that, based on archaeo-
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676	 Potts 1990: 296; Kervran 2004.
677	 Kennet 2007: 97–99.
678	 Weisgerber 1987: 148–149.
679	 Costa – Wilkinson 1987: 136.
680	 Lecomte 1993.
681	 Benoist – Mouton – Schiettecatte 2003.
682	 Kennet 2007: 90.
683	 Lowick 1983.
684	 Potts – Cribb 1995: 130.
685	 Potts – Cribb 1995: 129.
686	 Hellyer 1995.
687	 Kennet 2007: 106.
688	 Wilkinson 1977: 130–133.
689	 Kennet 2007: 107.

Fig. 6: Samad period tomb (adapted from Yule 
2001: 30 Abb. 4.2).
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logical evidence, falaj irrigation was already widespread 
during the Iron Age. In consequence, the Sasanian period 
in Eastern Arabia presents itself as one of little settlement 
or other activities. Reasons named for this decline are the 
establishment of a direct sea trade between India and the 
Red Sea, by-passing the Oman peninsula and the gener-
al weakening of Roman trade with the East.690 Kennet691 
assumes that there were mainly Arab nomadic tribes that 
occupied the land during the Sasanian period with only 
some true Sasanian sites such as Fulayj.

Sasanian burials are virtually unknown from Eastern 
Arabia. Therefore, no information is available on tomb 
types, position of the skeletons, and grave goods. In the 
sand dunes near Jebel Buhais, two unmarked burials were 
discovered that were attributed to the middle Sasanian 
period by radiocarbon dating.692 The skeletons were as-
sociated with several pieces of jewellery made of different 
materials, and Sasanian stamp seals. Strontium isotope 

690	 Kennet 2007: 108.
691	 Al-Jahwari et al. 2018: 738.
692	 Kutterer – Jasim – Yousif 2015.

analyses determined that they were immigrants to the 
area, likely from Iran or Mesopotamia. In Wadi al-Jiz-
zi, some terraced cairns up to 1 m in height with a clear 
outer wall and a narrow corbelled grave chamber were 
found that were associated with substantial amounts of 
turquoise glazed pottery dating to the Sasanian period.693 
Other objects discovered near these tombs are metal ar-
tefacts and fragments of glass vessels. The terraced cairns 
can occur singly, in rows or in clusters. Additionally, up 
to 50 Sasanian tombs were discovered at Liwa north of 
Sohar.694 Kennet695 points out that the low number of 
Sasanian burials may reflect changes in burial practices, 
but when considering the Sasanian burials from other 
regions of Arabia, no major changes in burial practic-
es are visible. Other evidence of Sasanian burial prac-
tices comes from reused tombs, for example in in Jebel 
al-Emalah (chapter 4.1.15), Shimal (chapter 4.1.3) and 
Sharm (chapter 4.1.6).696

 

693	 Düring – Olijdam 2015: 101–103.
694	 Al-Jahwari et al. 2018: 738.
695	 Kennet 2007: 103.
696	 For recently published tombs reused in the Sasanian period see 

also Laurenza – Bianchi – Di Michele 2020.
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to the beginning of the Islamic period

Reuse as understood in this study clearly differs from 
continuous use, such as carrying out commemorative rit-
uals or the interment of deceased members of one group 
over a long period of time in collective tombs.697 Con-
tinuous use and commemorative rituals that took place 
after a person’s death are widely attested in the whole of 
Western Asia across all time periods698 and attested at the 
collective tombs of most periods in Eastern Arabia. Re-
use, which can assume the form of very different types 
of activities, on the other hand, is characterised by an 
interruption in use. This means that there is a consider-
able gap in time between the initial use of the tomb and 
reuse activities. The latter are often dismissed by archae-
ologists as disturbances to the part of the archaeological 
record that is interesting to them, i.e., the primary use 
of the tomb. When studying reuse, unclear chronologi-
cal sequences pose a real obstacle in order to distinguish 
between continuous use and commemorative activities 
on the one hand and discontinuous reuse on the other 
hand.699 Thäte700 therefore defines reuse as occurring 
when there is a gap of at least one period between the 
construction and first and secondary uses of the tomb, 
a definition that will be followed in this study insofar 
as reuse during the same period is not considered unless 
clear stratigraphical evidence indicates a break between 
the two uses. Another challenge is that tombs could be 
completely emptied before reuse so that nothing of the 
material from the first occupation remains. This “total 
reuse”701 can hinder identifying the reuse at all if the 
tomb architecture is not time specific or badly preserved.

Reuse can take additive as well as destructive forms. 
While the latter removes parts of the inventory of the 
tomb or damages its structural integrity, in the first, ob-
jects and/or burials are added to the original content of 
the tomb. Both destructive and additive reuse can occur 
at the same tomb simultaneously or consecutively. This 

697	 Thäte 2007: 8; Kümmel 2009: 57.
698	 Tsukimoto 1985; Pfälzner et al. 2012.
699	 Sopp 1999: 4–14.
700	 Thäte 2007: 9.
701	 Lombard 1985: 166.

study will mainly deal with the additive forms of reuse as 
they are a more prominent phenomenon in Eastern Ara-
bia, and evidence for destructive reuse, often generalised 
as grave robbery in antiquity, is, contrary to the common 
opinion, relatively rare in the region before modern times 
(chapter 6.1.1).

In this chapter, sites with excavated tombs in East-
ern Arabia (Fig. 7), where reuse was identified, will be 
presented, beginning with the northern tip of the Oman 
Peninsula, moving southwards through the United Arab 
Emirates and northern Oman to finally reach the eastern 
coast of Oman (chapter 4.1). For each site, the number of 
tombs excavated as well as their date will be listed. Special 
attention is given to reused tombs, which are described in 
more detail. Reused tombs that are known from survey 
activities will only exceptionally be considered as supple-
ment to the data from the excavations (chapter 4.2) as 
their data is more partial and therefore less reliable. For 
each site reused tombs are displayed in graph that illus-
trates the timeframe of the initial use as well as that of 
the reuse and provides information on the tombs’ archi-
tecture as well as the finds from the reuse. Those graphs 
differentiate between use as burial and single objects, i.e., 
objects that were found without associated human re-
mains, labelled here as stray finds.

4.1	 Evidence from excavated tombs

4.1.1	 Ghalilah

Four tombs were excavated at Ghalilah in 1976.702 Two 
of them date from around 100 BC to AD 100; for one, 
the date is unknown, and one tomb, Tomb Gh2, was 
built during the Wadi Suq period and used in the Late 
Bronze and Iron Ages as well as in the PIR. Originally, 
Donaldson703 dated Tomb Gh2 to the Iron Age, around 
1000 to 600 BC. This date was, however, revised by de 
Cardi who identified the tomb as being first used in the 

702	 Donaldson 1985: 132 tab. 18.
703	 Donaldson 1984: 239.
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Fig. 7: Map of Eastern Arabia with archaeological sites mentioned in the text.

second millennium BC and continuously used until the 
Iron Age.704 

Tomb Gh2 is a collective Wadi Suq period tomb 
with an oval plan and a central dividing wall. It is ap-
proximately 10.5 m long and 7.2 m wide (Fig. 8).705 The 
inside of the tomb is separated into two long chambers. 
Human remains of approximately 50 individuals were 
found distributed over the whole chamber. Only in the 
south-eastern corner, two individuals were found partly 
in situ, lying on their back (Fig. 8, marked in red). These 
are the only individuals still in anatomical order. Accord-
ing to Vogt,706 this indicates reuse of the tomb in the first 
millennium BC because the stone floor is missing below 
these two individuals, and before the first millennium 
BC, no burials of skeletons lying on their back are known. 
Several artefacts were found spread throughout the tomb 
including an iron blade (Fig. 8b), nine copper alloy ar-
rowheads, one copper alloy spearhead, various other 
copper alloy objects, a great number of beads including 
a few glass beads, eight soft-stone vessels and eleven lids, 

704	 De Cardi 1988: 45; see also Schreiber 2010: 84.
705	 Donaldson 1984: 221–223; Vogt 1985: 201.
706	 Vogt 1985: 205.

as well as pottery sherds.707 A glazed pilgrim bottle that 
was found outside the tomb has stylistic comparisons in 
the first century AD (Fig. 8a). From what is published in 
the reports, it seems that the tomb was continuously used 
from the Wadi Suq period to the Iron Age and then as ev-
idenced by the iron blade and the pilgrim bottle, reused 
in the PIR. Although not associated directly with the 
PIR artefacts, it can be assumed that the two skeletons 
from the south-eastern corner are of a PIR date.

4.1.2	 Dhayah

The Dhayah cemetery consists of approximately 30 
tombs.708 Five of these were excavated by the Seminar 
für Vorderasiatische Archäologie of Göttingen Universi-
ty between 1985 and 1987. Three tombs, Tombs Dh2, 
Dh4 and Dh9, date only to the Wadi Suq period, while 
Tomb Dh1 was built in the later part of the Wadi Suq 
period and likely reused during the PIR, and Tomb Dh3 
was also built in the later part of the Wadi Suq period, 

707	 Donaldson 1984: 257–259.
708	 Kästner 1990; Kästner 1991.
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Fig. 8: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Ghalilah (adapted from Donaldson 1984: fig. 16, fig. 17, fig. 
22.118, fig. 28.35).

but then reused during the Iron Age.709 Additionally, it is 
reported that the wall of the Wadi Suq period tomb Dh9 
“is extremely damaged by grave robbers”.710

Tomb Dh1, which is possibly identical to site 39a 
tomb from de Cardi’s survey, is made of two Shimal type 
tombs, i.e., collective rectangular, semi-subterranean 
tombs, of which the eastern one was built against the ear-
lier western structure (Fig. 9).711 According to Carter,712 
this type of tomb dates to the second half of the second 
millennium BC, which is the Late Bronze Age. Righet-
ti,713 however, dates it to the later part of the Wadi Suq 
period (Wadi Suq II, 1300–1600 BC). One of the verti-
cal standing entrance stones of the tomb is supported by 
a reused facing stone, belonging to the outer façade of an 
Umm an-Nar period tomb. Inside both, the earlier west-
ern part of the tomb and the later eastern part, only a few 
finds from the Wadi Suq period were discovered. These 
were pottery beakers, rings, beads and a small amount of 
human bones. Parts of the stone paved floor were miss-
ing. According to Kästner,714 they were removed while 
the tomb was plundered. Outside in the south, where the 
walls of the two tombs meet, a miniature spear or pike 
head, 6 cm long, was discovered.715 

709	 Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 6–7.
710	 Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 7–8.
711	 Carter 1997: 39.
712	 Carter 1997: 39.
713	 Righetti 2015a: 22–25.
714	 Kästner 1990: 342.
715	 Kästner 1991: 243 fig. 7.

In the southern third of the chamber of the later east-
ern part of the tomb, quite an unusual concentration of 
beads came to light, including, in addition to shell and 
chalcedony beads, two etched carnelian beads (Fig. 9a). 
While Kästner716 dates the beads to the beginning of the 
Wadi Suq period due to similarities with beads from Qat-
tarah and their finding in a similar location to a very early 
second millennium vessel within the tomb, de Waele and 
Haerinck717 assume that the beads belong to a secondary 
PIR burial by comparing them to Sasanian beads,718 a 
notion that is followed in this study. Tomb Dh3, a col-
lective, above-ground tomb, measures 9 m in length and 
7 m in width (Fig. 9).719 It is oval in shape and consists of 
a two faced wall with a core of gravel. An internal wall 
divides the tomb into two chambers. Besides grave goods 
from the later part of the Wadi Suq period,720 two pot-
tery vessels are of an Iron Age date. These are a bowl (Fig. 
9b) and a flask which were found side by side.

4.1.3	 Shimal

The cemetery of Shimal consists of 150 to 200 tombs.721 
The bulk of them are above-ground constructions of dif-
ferent layouts that were built during the Wadi Suq pe-

716	 Kästner 1991: 241.
717	 De Waele – Haerinck 2006: 37–38.
718	 Simpson 2003: 66.
719	 Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 6–7.
720	 Righetti 2015a: 30–32.
721	 Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 17.



40                            The Reuse of Tombs in Eastern Arabia

riod.722 So far, ten tombs were excavated in the central 
part of the cemetery,723 six in the northern part724 and 
one in the area of the settlement.725 Most of the tombs 
were constructed and used during the Wadi Suq period 
or continuously from the Wadi Suq period to the Late 
Bronze Age. Tomb Sh99 yielded finds from the Wadi 
Suq period and, albeit in much lesser quantity, from the 
Iron Age. Tomb Sh100 was built during the Wadi Suq 
period and reused in the Sasanian period, and Tomb 
Sh102, also built during the Wadi Suq period, was con-
tinuously used until the Iron Age and then reused in the 
PIR. Both tombs also had medieval material on their 
surface. The Umm an-Nar period Tomb Sh222 shows 
signs of an unspecific reuse in “later periods” and features 
a socketed spearhead most likely dating to the Wadi Suq 

722	 Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 19.
723	 Donaldson 1984; Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987; Kästner – Sahm 

– Velde 1988: 21–24.
724	 Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 10–14.
725	 Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 16–18.

period.726 Within Tomb Sh502, material from the Wadi 
Suq period, Late Bronze Age and Iron Age, as well as 
from reuse of the tomb in the PIR A is attested.727 Ad-
ditionally, Tomb Sh402 yielded no grave goods, and to 
the excavators it looked as if “not only the stones of this 
tomb but also the inventory has been robbed from those 
people who erected SH401”.728

Tomb Sh99 is a collective, above-ground, oblong fu-
nerary chamber, surrounded by a second oval wall (Fig. 
10).729 It measures nearly 16 × 11 m. The northern half 
of the tomb contained bones of at least 40 individuals, 
one third of them from children below the age of one. 
Despite a wealth of Wadi Suq period material, two Iron 
Age metal objects were discovered.730

726	 Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 3.
727	 Righetti 2015a: 148.
728	 Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 12.
729	 Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 49–54.
730	 Righetti 2015a: 101.

Fig. 9: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Dhayah (adapted from De Waele – Haerinck 2006: 5.3a-b; 
Kästner 1991: 234 fig. 1; Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: fig. 3, fig. 15.4).
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Fig. 10: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Shimal (adapted from Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: pl. 1.1–2; 
Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: fig. 7, fig. 18.7–8, fig. 29, fig. 30.1, 5–10).
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The collective, round above-ground Wadi Suq pe-
riod Tomb Sh100 is situated in the easternmost part 
of the Shimal middle cemetery.731 The circular plan of 
this tomb has a diameter of 4.3 to 4.5 m and its inter-
nal chamber measures about 2.6 m across (Fig. 10). The 
tomb’s content was heavily mixed up at the beginning of 
the excavation. The north-western half of the chamber 
was almost bare of finds, whereas the south-eastern half 
produced some objects and fragments of human bones 
of at least nine individuals including five children.732 In 
a small area west of the entrance, a disturbance in the 
eastern wall segment is associated with a secondary bur-
ial (Fig. 10, marked in red). It was carried out when the 
superstructure of the tomb was already destroyed. The 
grave goods belonging to this burial are five beads, of 
which three are pierced marine snails (Fig. 10b–d), one 
is a cowry shell (Fig. 10e) and one is a squat biconical 
chalcedony bead (Fig. 10f ), half of an iron bracelet (Fig. 
10a) and a spherical stamp seal made of dark green stone 
which can be dated to the third to fifth century AD (Fig. 
10g).733 In addition, Partho-Sasanian pottery was found 
within the tomb.734 A silver coin was discovered on the 
floor of the burial chamber, which shows a very general 
affinity with Islamic silver coins from the 11th century 
AD.735 Tomb Sh102 is a typical elongated semi-subterra-
nean tomb of the Shimal type (Fig. 10).736 Its maximum 
preserved length is about 16.5 m, the average width 5.0 
m. The northern end of the tomb was completely washed 
away by floods from the wadi close by. Within the tomb 
were found masses of minute, fragmented human bones 
of at least 121 individuals as well as a large amount of ar-
tefacts, including Wadi Suq and Late Bronze Age pottery 
sherds, soft-stone fragments, items of personal adorn-
ment, but also some isolated Iron Age pottery sherds, 
a possible Iron Age soft-stone vessel, decorated shell 
buttons that have similarities to artefacts from ninth to 
eighth century BC Nimrud, an iron pin (Fig. 10h), the 
crossbar of a PIR iron dagger (Fig. 10i) and a number of 
medieval and recent pottery sherds. According to the ex-
cavators, the iron objects are either stray finds or relics of 
secondary use,737 while the medieval pottery sherds most 
likely belonged to the medieval village that was built at 
the place of the cemetery. Thus, we deal most likely with 
a tomb that has continuously been used from the Wadi 
Suq period until the Iron Age and then reused in the PIR 
as well as medieval periods, although the medieval reuse 
is likely to be unintentional. Tomb Sh222 measures 11.5 
m in diameter has two faced walls and worked stones 

731	 Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 45–46.
732	 Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 46.
733	 Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 47–48.
734	 Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 46–47.
735	 Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 47.
736	 Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 23–36; Vogt et al. 1989.
737	 Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 33.

as it is typical for the Umm an-Nar period (Fig. 10).738 
Within, besides Umm an-Nar period finds and a great 
number of human bones, many of them burned, pottery 
“dating to later periods” and a socketed spearhead, most 
likely of a Wadi Suq period date, were found.739 Due to 
the relatively few finds, especially few metal objects, the 
excavators assumed that the tomb was plundered (but see 
chapter 6.1.1). Situated at the northern end of the Shi-
mal necropolis, the collective, above-ground oval Tomb 
Sh502 with a central dividing wall yielded severely dis-
turbed accumulations of artefacts from the second and 
first millennia BC.740 Despite Wadi Suq period pottery 
sherds, soft-stone vessels and metal objects, Late Bronze 
Age, Iron Age I, II and III pottery sherds and metal ob-
jects were found as well. A reuse of the tomb is attested in 
the PIR A in the form of two small pottery flasks, three 
iron arrowheads and carnelian beads.

4.1.4	 Qarn al-Harf

At Qarn al-Harf, situated about 15 km southeast of the 
old town of Ras al-Khaimah, over 70 tombs were record-
ed, most of them dating to the Hafit period.741 In 2001, 
the National Museum of Ras al-Khaimah excavated the 
Wadi Suq period tomb QaH67, and in 2013, three mon-
umental Wadi Suq period tombs were investigated along 
with seven smaller collective tombs of the same time 
period by Durham University. QaH1 actually consists 
of four heavily disturbed tombs on a ridge. QaH2 and 
QaH2A could be identified as Shimal type long tombs. 
QaH5 is an oval-shaped tomb with double internal walls 
of the Ghalilah type, and QaH6 is a sub-circular tomb 
with internal divisions.742 A large variety of objects were 
found inside the tombs, including metal objects such 
as spearheads, arrowheads, razors, pendants and blades, 
beads, pottery and soft-stone vessels. The ceramics of 
Tombs QaH1, 2, 2A, 5 and 6 provided, according to 
de Vreeze,743 evidence for reuse/continuous use in the 
Iron Age and pre-Islamic period, but the results of the 
excavations of these tombs still await publication. Tomb 
QaH67 was constructed in the Wadi Suq period and 
then reused in the Iron Age as well as in the PIR.

Tomb QaH67 belongs to the Ghalilah type, featur-
ing an elongated ground plan with rounded ends.744 It 
measures 9.5 m in length and 5.6 m in width. A middle 
partition wall divides the structure into two halves, each 
1.3 m wide. The single entrance to the tomb was on its 

738	 Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 2.
739	 Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 3.
740	 Righetti 2015a: 101.
741	 Hilal 2005; de Vreeze 2016: 247; Kennet 2018.
742	 De Vreeze 2016: 247.
743	 De Vreeze 2016: 247.
744	 Hilal 2005: 41.
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northern side. Four distinct phases could be differenti-
ated within the tomb’s accumulations. The first phase 
from the Wadi Suq period represents the earliest context 
of the tomb. Numerous fragments of human bones as-
sociated with pottery sherds and soft-stone vessel frag-
ments were discovered.745 The second is an intermediate 
phase before the reuse of the tomb in the Iron Age and 
in the PIR. The material of the third phase comprises 
some well-preserved bones in the western chamber that 
are either associated with the Iron Age or PIR objects 
(Fig. 11, marked in red). Finds from the Iron Age are 
three incised, leaf-shaped copper alloy arrowheads (Fig. 
11a–c). Other metal finds from phase 3 were a copper 
alloy fishhook, a copper alloy needle, a pottery rim sherd, 
an iron earring (Fig. 11d) as well as some unidentifiable 
iron scraps.746 In addition, there was a round bead of an 
unidentified green stone, a faceted biconical bead and 
a glass bead (Fig. 11e).747 All these beads, as well as the 
iron objects, can be associated with reuse in the PIR. The 
chronological association of the fishhook and the needle 
is not clear. Phase 4 encompasses the activities that hap-
pened after the abandonment of the tomb.

4.1.5	 Dadna

In 1995, a U-shaped, long subterranean tomb was subject 
to a rescue excavation at Dadna after the installation of a 
cable had cut through it.748 The tomb produced a high 
quantity of material including pottery, soft-stone ves-
sels, copper alloy arrowheads, one copper alloy bowl and 

745	 Hilal 2005: 39.
746	 Hilal 2005: 44.
747	 Hilal 2005: 47.
748	 Benoist – Ali Hassan 2010.

several pieces of personal adornment. The date of these 
grave goods ranges from the Wadi Suq period until the 
end of the Iron Age. Although large quantities of human 
bones were found within the tomb, ancient dislocation 
and modern disturbances due to construction work did 
not allow associating grave goods with specific skele-
tons.749 The excavators see Dadna not as a reused tomb, 
but as a continuously used tomb750 and as such it will be 
treated this way in this study.

4.1.6	 Sharm

During the excavation of a Late Bronze Age tomb of the 
Shimal type at Sharm by a team from the University of 
Sydney in 1997, numerous finds dating to periods later 
than the Late Bronze Age were made. Among them were 
pottery sherds, soft-stone vessels, beads, metal artefacts 
and various other objects that were found throughout 
the fill. 37 % of the registered pottery assemblage belong 
to the Late Bronze Age, 6% to the Iron Age I, 55 % to the 
Iron Age II, 1.3 % to the Iron Age III and 4.9 % to the 
PIR (Fig. 12c–h).751 Four of the six vessels from the PIR 
have in the most similarities to the PIR C (first to second 
centuries AD) or PIR D (c. 225 to early fourth century 
AD), and another in the early PIR A (third to second 
centuries BC).752 For the soft-stone vessels, two belong to 
the série ancient in the Early Bronze Age, i.e., the Umm 
an-Nar period (Fig. 12a–b, findspots marked in green), 
19 to the Late Bronze Age, eleven to the transitional Late 
Bronze/Iron Age, 102 to the Iron Age and three to the 

749	 Benoist – Ali Hassan 2010: 86.
750	 Benoist – Ali Hassan 2010: 96.
751	 Petrie 2000; Barker 2002.
752	 Petrie 2000: 84.

Fig. 11: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Qarn al-Harf (adapted from Hilal 2005: 42 fig. 6, 46 fig. 10.1–3, 
7, 46 fig. 11.16, 21–22).
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PIR (Fig. 12i).753 Thus, the tomb was continuously used 
from the Late Bronze Age to the Iron Age III, whereby 
finds from the Late Bronze Age and the Iron Age II are 
most numerous. Additionally, some older material in the 
form of fragments of two Umm an-Nar period soft-stone 
vessels ended up in the tomb as well. The material from 
PIR (Fig. 12, findspots marked in red) belongs, accord-
ing to Petrie,754 most likely to a single or multiple later 
intrusive burial, even though no single depositional event 
was able to be identified in the stratigraphy of the tomb.

4.1.7	 Bidya

From 1987 to 1988, Al-Tikriti investigated four tombs 
at Bidya.755 These included three round to oval, above-
ground tombs and one subterranean collective Wadi Suq 
period long tomb. The latter, Bidya-1, was in use until 
the end of the second millennium BC and reused during 
the first century AD.756

753	 Ziolkowski 2001: 35.
754	 Petrie 2000: 85.
755	 Al-Tikriti 1989a.
756	 Al-Tikriti 1989a: 102–107, pl. 61–62.

Tomb Bidya-1 is 30.7 m long and about 2 m wide 
(Fig. 13). Most of the human bones from its fill were not 
found in anatomical order, but rather as small fragments 
concentrated largely along the western side of the tomb, 
including twelve badly preserved skulls. Al-Tikriti as-
sumes that this is only a fraction of the original number 
of individuals that were initially buried within the tomb. 
These bones all come from a thin layer 5 to 10 cm above 
the tomb’s stone-paved floor. Other finds from the tomb 
include pottery, soft-stone and copper alloy vessels as well 
as copper alloy spearheads. The pottery consists of four 
typical Wadi Suq period beakers with flaring rims and 
flat or rounded bases and an upper part of another ves-
sel. Most of the 14 soft-stone vessels and three stone lids 
have clear parallels in the Wadi Suq period. One vessel 
might be of a slightly later date, as its shape rather resem-
bles Iron Age forms. Al-Tikriti dates it to the end of the 
second millennium BC. Two undecorated copper alloy 
vessels found within the tombs are most likely of a Wadi 

Fig. 12: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Sharm (adapted from Petrie 2000: fig. 1, fig. 4-5; Ziolkowski 
2001: fig. 19, fig. 22, fig. 33, fig. 52, fig. 80). Findspots of PIR material marked in red, findspots of Umm an-Nar 
material in green.

Fig. 13: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Bidya (adapted from Al-Tikriti 1989a: pl. 61, 75-77)
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Suq period date. Furthermore, there are three copper al-
loy socketed spearheads dating to the second millennium 
BC. Other finds are an electrum pendant in the shape of 
two goats standing back-to-back. Below the stone paved 
floor, a small chamber of 40 × 40 cm was found, clad 
with small uncut stones. It contained several copper alloy 
bowls and a wide, flat copper alloy blade with a hole at 
one end. Skeletons of five further individuals were found 
at a depth of 10 to 15 cm in the fill of the tomb and thus 
in the layer above most finds. Their bones were in no-
tably better condition that the bones from the second 
millennium burials. They were accompanied with blades 
of iron swords and iron arrowheads, all badly corroded, 
and very few pottery vessels. Among them is a kylix with 
a green glaze (Fig. 13g) that has a handle similar to one 
found at Ed-Dur, a jar of a coarse, reddish clay (Fig. 13i) 
of uncertain date that was found above the skull of one 
of the skeletons, and another, smaller and finer jar (Fig. 
13h) that was found associated with some beads (Fig. 
13c), rings (Fig. 13a) and pendants (Fig. 13b) as well as a 
spindle whorl decorated with dot-in-circles (Fig. 13d), a 
rivet (Fig. 13e) and a metal pin (Fig. 13f ).757 The objects 
belonging to the later burials all date to the first century 
AD, i.e., in the PIR.

4.1.8	 Asimah

The Asimah cemetery is not a coherent graveyard but 
consists of several separate groups of tombs and single 
burial monuments.758 During a rescue excavation in win-
ter 1987/1988 under the direction of Burkhard Vogt, 
27 tombs were investigated. Among these, seven tombs 
are more or less certainly attributed to the Umm an-Nar 
period, seven tombs to the PIR, two tombs to the Wadi 
Suq period, another two tombs either to the Wadi Suq 
or to the Umm an-Nar period and for three tombs the 
date is unknown. Further, there are two third millenni-
um tombs that show signs of reuse in the PIR to Sasa-
nian period (Tomb As8) respectively in the PIR (Tomb 
As11), three tombs that were used during the Umm an-
Nar period, the Wadi Suq period as well as the Iron Age 
(Tombs As15, As16 and As100) and one tomb that was 
used during the Umm an-Nar and Wadi Suq periods as 
well as the PIR (Tomb As21). Additionally, Tombs As11 
and As15 yielded medieval to modern pottery sherds on 
their surfaces that likely come, however, from uninten-
tional reuse.

Tomb As8 (Cairn 13 by de Cardi) consists of two 
tombs, a lower small tumulus labelled As8B and an upper 
cairn grave, labelled As8A. When the latter was built on 
top, the earlier one was already disturbed and its roofing 

757	 Al-Tikriti 1989a: pl. 77.
758	 Vogt 1994.

stones were incorporated as pavement in the upper tomb. 
The dating of the older tomb As8B is difficult as it was 
heavily affected by stone removal. The excavators sug-
gest a date somewhere in the third or second millenni-
um BC.759 Four Umm an-Nar period pottery sherds were 
found at 2 m distance from the tomb. Tomb As8A dates 
to the PIR and/or Sasanian period. Generally, finds from 
the tombs are, besides human bones, two gritty coarse 
ware pottery sherds possibly from the PIR, one glazed 
body sherd of a Parthian-Sasanian (?) bowl, six green and 
seven yellow glass beads, one red and one black stone 
bead, two copper alloy and one silver ring as well as one 
silver earring (Fig. 14a).

A similar sequence of tombs is present at Tomb As11. 
As11A is a cairn grave, circular in plan that, according to 
its architecture, belongs to the Hafit period. Within, a 
stone covered burial pit, As11B, was found, that is dated 
by the excavator to the PIR.760 The only finds were human 
and animal bones in addition to some medieval pottery 
sherds from the surface and uppermost chamber fill. Tomb 
As15, a circular tomb with four concentric walls from the 
Umm an-Nar or possibly Wadi Suq period, shows signs of 
reuse in the Iron Age.761 Inside the chamber of the tomb, 
human bones, a miniaturised copper alloy spearhead and 
four Umm an-Nar period pottery sherds were found, out-
side and on the surface, four Late Islamic pottery sherds 
of Bahla ware, fragments of an ostrich egg, two Iron Age 
sherds and one Umm an-Nar period sherd. Tomb As16 is 
the largest tomb in the cemetery. It is circular in plan with 
a sack-shaped, unpaved chamber.762 It was built during the 
Umm an-Nar period, continuously used in the Wadi Suq 
period and reused in the Iron Age in the first half of the 
first millennium BC. Within the chamber, fragmented 
human bones, a copper sheet, carnelian beads, Umm an-
Nar period pottery sherds, one Barbar bowl of the second 
millennium BC (Fig. 14b) as well as one Iron Age pottery 
sherd (Fig. 14c) were found. Outside of the tomb, five more 
Iron Age pottery sherds as well as three Umm an-Nar pot-
tery sherds were collected. Tomb As21 is another circular 
Umm an-Nar tomb that was likely continuously used until 
the Wadi Suq period.763 Five Umm an-Nar period pottery 
sherds were found within the allegedly plundered tomb 
and three Wadi Suq period pottery sherds were found out-
side of it. At a later stage, a supporting wall was added (Fig. 
14, marked in red) and a subterranean pit was dug into the 
tomb, in which a PIR burial was placed. It contained some 
human bones, a pierced triangular shell object (Fig. 14e), 
a single, handmade, yellowish brown pottery sherd with 
small black and brown inclusions that might date to the 

759	 Vogt 1994: 29–31.
760	 Vogt 1994: 36–37.
761	 Vogt 1994: 46–48.
762	 Vogt 1994: 49–51.
763	 Vogt 1994: 61–64.
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PIR, and an iron dagger (Fig. 14d). The Umm an-Nar pe-
riod Tomb As100 is located on the slope of a hill near the 
Umm an-Nar period domestic remains of Asimah North 
and As99.764 It has an outer diameter of 5.5 m and an inner 
chamber divided by a single partition wall. From the Umm 
an-Nar period, only very few finds were encountered in 
the southern half of the tomb, including pottery and soft-
stone vessels as well as two copper alloy rings and a couple 
of beads. Most finds, especially the pottery (Fig. 14f ), soft-
stone vessels (Fig. 14h) and arrowheads (Fig. 14g), date 
to the Late Bronze Age or to the transition from the Late 
Bronze to the Iron Age.765 Thus the excavators distinguish 
three occupations, the first in the Umm an-Nar period, the 
second in the Late Bronze Age and the third in the tran-
sition from the Late Bronze to the Iron Age.766 Vogt767 as-
sumes that the objects of the third millennium BC were 
carefully taken out of the tomb in order to free space for 
new burials, a practice that can be observed at several other 
Umm an-Nar period tombs as well.

764	 Vogt 1994: 81–96.
765	 Vogt 1994: 86–96; Carter 1997: 43.
766	 Vogt 1994: 94.
767	 Vogt 1994: 83.

4.1.9	 Qidfa

From the horseshoe-shaped Wadi Suq period tomb at 
Qidfa,768 several unpublished short swords are known 
from the Fujairah Museum, indicating that it was con-
tinuously used up to the Iron Age.769 Within the tomb, 
besides classical Wadi Suq period pottery, Iron Age pot-
tery was found as well. As in her report de Cardi only 
mentions the later pottery, it has often mistakenly been 
considered to be an Iron Age tomb. The excavator, Al-
Tikriti,770 refers to a large collection of stone, pottery and 
copper alloy vessels as well as many copper alloy weapons, 
stone beads and copper alloy bracelets from the tomb, 
which allowed him to date the assemblage to the second 
half of the second millennium BC, i.e., the Late Bronze 
Age. Carter,771 however, mentions classic Wadi Suq pe-
riod pottery coming from the tomb as well. This tomb 
is not incorporated in the analyses of this study as it was 
continuously used and not reused.

768	 De Cardi – Doe 1971: 256; Potts 1990: 374.
769	 Potts 1998: 193.
770	 Al-Tikriti 1989a: 102 footnote.
771	 Carter 1997: 80.

Fig. 14: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Asimah (adapted from Vogt 1994: fig. 13, 16, 20.1, 21–22, 
23.3–4, 29, 30.4–5, 39, 40.8, 12, 41.1, 6–7, 11, 42.1–2, 7–10, 12, 44.1–2).
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4.1.10	 Ajman

In 1986, two Umm an-Nar period burials, Tomb A and 
Tomb B, were excavated at Ajman by the Department 
of Antiquities and Tourism in Al Ain and Ghent Uni-
versity.772 Both show that they were still in use or reused 
during the Wadi Suq period, whereby reuse is, at least for 
Tomb A, more likely than continuous use. 

Tomb A is a typical circular Umm an-Nar period 
tomb with characteristic finds of this period. Just to the 
outside of its ring wall, an infant burial was found. It was 
buried inside a large pottery jar (Fig. 15c) dating to the 
early second millennium BC and accompanied by two 
beakers of Wadi Suq style (Fig. 15a–b).773 Tomb B is a 
rectangular, subterranean collective grave that contained, 
along with large quantities of Umm an-Nar period ma-
terial, at least one beaker of a probable Wadi Suq period 
date.774 This small quantity of Wadi Suq period finds can 
be taken as an indicator that the tomb was continuously 
used until the beginning of the Wadi Suq period rather 

772	 Al-Tikriti 1989b; Haerinck 1991.
773	 Al-Tikriti 1989b: 92.
774	 Carter 1997: 42.

than reused, especially as subterranean tombs are a char-
acteristic feature of the final Umm an-Nar period.

4.1.11	 Al-Qusais

Three seasons of excavations were conducted at Al-
Qusais between 1974 and 1979.775 One collective tomb 
each was excavated in areas A and B. They are both long 
burials with an entrance on the long side and rounded 
ends, partly dug into the ground and covered by corbel-
ling stones.776 These tombs were constructed in the Wadi 
Suq period and continuously used until the Iron Age as 
indicated by soft-stone vessels777 and pottery sherds778 
of all periods. Additionally, in the Iron Age secondary 
tombs were added to the tomb in Area A, indicating re-
use. In Area C, approximately 80 to 130 tombs from the 
Iron Age II period were excavated. No signs of reuse were 
reported here.779

775	 Lombard 1985: 167; Yule 2001: 396; Taha 2009: 63.
776	 Cleuziou 1981: 284–285.
777	 Cleuziou 1981: fig. 10.
778	 Vogt 1985: 193; Schreiber 2010: 84.
779	 Taha 1983.

Fig. 15: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Ajman (adapted from Al-Tikriti 1989b: pl. 37–38,  
pl. 43.C–D, pl. 44).
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To the tomb in Area A, a collective, rectangular, sub-
terranean cist made of farush, Grave II, was added to one 
end of the long side of the collective tomb during the 
Iron Age (Fig. 16, marked in red).780 It was covered by 
three stone slabs and yielded a skeleton in a flexed posi-
tion with its hands below the skull. Grave goods included 
two copper alloy daggers (Fig. 16b–c), 35 copper alloy 
arrowheads and a silver headband with one hole at each 
end (Fig. 16a). Another pit burial from the Iron Age, 
Grave III, was dug just next to the collective tomb (Fig. 
16, marked in red). No other architectural elements were 
present except for a cover of farush slabs.781 The pit meas-
ured 1.5 × 0.5 m and yielded a copper alloy dagger (Fig. 
16d) and seven copper alloy arrowheads.

4.1.12	 Bitnah

Four tombs were excavated at the necropolis of Bitnah 
14.782 Tombs 1 and 2 are located on a terrace on top of 
a low hill at a distance of about 12 m from each other. A 
third, smaller tomb is situated a bit further down the hill. 
All tombs yielded badly preserved human bones but no 
characteristic artefacts. Therefore, the excavators could 
only assign them according to their layout and construc-
tion either to the Wadi Suq period or the PIR.783 For 
Tomb 4, three main phases of use were identified. The 
first was from the Late Bronze to the Iron Age II, the sec-
ond one from the Iron Age II to Iron Age III and the last 
one from the first century AD to the second century AD 
in the PIR. Only the last one is regarded here as reuse 

780	 Lombard 1985: 169; Taha 1981: 69; Taha 2009: 75.
781	 Taha 1981: 69; Taha 2009: 75.
782	 Potts 1990: 358; Corboud et al. 1996: 10.
783	 Corboud et al. 1996: 13–14.

as continuous use between the first two phases is likely, 
despite the fact that the excavators assume that the tomb 
was robbed (for the likelihood of tomb robbery see chap-
ter 6.1.1) and cleared out of human remains between 
these two episodes.

The largest tomb, Tomb 4, is T-shaped with a 10.5 m 
long and 1.6–1.8 m wide subterranean funerary cham-
ber that is accessible through a corridor and dromos.784 
The tomb shows two earlier phases of use during the Late 
Bronze Age785 and the Iron Age up to 550/450 BC, from 
which only very fragmented human remains survived. 
In the PIR C in the first to second centuries AD, several 
skeletons were inhumed, the last of them lying length-
wise in a pit at the southern end of the chamber (Fig. 17, 
marked in red). Finds from the PIR are a few isolated 
pottery sherds (Fig. 17a),786 copper alloy rings (Fig. 17b), 
iron objects including arrowheads (Fig. 17e),787 blades 
(Fig. 17f ), a tang with mineralised remains of wood 
(Fig. 17g) and other iron fragments that might belong 
to weapons or furniture (Fig. 17h), beads made of glass 
or frit (Fig. 17c)788 as well as the bottom part of a brown 
glass vessel (Fig. 17d).789

784	 Corboud et al. 1996: 16–22.
785	 The excavator refers to this as Wadi Suq period, but states that 

it is the very end of the Wadi Suq period in the second half 
of the second millennium BC. Therefore, it is labelled here as 
Late Bronze Age.

786	 Corboud et al. 1996: 104.
787	 Corboud et al. 1996: 105.
788	 Corboud et al. 1996: 86.
789	 Corboud et al. 1996: 79.

Fig. 16: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Al-Qusais (adapted from Taha 2009: pl. 2, pl. 40A–C, pl. 50G).
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4.1.13	 Mleiha

Over 120 tombs were documented within the large cem-
eteries of Mleiha by various missions. Most of them were 
built and used during the PIR.790 One Umm an-Nar pe-
riod tomb, Mleiha 3, as well as twelve PIR tombs in Area 
AV, Sector P were excavated by the Belgian Mission to 
Mleiha.791 These include seven monumental tomb tow-
ers and five simple pit graves. In two of them, Buildings 
4 and 5, younger burials were encountered in the upper 
part of the fill of the graves.792 According to the exca-

790	 Sharjah 2016.
791	 Overlaet – Haerinck 2014; Overlaet 2015.
792	 Kutterer et al. 2014: 179–180.

vators, most Mleiha tombs were looted in the past,793 a 
claim that is further discussed in chapter 6.1.1.

Tomb 4 is an almost square mud-brick tower or plat-
form, whose construction dates to the PIR A.794 Later on, 
skeletal remains of new burials were inserted through a 
horizontal tunnel that had been dug from the southern 
side towards the edge of the burial pit. In view of the dis-
tances and positioning of the bone fragments, it seems 
the corpse was placed in a squatting, slightly upright 
position facing west. No grave goods were associated 
with the human remains. An alabaster vessel and some 

793	 Potts 1990: 268; Overlaet – Haerinck 2014: 209.
794	 Kutterer et al. 2014: 177–178.

Fig. 17: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Bitnah (adapted from Corboud et al. 1996: fig. 16, 36, 65, pl. 13, 
24.18–21, 25.1–11,65, 26, pl. 13, 24.28–21, 25.1–11, 26, 29.13, 19).

Fig. 18: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Mleiha (adapted from Kutterer et al. 2014: fig. 3–5).
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fragments from the fill were of a PIR A date and thus 
belong to the original burials in this area. The individual 
in Tomb 4 is male (?) and between 50 and 60 years of 
age.795 Tomb 5 is also an almost square mud-brick tow-
er or platform. A roughly circular hole was visible at the 
eastern side, which the excavators took as an indication 
of looting.796 Skeletal remains were discovered on top of 
the fill of the original burial chamber but with no grave 
goods. A second skeleton of a female, adult individual 
was also introduced to the tombs through a tunnel.797 
A radiocarbon sample from the human remains dates to 
AD 623–656, i.e., the end of the Sasanian period. A ra-
diocarbon date of 384–233 BC for a wooden beam from 
the tomb, however, showed clearly that it was originally 
constructed during the PIR A.

4.1.14	 Jebel Buhais

Thirty excavated tombs at the slopes and peaks of Jebel 
Buhais dating between the third millennium BC and 
the PIR period are published.798 Of these, one tomb is 
ascribed to the Hafit period, two tombs to the Umm 
an-Nar period, eleven tombs to the Iron Age and two 
tombs to the PIR period. The rock shelter Tomb BHS30 
might date to the Late Bronze Age, albeit it was inter-
preted by its excavators as a habitation site.799 Further, 
one Hafit tomb (Tomb BHS64), one third millenni-
um tomb (Tomb BHS67), one Umm an-Nar period 
tomb (Tomb BHS71) and nine Wadi Suq period tombs 
(Tombs BHS1, BHS2, BHS3, BHS8, BHS19, BHS20, 
BHS37, BHS61 and BHS66) are present that were all 
reused or continuously used during the Iron Age, as well 
as a Wadi Suq period tomb (Tomb BHS12) that was re-
used or continuously used during the Iron Age and the 
PIR. In addition, iron artefacts were found in five Iron 
Age tombs. Within Tomb BSH46 an iron dagger was 
present, within Tomb BSH20 an iron arrowhead, within 
Tombs BSH27 and BSH10 iron knives and within Tomb 
BSH85 an iron spearhead.800 Thus, we must assume that 
we are dealing with six Iron Age tombs and a further five 
Iron Age tombs which were reused during the PIR, rath-
er than with eleven Iron Age tombs.

Tomb BHS1 is a collective, oval, above-ground Wadi 
Suq period tomb with a central dividing wall and internal 
dimensions of 6 × 4.5 m (Fig. 19).801 The burial chamber 
is encircled by an external wall constructed of irregular 
shaped stones. Large quantities of fragmented human 

795	 Kutterer et al. 2014: 183.
796	 Kutterer et al. 2014: 178.
797	 Kutterer et al. 2014: 183.
798	 Jasim 2006: 13.
799	 Carter 1997: 41.
800	 Jasim 2006: 45.
801	 Jasim 2006: 22.

bones were found scattered all over the floor and a fully 
articulated skeleton in a flexed position was found in the 
north-eastern corner of the burial chamber. Placed next 
to the skeleton were two copper alloy bowls, a pottery 
bowl, and a complete necklace made of gold, electron 
and carnelian beads. Other Wadi Suq period grave goods 
were pottery, soft-stone vessels, copper alloy objects and 
personal adornments. A small subsidiary grave was found 
attached to the outer wall at the western side of the tomb. 
This grave contained the skeleton of a small child, and 
the material associated with it dates to the Iron Age. 
Tomb BHS2 is an individual, subterranean cist with a su-
perstructure from the Wadi Suq period.802 Within the 
tomb, some skeletal remains as well as soft-stone vessels 
and copper alloy spearheads were discovered. An outer 
wall surrounds the burial chamber, in which a subsidiary 
burial was embedded (Fig. 19, marked in red). It was as-
sociated with Iron Age material. Within another individ-
ual subterranean Wadi Suq period cist, Tomb BHS3, two 
burial levels were identified.803 The lower one belongs to 
the Wadi Suq period and contained several human skele-
tons as well as grave goods including a Dilmun-type seal 
and two copper alloy spearheads. The upper layer con-
tained only a few skeletal remains together with some 
pottery sherds, a plain pottery bowl and a large jar, which 
are of an Iron Age date. A similar picture is present at the 
collective, horseshoe-shaped Wadi Suq period Tomb 
BHS8, which features a central dividing wall (Fig. 19).804 
Here, the lower level contained 15 human skeletons to-
gether with a variety of Wadi Suq period objects includ-
ing pottery, soft-stone vessels, copper alloy bowls, weap-
ons and ornaments. Within the upper layer, Iron Age 
objects such as arrowheads and soft-stone vessels togeth-
er with skeletal remains were found. Tomb BHS10 is a 
burial within a rock shelter.805 In a B-shaped stone ar-
rangement, a few skeletal remains together with Iron Age 
pottery, soft-stone vessels, beads, arrowheads and other 
copper alloy tools were found. In addition, an iron knife 
was present in the burial,806 indicating reuse in the PIR, 
although Jasim807 explains it as an exceptional presence of 
iron in the Iron Age. Tomb BHS12 is a large, collective, 
U-shaped, subterranean Wadi Suq period tomb. Four 
successive burial layers could be identified within.808 The 
lowest two layers date to the Wadi Suq and Late Bronze 
Age809 and featured human remains and grave goods of 
this period. In the third level, Iron Age objects including 
arrowheads and soft-stone bowls were found. In the up-

802	 Jasim 2006: 25.
803	 Jasim 2006: 27–29.
804	 Jasim 2006: 29.
805	 Jasim 2006: 48.
806	 Jasim 2006: 45.
807	 Jasim 2006: 63.
808	 Jasim 2006: 29–33.
809	 Righetti 2015a: 344.
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permost layer was a fully articulated skeleton associated 
with iron arrowheads.810 The skeleton belongs to an 
adult male that was buried on his right side in a crouched 
position in the north-western part of the old grave cham-
ber (Fig. 19a, marked in red). The layer with the skeleton 
is separated from the earlier burials by about one meter of 
sandy sediments. Some meters away from the human 
skeleton, near the entrance of the tomb, the skeleton of a 
camel was found in the same level (Fig. 19b). In order to 
be able to put it inside the tomb, the entrance had to be 
enlarged.811 All evidence points towards the animal being 
led into the tomb alive and killed on the spot. Radiocar-
bon dates from the stomach contents of the camel fall 
around AD 640–680, i.e., the Sasanian period.812 In ad-
dition, two Iron Age graves were found attached to the 
southern side of the burial chamber (Fig. 19, marked in 
red).813 Tombs BHS19 and BHS20 are both individual 
subterranean cist tombs with a superstructure from the 
second millennium BC that also contained some Iron 
Age finds.814 As none of the material is published, it re-
mains unclear whether this represents continuous use or 
reuse. The fact that both are individual cists points to-
wards reuse, however. Tomb BHS27 was placed within a 
rock shelter.815 It contained disturbed skeletal remains, 
Iron Age pottery and soft-stone vessels, copper items as 
well as an iron knife with a copper alloy sheath affixed to 
a rivet. The latter indicates reuse in the PIR. Tomb 
BHS37 is another collective, U-shaped, subterranean 
Wadi Suq period tomb with large quantities of Wadi Suq 
material found within, associated with human bones.816 
The finds include pottery, soft-stone vessels, copper alloy 
tools and beads. In addition, a pottery bowl with incised 
decoration of an Iron Age date was discovered (Fig. 19c). 
Tomb BHS46, a semi-circular subterranean chamber 
surrounded by a row of stones on the surface, yielded 
Iron Age pottery and soft-stone vessels as well as some 
beads and an iron dagger.817 The latter indicates reuse in 
the PIR, although Jasim818 again argues for the presence 
of iron objects in the Iron Age. Tomb BHS61 is a collec-
tive, oval, subterranean Wadi Suq period tomb with a 
central dividing wall.819 Two layers of accumulation 
could be differentiated within its burial chamber. The 
lower layer contained several human skeletons and large 
quantities of Wadi Suq period finds including pottery, 
soft-stone vessels and carnelian beads. The second layer 

810	 Uerpmann – Uerpmann 1999.
811	 Uerpmann – Uerpmann 1999: 455.
812	 Uerpmann – Uerpmann 1999: 456.
813	 Jasim 2006: 29–33.
814	 Jasim 2006: 27.
815	 Jasim 2006: 48–50.
816	 Jasim 2006: 33.
817	 Jasim 2006: 45.
818	 Jasim 2006: 63.
819	 Jasim 2006: 33–40.

was uncovered approximately 0.5 m above the tombs 
floor. It yielded scattered skeletal remains found associat-
ed with Iron Age materials including pottery sherds and 
two heavy copper alloy rings or anklets (Fig. 19d). Tomb 
BHS64 is a Hafit period tomb with a diameter of ap-
proximately 7 m located on top of a low hill.820 The cairn 
comprises two irregular shaped burial chambers. A few 
skeletal remains without any associated material were 
found inside the central chamber. The second chamber 
was completely empty. Just outside the central chamber 
the skeleton of an adult male in a flexed position facing 
west was found. It post-dates the original construction of 
the tomb. Twelve Iron Age copper alloy arrowheads (Fig. 
19e), two copper alloy rings (Fig. 19f ) and a rectangular 
shaped polished soft-stone whetstone (Fig. 19g) were as-
sociated with this burial. Tomb BHS66 is yet another 
collective Wadi Suq period tomb.821 It is clover-shaped, 
subterranean and consists of four burial chambers. An 
entrance at the eastern side leads to a central passage 
through which access to the four chambers is provided. 
In chamber A, all finds from two burial levels date to the 
second millennium. In chamber B, the upper of the two 
burial levels is associated with the Iron Age. In this upper 
layer, an adult female was found in a flexed position on 
her left side (Fig. 19h). She was accompanied by a child 
burial. In chamber C, the lower level is of a second mil-
lennium date, while the upper one again dates to the Iron 
Age. A cranium, which is thought to be female, and limbs 
from disturbed burials, as well as a complete skeleton 
with two copper alloy bracelets still in position on the 
wrist, were found within the upper layer. The uppermost 
layer of chamber D dates to the Iron Age. At least five 
burials were found here. The second and third level are of 
a Wadi Suq and Late Bronze Age date. As the layers are 
clearly separated, this tomb might rather represent reuse 
in the Iron Age than continuous use, but that remains 
unclear. The circular Tomb BHS67 dates to the third 
millennium BC and has a diameter of 9.3 m.822 No skele-
tal remains were found within the tomb and only one 
copper alloy needle and two other large copper alloy 
tools can be assigned as grave goods. However, subsidiary 
burials were attached to the eastern side of the tomb that 
are believed to be of an Iron Age date (Fig. 19, marked in 
red). The circular, above-ground Umm an-Nar period 
Tomb BHS71 measures 8.4 m in diameter and is divided 
unequally into two chambers.823 A few items were recov-
ered from the tomb including a vessel with a zebu motive. 
A small subsidiary tomb, thought to date to the Iron Age, 
was located at its eastern side. Tomb BHS85 is a rock 
burial located on the south-western slope of Jebel Bu-

820	 Jasim 2006: 14.
821	 Abboud 1997; Jasim 2006: 40.
822	 Jasim 2006: 16.
823	 Jasim 2006: 16–17.
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Fig. 19: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Jebel Buhais (adapted from Jasim 2006: fig. 4–6, 11, 19, 27, 31a–
b, 32, 41, 44, 46, 48.4, 51, 53, 55, 61, 64b, 65, 69, 87, 93; Uerpmann – Uerpmann 1999: fig. 1). 
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hais.824 Within six burial chambers, five individuals were 
found associated with large quantities of Iron Age mate-
rial including pottery and soft-stone vessels, copper alloy 
arrowheads and beads. A long-socketed iron spearhead 
(Fig. 19i) was found close to the second individual, the 
uppermost skeleton in the grave. This points towards re-
use in the PIR.

4.1.15	 Jebel al-Emalah

The site of Jebel al-Emalah consists of four circular stone-
built tombs, which a team from the University of Sidney 

824	 Jasim 2006: 54.

excavated in 1994.825 The three largest of these tombs 
with diameters between 7 to 12 m date to the Hafit peri-
od; the fourth tomb is an oval structure with a diameter of 
2.5 m containing the skeleton of a camel. The excavators 
date it to any time in or after the PIR period. All three 
Hafit period tombs were reused. One of them, Tomb IV, 
was reused in the Umm an-Nar period, the Late Bronze 
Age and the Iron Age, Tomb III in the Iron Age and the 
Sasanian period and Tomb I in the Sasanian period.

Within Tomb I, a circular tomb with four chambers 
and a diameter of 6.5 m, whose initial use dates to the 
end of the Hafit or more likely to the beginning of the 

825	 Benton 1994; Potts 1997b; Potts 1998: 189; Potts 2012: 374–
376.

Fig. 20: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Jebel al-Emalah (adapted from Benton – Potts 1994: fig. 9, 19, 
25, 28, 36, 41–42, 91, 94).



58                            The Reuse of Tombs in Eastern Arabia

Umm an-Nar period, a pit was dug into the centre in the 
Sasanian period. Within the pit, a male individual aged 
34 to 39 years was buried together with a 70 cm long 
iron sword (Fig. 20c), copper alloy plates with iron rivets 
(Fig. 20b) and copper alloy arrowheads (Fig. 20a). The 
individual in Tomb I demonstrated healed fractures of 
the collar bone, ribs and wrist. It was in an extended po-
sition with the left arm across the body, in an east-west 
orientation. The burial had itself been disturbed later 
on as both the head and lower legs were absent. A radi-
ocarbon date from its femur ranges from 423–727 and 
530–697 2σ cal. AD and thus in the Sasanian period.826 
To the largest of the Hafit period tombs, Tomb III, a 
small squarish structure was built up against the exterior 
wall (Fig. 20, marked in red). The rectangular chamber 
measures 1.7 × 0.8 m and was preserved to a height of 
50 cm.827 Two decorated copper alloy bracelets (Fig. 20d) 
were recovered from this tomb, but only very small and 
degraded human remains. Whether this is due to bone 
preservation or represents an actual lack of an original 
burial is not clear. Similarities for the bracelets can be 
found for instance at Rumeilah period II, giving them a 
secure Iron Age date. Fitting to this date is a fragment of 
an Iron Age soft-stone bowl that was found on the sur-
face of the north-eastern quadrant of Tomb I.828 In the 
Late Sasanian period, another burial was placed into the 
entryway of the tomb.829 It belongs to a male individual, 
25 to 29 years of age. The skeleton in Tomb III was out-
fitted with a lance head and pike (Fig. 20e–f ).830 He was 
buried lying on his right side in a flexed position. Judging 
by the position of the individual’s hands, it appeared as if 
he had been buried clutching the weapon’s shaft. The fact  

826	 Potts 1997a; Potts 1998: 189.
827	 Benton – Potts 1994: 23.
828	 Benton – Potts 1994: 57, fig. 87.
829	 Potts 1997a: 130.
830	 Benton – Potts 1994: 25–26; Potts 1997a: fig. 6–7.

that the weapon was placed pointing downwards near 
the feet suggests that it was being grasped in an inverted 
position. A radiocarbon date from the femur of this in-
dividual ranges from 492–667 to 323–668 2σ cal. AD, 
placing it in the Sasanian period. Tomb IV, the second 
largest tomb, contained, besides a pottery jar from the 
Hafit period, three Umm an-Nar period pottery jars and 
a copper alloy knife. Arrowheads from the second and 
first millennia BC (Fig. 20h) were found on the surface 
scattered around the tomb.831 As arrowheads were not at-
tested in the Wadi Suq period and only introduced in the 
Late Bronze Age,832 the date of reuse can be narrowed to 
the second half of the second millennium. The tomb is 
a low stone cairn of approximately 12 m in diameter. Its 
oval chamber is located off centre. Within the chamber, 
the lower 40 cm of the fill contained human remains and 
grave goods, all in a disturbed state.

4.1.16	 Wa’ab

Fifteen small mounds are located on either side of a track 
between the modern villages Al-Huwaylat and Munay’i. 
Four of these tombs were excavated by Phillips between 
1988 and 1989.833 Wa’ab 1, 2 and 3 were empty and most 
likely date to the second millennium BC. Tomb Wa’ab 4 
is a Wadi Suq period tomb that was continuously used 
into the Iron Age as well as possibly reused in the PIR. 

Tomb Wa’ab 4 is a collective, subterranean, stone-
lined, roughly rectangular tomb with two chambers.834 It 
has four entrances, one at each corner, and is unique in its 
layout (Fig. 21).835 Finds from the tomb include pottery, 
soft-stone vessels, metal and shell objects as well as frag-

831	 Benton – Potts 1994: 13–14, 15–20, 13 fig. 9.
832	 Velde 2003: 112; but see de Vreeze – Düring – Olijdam 2020: 

141 and Yule – Vogt 2020.
833	 Fritz 2010.
834	 Fritz 2010: 103.
835	 Carter 1997: 48.

Fig. 21: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Wa’ab (adapted from Fritz 2010: fig. 2).
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mentary human remains. According to Fritz,836 most 
of  the finds date to the Iron Age, but a limited amount 
of Wadi Suq material is attested as well. Therefore, he 
concludes that Tomb Wa’ab 4 is a Wadi Suq tomb that 
was continuously used in the Iron Age. According to 
de Cardi quoting Phillips, a PIR burial of a female in-
dividual associated with a pottery jar decorated with 
black paint was found in the tomb.837 De Waele and 
Haerinck also report an Iron Age tomb in the Wadi 
al-Qawr that was reused for a first to second century 
burial where a PIR-type bead was found,838 but it re-
mains unclear if the same tomb is meant by all authors.

4.1.17	 Wadi Suq

Seven Iron Age tombs were excavated on the east-west 
ridge of the eponymous Wadi Suq by the Danish expedi-
tion and six Wadi Suq period tombs in a cemetery along 
the southern ridge.839 Two of these tombs, Tomb 1121 
and Tomb 1124, show indications of a second use in the 
Wadi Suq period, which will not be considered here, as 
continuous use is as likely as reuse, while Tomb 1125 fea-
tures evidence for (unintended) reuse in the Islamic peri-
od and Tomb 1126 in the Late Bronze Age. 

Tomb 1125 consists of an above-ground stone circle 
and a long, narrow subterranean part.840 No remains of 
human bones were found, but pottery sherds were, most-
ly from the upper layers of the fill. They date in the major-
ity to the Islamic period and thus their association with 
the tomb is likely to be unintentional (Fig. 22). Tomb 
1126 is constructed in the same way as the other tombs 

836	 Fritz 2010: 103.
837	 De Cardi 1996: 83.
838	 De Waele – Haerinck 2006: 38.
839	 Frifelt 1975a: 373, 377.
840	 Frifelt 1975a: 407.

of the necropolis as a subterranean individual cist.841 In 
the bottom layer of the underground tomb, scattered 
human remains of an adult individual were found. The 
grave goods, mainly soft-stone vessels and pottery, date 
it to the Wadi Suq period. About 25 cm above this lev-
el, the skeleton of a child was discovered. A leaf-shaped 
copper alloy arrowhead with flat midrib and square shaft 
was found in the same level as the child burial (Fig. 22a), 
indicating reuse in the Late Bronze Age.842

4.1.18	 Saruj

Near the village of Saruj, on a rocky slope, several cairns 
are present. One of these consists of two chambers and is 
built of head-size pieces of local limestone.843 It is oval in 
structure with a diameter of 3 to 4 m. Within the tomb, 
besides fragments of human bones, including an identifi-
able skull, fragments of badly corroded iron arrowheads, 
a large snail and a balsamarium were found, clearly dating 
the burial to the Samad period. As it is unclear wheth-
er the burial was placed into an older grave structure or 
whether the grave was built for the occasion of the Samad 
period burial,844 the Saruj tomb will not be further con-
sidered in the analyses conducted in this study.

4.1.19	 Qarn bint Saud

During the Danish excavations at Qarn bint Saud from 
1970 to 1972 several Bronze and Iron Age tombs were 
investigated.845 Further excavations were conducted by 
an Iraqi team from 1973 to 1974 and by the local au-

841	 Frifelt 1975a: 408.
842	 Righetti 2015a: 398.
843	 Costa et al. 1999: 82–84; Yule 2001: 402–403.
844	 Costa et al. 1999: 82.
845	 Frifelt 1971: 378; Yule 2001: 394–395.

Fig. 22: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Wadi Suq (adapted from Frifelt 1975a: fig. 24f ).
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thorities in 1976.846 Lombard847 refers to early Iron Age 
reuse of seven of the Bronze Age tombs (Tombs 1–4, 7, 
15 and 18); however, continuous use from the Wadi Suq 
or Late Bronze Age until the Iron Age is also possible. 
Vogt848 identifies reuse of Tomb 21. Additionally, there is 
probable reuse of two pill-box tombs, Tombs 5 and 6, in 
the Iron Age,849 but most likely their construction date is 

846	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 68–75.
847	 Lombard 1985: 166.
848	 Vogt 1985: 88.
849	 Lombard 1985: Tab. X.

in the Iron Age as well. Therefore, these two tombs will 
not be further considered. Generally, the identification 
of possible reuse of the tombs at Qarn bint Saud is sig-
nificantly hindered by the fact that the material from the 
excavations is only very partially published and a date of 
the original construction and first use of most tombs is 
uncertain. All possible reuse will be discussed below.

Tomb 1, a collective, above-ground oval tomb with a 
central dividing wall (Fig. 23), possibly dates to the Umm 

Fig. 23: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Qarn bint Saud (adapted from Al-Tikriti 1981: pl. 21, 23, 58b; 
Vogt 1985: Taf. 77, 78, 80).
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an-Nar period,850 but Righetti851 sees its architecture as 
typical for the Wadi Suq period. Despite how no finds 
were made, Lombard852 refers to it as being reused during 
the Iron Age. Tomb 2 is a circular tomb with internal di-
visions made of two L-shaped walls and a diameter of 6 
m (Fig. 23). It yielded Iron Age finds such as soft-stone 
vessels, pottery and copper alloy arrowheads,853 and has 
thus been asserted by Al-Tikriti854 as an Iron Age tomb. 
According to Righetti855 and Vogt,856 it is a Wadi Suq 
period tomb that was used from the beginning of the 
second millennium BC until the Iron Age. This would 
make it a continuously used rather than a reused tomb. 
However, the construction of the tomb could also date 
to the Umm an-Nar period, but Vogt points out that no 
Umm an-Nar period finds were made in the whole area 
and that the upright stones used in the walls are a clear 
indicator of a Wadi Suq period date.857 Tomb 3 (1070 
in Frifelt’s numbering) is a collective, above-ground, 
rectangular tomb with two interconnected rooms. Four 
daggers found within date to the Late Bronze Age,858 
but Iron Age material was present as well. According to 
Lombard,859 the tomb was constructed during the second 
millennium BC and then reused in the Iron Age, but 
continuous use is likelier. Al-Tikriti860 refers to it again as 
an Iron Age tomb. Tomb 4 is a circular, collective above-
ground tomb with a diameter of 8.2 m, whose interior is 
divided into seven spaces by four walls running north–
south and two smaller walls running east–west.861 While 
it has originally been dated to the Umm an-Nar period by 
Frifelt, it is, according to Righetti862 and Vogt,863 a Wadi 
Suq period tomb used until the Iron Age. Al-Tikriti,864 
however, asserts it is of an Iron Age date due to its Iron 
Age finds. Again, we deal with a continuously used tomb 
rather than a reused tomb. Tomb 7 (1078 in Frifelt’s 
numbering) is another circular to oval, collective above-
ground tomb with a diameter of 7 to 7.3 m. Here, again, 
the funeral chamber is divided into six spaces by the con-
struction of four cross walls. No finds were made. Frife-
lt dated it to the Umm an-Nar period, Righetti865 and 
Vogt866 consider the architecture to be typically Wadi 

850	 Yule 2001: 395.
851	 Righetti 2015a: 410.
852	 Lombard 1985: Tab. X.
853	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 321.
854	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 69–70.
855	 Righetti 2015a: 400–401.
856	 Vogt 1985: 189.
857	 Vogt 1985: 187, 189.
858	 Righetti 2015a: 408.
859	 Lombard 1985: Tab. X.
860	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 69.
861	 Vogt 1985: 188.
862	 Righetti 2015a: 402.
863	 Vogt 1985: 189.
864	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 71.
865	 Righetti 2015a: 404–405.
866	 Vogt 1985: 189.

Suq and Al-Tikriti places it in the Iron Age. According 
to Lombard867 it is a Bronze Age tomb that was reused 
in the Iron Age. Tomb 15 (1074 in Frifelt’s numbering) 
and Tomb 18 (1087 in Frifelt’s numbering) were built, 
according to Frifelt, in the Hafit period and then reused 
in the Iron Age. In Tomb 18 an Iron Age soft-stone vessel 
was found associated with a Jemdet Nasr pottery jar, and 
in Tomb 15 only Iron Age objects were found. There-
fore, Al-Tikriti868 considers Tomb 15 to be an Iron Age 
tomb, which is unlikely due to its ground plan. The Hafit 
Tomb 21 consists of two burial chambers, each having a 
separate entrance facing south.869 In the western chamber 
A, many beads was found together with fragments of a 
Jemdet Nasr pottery jar and fragmented human bones; in 
the eastern chamber B Jemdet Nasr pottery sherds as well 
as more beads were found. Vogt870 points to reuse of this 
tomb as he identified a lugged jar made of brownish clay 
from chamber B that might date to the first millennium 
BC (Fig. 23a).

4.1.20	 Hili

In total, 14 tombs were investigated at Hili by different 
missions. In 1968, a Danish team under the direction of 
Frifelt excavated the Umm an-Nar period tomb 1059.871 
No signs of reuse were present. The Iraq Archaeological 
Mission explored the Umm an-Nar period tombs A–H, 
J, N and Z as well as the Wadi Suq period Tomb K.872 
Tomb N and Tomb A North, situated about 1 km to the 
north of the main group of tombs, were further studied 
by a French mission.873 The majority of the Umm an-Nar 
period tombs also indicated use only during that period, 
but three tombs (Tomb 1059, Tomb A North, Tomb B) 
might also have been used in the Wadi Suq period and 
one, Tomb H, in the Iron Age. 

The Umm an-Nar period Tomb 1059, dated by 
Méry874 to 2400–2200 BC, is divided by two cross-walls 
into four chambers.875 It is famous for its stone reliefs 
depicting animals and human figures. Vogt876 identified 
two artefacts within the otherwise Umm an-Nar peri-
od grave goods of Tomb 1059 that he believes to be of 
a Wadi Suq period date. These are a soft-stone lid (Fig. 
24a) and a soft-stone vessel with incised horizontal lines 

867	 Lombard 1985: 166.
868	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 70.
869	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 73–75.
870	 Vogt 1985: 88.
871	 Frifelt 1968; Frifelt 1975a: 367–368.
872	 Righetti 2015a: 412–413.
873	 Méry et al. 2001; Méry et al. 2004; Méry et al. 2008; Cleuziou 

– Méry – Vogt 2011.
874	 Méry 2010: 40 fig. 12.
875	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 105.
876	 Vogt 1985: 184.
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Fig. 24: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Hili (adapted from Frifelt 1979: fig. 12; Al-Tikriti 1981: pl. 
31, 35, 92D, 94D, G, 102H–K, 140A, O–Q, 141G; Vogt 1985: Taf. 114.4; Cleuziou – Méry – Vogt 2011: fig. 84, fig. 
226.DLA/m89).
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(Fig. 24b). According to Carter,877 these objects are, 
however, equally likely to date to the Umm an-Nar peri-
od. Thus, reuse cannot be attributed with any certainty. 
Tomb A North, situated about 1 km to the north of the 
main group of Umm an-Nar tombs at Hili, has a diame-
ter of 10.2 to 10.3 m.878 Three internal walls divide the 
tomb into four elongated chambers. Inhumations were 
placed on two levels, one above and one below ground, 
separated by a floor made of stone slabs. Large quantities 
of typical Umm an-Nar period grave goods such as pot-
tery and soft-stone vessels, as well as pieces of personal 
adornment, were found together with remains of at least 
300 individuals. The grave goods give a date for the use 
of the tomb around 2400–2200 BC.879 Among the finds 
are, however, a soft-stone bowl (Fig. 24c),880 soft-stone 
sherds and a lid (Fig. 24d) discovered just outside the 
tomb,881 all dating to the Wadi Suq period, although the 
latter could also belong to the Umm an-Nar period. The 
soft-stone bowl is explained by the excavators as an intru-
sive element entering the tomb after its abandonment as 
it was discovered in the destruction layers of the eastern 
part of chamber 3. As the tomb is not dated to the very 
end of the Umm an-Nar period, the Wadi Suq period 
soft-stone vessel sherd represents reuse of the tomb in-
stead of continuous use.

 At 11.4 m in diameter, Tomb B is the largest Umm 
an-Nar period tomb excavated at Hili.882 The interior of 
the tomb is divided into two sections, each subdivided 
into four chambers. Within the tomb, some soft-stone 
vessels might either be of an Umm an-Nar or a Wadi 
Suq period date (Fig. 24e–h),883 but a couple of pottery 
sherds (Fig. 24i–o) show all characteristics of Wadi Suq 
period pottery.884 Tomb B is dated by Méry885 to around 
2400–2200 BC, and thus the Wadi Suq period pottery 
indicates later reuse. The circular, Umm an-Nar period 
Tomb H has a diameter of 7.25 m and is divided into four 
equally sized chambers by two cross-walls.886 According 
to Méry,887 it is among the oldest Umm an-Nar period 
tomb at Hili, dating to around 2700–2600 BC. Just out-
side of the tomb, some fragments of Iron Age soft-stone 
vessels were discovered, indicating reuse of the tomb.888

877	 Carter 1997: 41.
878	 Cleuziou – Méry – Vogt 2011: 72–217.
879	 Cleuziou – Méry – Vogt 2011: 215.
880	 Carter 1997: 41; Cleuziou – Méry – Vogt 2011: 195.
881	 Vogt 1985: 184.
882	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 109.
883	 Vogt 1985: 184; Carter 1997: 41.
884	 Al-Tikriti 1981: pl. 102; Cleuziou 1981: 285, fig. 6; Carter 

1997: 41.
885	 Méry 2010: 40 fig. 12.
886	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 112.
887	 Méry 2010: 41.
888	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 112; Lombard 1985: Tab. X.

4.1.21	 Qattarah

The Wadi Suq period tomb of Qattarah in the northern 
part of the Al-Ain oasis was discovered under a low sand 
dune that was levelled by bulldozers.889 Due to the mod-
ern destruction, it remains unclear whether the tomb was 
a semi-subterranean stone cist or an above-ground tomb 
of the Shimal type.890 Righetti891 attributes it to being 
a collective, rectangular subterranean tomb. Materials 
from the tomb were recovered in a rescue excavation. The 
finds, which comprised of many soft-stone vessels, jewel-
lery including beads and gold objects, as well as swords, 
date to the Wadi Suq period, Late Bronze and Iron Ages. 
Thus, continuous use rather than reuse is more likely. No 
pottery was found within the tomb. Interestingly, Umm 
an-Nar sugar lumps are widely reused in the inner facing 
of the walls and door sides.

4.1.22	 Jebel Hafit

In the northern part of Jebel Hafit,892 47 of the multi-
tude of Hafit period cairns were excavated by a Danish 
mission between 1961 and 1971 (Tombs 1030–1054, 
1300–1321 by Madsen, Cairns 1–25 by Frifelt),893 two 
by amateurs (Buraimi I–II), three more by Al-Tikriti in 
1975 (Tomb A–C/36–38) and a total of 28 by other ar-
chaeologists from the Department of Antiquities in Al-
Ain.894 Between 1977 and 1984, six tombs (Cairns 1–6) 
were subject to archaeological research by the French 
mission.895 Of these 86 Hafit period tombs the vast ma-
jority only features evidence for use in the period of their 
construction or were found empty. Three of these Hafit 
period tombs also feature material from the Umm an-
Nar period (Tombs 1035, 1310 and 1312), two from the 
Wadi Suq period (Tomb 1031 and Cairn 2), two from 
the Late Bronze Age (Tomb 1051 and Cairn A/36), four 
from the Iron Age (Tombs 1037, 1043, 1049 and 1311) 
and one from the Sasanian period (Tomb 1303). In Tomb 
1031, a second burial of an unknown date was placed; in 
Tomb 1053, a later cist was put into the Hafit tomb and 
in Tomb 1045 undated later pottery was recorded. Addi-
tionally, Al-Tikriti896 reports on Umm an-Nar soft-stone 
vessel fragments and pottery sherds discovered on the tip 
of the eastern ridge of Area C, that might originate from 
an Umm an-Nar period tomb.

889	 Cleuziou 1981: 284; Vogt 1985: 193–194.
890	 Vogt 1985: 193.
891	 Righetti 2015a: 414.
892	 Labelled Area C by Al-Tikriti 1981 and Area A–D by Madsen 

2017.
893	 Madsen 2017: 31.
894	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 63.
895	 Cleuziou – Méry – Vogt 2011.
896	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 42.
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The Hafit period Tomb 1031 (Cairn 2) was damaged 
by stone removal.897 The oval burial chamber measured 
2.4 × 2.2 m and was paved with stone slabs. The main 
group of finds was found directly on the floor together 
with badly preserved human remains. A secondary burial 
was found in the upper part of the blocked entrance pas-
sage, approximately 0.5 m above the floor, just inside the 
stones used in the obstruction (Fig. 25, marked in red). It 
consists of very badly preserved human bones, disarticu-
lated and heaped around the cranium. No grave goods 
were associated with this burial, which makes it impossi-
ble to date. Tomb 1033 (Cairn 4) was heavily damaged, 
especially on its external wall.898 The burial chamber is 
oval to asymmetrical in plan, measuring 2.3 m in length 
and 1.9 m in width. A bowl of grey soft-stone decorated 
with two rows of dotted circles above bunches of oblique 
lines was found at the northern end of the chamber, 0.8 
m above the floor (Fig. 25a).899 It is attributed by Vogt900 
to the Wadi Suq period. Tomb 1034 (Cairn 5) contained 
a large, oval chamber measuring 2.4 × 2.3 m.901 The floor 
was found unpaved, or, as Madsen902 suggests, paving had 
been removed by secondary activities. The only find 
from this tomb was a Black-on-Red pottery vessel frag-
ment dating to the Umm an-Nar period (Fig. 25b), ap-
parently in a secondary level, 0.1 to 0.15 m above the 
floor. Tomb 1037 (Cairn 8), a round to oval mound with 
a diameter of 8 m and an oval burial chamber that formed 
a continuation to the entrance passage, was almost empty 
of finds, except for a Jemdet Nasr pottery vessel from the 
floor level and a spherical green glass bead found in the 
disturbed upper part of the fill (Fig. 25c).903 According to 
Madsen,904 this bead is likely of an Iron Age date. In 
Tomb 1043 (Cairn 14),905 besides Hafit period finds, a 
fragment of a coarse handmade pot of red grit-tempered 
ware with an everted thin rim was found in the fill,906 dat-
ing to the Iron Age (Fig. 25d).907 While all other finds 
were lying on the floor level, together with crushed hu-
man bones, the Iron Age pottery sherd was found out of 
context. In Tomb 1045 (Cairn 16) only the chamber was 
excavated due to its general bad state of preservation.908 
Just above the floor, a Jemdet Nasr pottery jar was found, 
and at a higher level, approximately 0.75 m above the 
floor, a large base of a handmade, reddish, coarse, 
sand-tempered pottery vessel of an unspecified date (Fig. 

897	 Madsen 2017: 46–51.
898	 Madsen 2017: 55–58.
899	 Frifelt 1971: fig. 14, 379; Madsen 2017: 55.
900	 Vogt 1985: 87.
901	 Madsen 2017: 59–62.
902	 Madsen 2017: 59.
903	 Madsen 2017: 68–70.
904	 Madsen 2017: 221.
905	 Madsen 2017: 82–84.
906	 Frifelt 1971: 381.
907	 Madsen 2017: 82.
908	 Madsen 2017: 86–87.

25e). Tomb 1049 (Cairn 20) has an oval chamber, meas-
uring 2.0 × 2.2 m.909 In the southernmost part of the 
chamber, in front of the entrance, a human skeleton was 
found, mostly in anatomical order, approximately 0.4–
0.5 m above the floor. The human bones, although badly 
preserved, indicate that it was placed on its side with the 
head towards the east (Fig. 25f ). According to Frifelt,910 
the Iron Age burial was introduced through the passage 
into the tomb as it was found just inside the entrance 
from the passage to the chamber. After placing the burial 
within the cairn, the structure would have been carefully 
closed again. However, Madsen911 points out that the 
skeleton was placed at a level too high to be accessed 
from the passageway. Thus, he assumes that this was es-
tablished by breaking though the corbelled roof or by 
making a shaft through the upper ring wall. Tomb 1049 
contained the richest inventory of all tombs excavated at 
Jebel Hafit.912 Close to the head of the skeleton, two cop-
per bowls and a soft-stone bowl were found stacked to-
gether (Fig. 25f ). Near the thigh or the knee was a large, 
polished shell button (Fig. 25k), and north of it a copper 
sword. A copper hook (Fig. 25l) was found to the north 
of the head. For the copper alloy bowls (Fig. 25h–i), sim-
ilar artefacts date to the Iron Age.913 The decoration and 
shape of the soft-stone bowl places it also firmly within 
the Iron Age (Fig. 25j).914 For the sword (Fig. 25k), simi-
larities can be found in 13th–14th century BC 
Luristan.915 Thus, Iron Age reuse of this cairn is clearly 
demonstrated. The large chamber of Tomb 1051 (Cairn 
22) has an almost circular plan and a diameter of 2.6 
m.916 Most of the grave goods were placed close to the 
wall, likely because they were pushed aside when a sec-
ondary burial was added to the tomb. On a protruding 
wall-stone, a few centimetres above the floor, a leaf-
shaped copper alloy arrowhead dating to the Late Bronze 
Age was found, indicating secondary use (Fig. 25m).917 
No skeletal material was present. Tomb 1053 (Cairn 24) 
is a typical Hafit period tomb with a central to oval buri-
al chamber.918 The outer remains of this tomb had a pre-
served diameter of 6–7 m. Later in time, an oblong, cist-
like chamber (Tomb 1053B) oriented east–northeast 
was placed into the tomb, measuring 2.3 to 2.4 m in 
length and 0.9 m in width (Fig. 25). Due to its overall 
bad preservation, it remains unclear whether the struc-
ture had an entrance or was accessible from the top. Ac-

909	 Madsen 2017: 98–103.
910	 Frifelt 1971: 380.
911	 Madsen 2017: 235.
912	 Bibby 1965: 109; Frifelt 1971: fig. 9.
913	 Yule 2001: 85–86.
914	 Ziolkowski 2001: S-53 and S192+382+372+287.
915	 Bibby 1965: 109; Frifelt 1971: 377; Yule 2001: 117–118.
916	 Madsen 2017: 106–110.
917	 Bibby 1965: 109; Frifelt 1971: 379; Vogt 1985: 88.
918	 Madsen 2017: 115–116.
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Fig. 25: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Jebel Hafit (adapted from Cleuziou 1977: pl. 16.1; Al-Tikriti 
1981: pl. 53B-D; Cleuziou – Méry – Vogt 2011: fig. 14, Frifelt 1971: fig. 9, 14, 19E, 21D, Madsen 2017: fig. 129, 131–
132, 146, 173, 203, 205, 208, 254, 261, 267, 270–271, 273, 277–287).

cording to Madsen,919 the tomb resembled Wadi Suq or 
Iron Age cists. Fragments of two limb bones were found 
close to the southern chamber wall. Tomb 1303, posi-
tioned on the western mountain ridge, has a rectangular 
chamber measuring 2.8 m in length and 2.2 m in width.920 
Approximately 0.8 to 1.0 m above the floor, a well-pre-
served skeleton of a young adult of about 20 years of age 
was recovered lying in a flexed position. The body was 
placed on the right side with the head towards the north 
(Fig. 25n). Above its right hand, a badly preserved iron 
object was found and another one at the feet (Fig. 25o). 
Possibly they belonged to a socketed spearhead and riv-

919	 Madsen 2017: 115.
920	 Madsen 2017: 130–135.

ets. From the position of the skeleton, it is clear that it 
entered the tomb not through the passageway but 
through the ceiling. The tomb’s reuse is compared by 
Madsen921 to tombs from Jebel al-Emalah (chapter 
4.1.15), which date to the Sasanian period. Tomb 1310 
was almost completely destroyed when excavated.922 Be-
sides typical Hafit period finds such as Jemdet Nasr pot-
tery jars, a biconical carnelian bead (Fig. 25p) was found 
that, according to Madsen,923 dates to after the Hafit pe-
riod. About 30 cm above the floor of Tomb 1311 a circu-
lar zone, 60 cm in diameter, where charcoal particles were 

921	 Madsen 2017: 221.
922	 Madsen 2017: 159–164.
923	 Madsen 2017: 220.
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found, indicating the presence of a fireplace.924 On its 
western side it was bordered by four stones. Some scat-
tered finds, among them a glass bead, a thick copper nail 
(Fig. 25q) and a small bent copper rod (Fig. 25r), indi-
cate, according to Madsen,925 that the feature belonged to 
“very late”, likely Iron Age, activities in the tomb. Most of 
the upper construction of Tomb 1312 was already re-
moved when excavated.926 The chamber has a rectangular 
plan with a length of 2 m and a width of 1.6 m. Just above 
the bedrock, a complete Umm an-Nar period soft-stone 
beaker (Fig. 25s)927 was found west of the entrance of the 
tomb with a jack-knife clam (Fig. 25t) resting in it. Other 
finds from the floor level were four carnelian beads (Fig. 
25u, w) and one agate bead (Fig. 25v), likely also dating 
to the Umm an-Nar period. On an upper level, 0.5 m 
above the floor, additional finds were made that are, ac-
cording to Madsen,928 either of an Umm an-Nar or an 
Iron Age date. These are four copper rings (Fig. 25x–aa), 
three pottery sherds and one sherd from a soft-stone ves-
sel. Mixed in the accumulation within and outside the 
tomb, further pottery sherds were recorded, some of 
them clearly dating to the Umm an-Nar period, a copper 
rivet and a seashell with traces of green, cupreous pig-
ment, possibly eye-makeup (Fig. 25ab). Cairn 2 from the 
French excavations is a typical Hafit period tomb with 
two external ring walls and an outer diameter of 7 m.929 
The burial chamber is more or less circular and measures 
2.5 m in diameter. Within the fill, 20 cm above the floor, 
a socked spearhead made of copper was found (Fig. 25ac), 
indicating reuse of the tomb. It dates to the very end of 
the third millennium BC or to the beginning of the sec-
ond millennium BC.930 Differently to Lombard,931 
Cleuziou932 argues that the spearhead does not date to 
the Iron Age as it is made of pure copper and not tin 
bronze as is usual for Iron Age spearheads. The Hafit pe-
riod Cairn A (number 36) features a double ring wall 

924	 Madsen 2017: 165–168.
925	 Madsen 2017: 165, 221.
926	 Madsen 2017: 169–172.
927	 See also Vogt 1985: 87.
928	 Madsen 2017: 170.
929	 Cleuziou – Méry – Vogt 2011: 18–22.
930	 Cleuziou 1977: 18; Cleuziou 1981: 285; Cleuziou – Méry – 

Vogt 2011: 32–35.
931	 Lombard 1985: Tab. X.
932	 Cleuziou 1981: 288.

and a circular burial chamber.933 Besides Jemdet Nasr 
pottery sherds, two rivets (Fig. 25ad–ae), an arrowhead 
(Fig. 25f ) and a collection of small copper alloy frag-
ments were found, including very thin sheets together 
with fragments of pins.934 This points towards reuse in 
the Late Bronze Age.935

4.1.23	 Mazyad

Six Hafit period tombs were excavated by Frifelt in Ma-
zyad (Tombs 1317–1321),936 also referred to as Area D 
of the Jebel Hafit by Al-Tikriti, and another 12 or 13 by 
the Department of Antiquities and Tourism in Al-Ain 
between 1974 and 1975.937 Frifelt mentions no signs of 
reuse in her reports, but at Tomb 1317 a stone slab pave-
ment has possibly been added in front of the entrance 
at an unspecified point in time.938 Additionally, a round 
Gulf seal was found within one of the cairns at Mazyad. 
According to Cleuziou,939 it is comparable to Kjaerum’s 
earlier group on Failaka and dates to the beginning of the 
second millennium BC (Fig. 26a). The excavations of the 
Department of Antiquities and Tourism remain unpub-
lished, which makes it impossible to estimate the number 
of tombs reused at this site.

4.1.24	 Qumayrah

A Polish team has been investigating the site of Qumay-
rah since 2015. Here, the Umm an-Nar period Tomb 
QA 1-1 was excavated.940 It has an external diameter of 
10.8 m and was preserved up to 0.90 m above-ground 
level. The interior of the tomb is divided into four cham-
bers. In the two quarters excavated to date, large quan-
tities of human bones were found, in most cases disar-
ticulated, as well as Umm an-Nar period pottery and 

933	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 63–64.
934	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 64.
935	 Vogt 1985: 88.
936	 Frifelt 1975b; Madsen 2017: 193–215.
937	 Al-Tikriti 1981: 42, 63.
938	 Madsen 2017: 235.
939	 Cleuziou 1981: 285, fig. 8.
940	 Rutkowski 2017; Rutkowski 2020.

Fig. 26: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Mazyad (adapted from Cleuziou 1981: fig. 8).
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soft-stone vessels and beads. Among the beads there is 
one blue glass or frit bead that is clearly of a later date 
than the third millennium BC (Fig. 27a). The excavators 
compare it to the eye-beads that are known from the Iron 
Age onwards and were very popular in the Islamic period. 
There are also three Wadi Suq-style soft-stone vessels.941 

Additionally, a complete copper alloy arrowhead (Fig. 
27b) as well as riveted scraps of iron (Fig. 27c) were found, 
that both indicate later reuse, most likely in the Samad 
period. As there are no direct comparisons elsewhere 
for the arrowhead, only a generic comparison into 
the Iron Age is assumed by the excavator. The remains 
of an adult individual were found in the south-east-
ern quarter of the tomb, stratigraphically in the upper 
part of the chamber’s fill. It was associated with a set of 
Dentalium octangulatum shell beads and a copper alloy 
rivet, which differs, according to the excavators, from 
the typical Umm an-Nar period grave goods from this 
tomb.942 As objects of all periods from the Umm an-
Nar to Samad period were found, the tomb could have  
been continuously used, but the individual burial from 
the upper layer speaks of at least one event of reuse.

941	 Rutkowski 2020: 316 FN4.
942	 Rutkowski 2020: 316.

4.1.25   Dhank

4.1.25.1   Al-Khutma

More than 120 tombs have been identified at the ne-
cropolis of Al-Khutma situated to the east of the modern 
town of Dhank. One tomb, Tomb S002-001, was exca-
vated by the SoBo project.943 The tombs was constructed  
in the Hafit period to which the burial interred directly 
on the bedrock belongs. Radiocarbon dates from bio-
apatite of the bones of this skeleton date 2σ calibrated 
around 3340 to 3100 BC. Approximately 30 cm above 
this individual, another skeleton was found. It belongs 
to a subadult individual and was lying in a flexed posi-
tion facing south with the hands near the chest. Eight-
een beads of soft-stone, jade, quartz and hematite were 
interred with this individual (Fig. 28a). A radiocarbon 
date based on bioapatite from this skeleton gave a date of 
2σ calibrated AD 255 to 410 in the Samad period.

943	 Williams – Gregoricka 2013: 138–141.

Fig. 27: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Qumayrah (adapted from Rutkowski 2017: fig. 12, 13; 
Rutkowski 2020: 309 fig. 3).

Fig. 28: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Al-Khutma (adapted from Williams – Gregoricka 2013: fig. 8b, 9, 
10a).
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4.1.25.2   Al-Khubayb

The Al-Khubayb necropolis is located approximately 11 
km away from the town of Dhank and contains a total 
of more than 400 tombs. Four Hafit type cairns, two 
transitional tombs, i.e., tombs from the late Hafit or ear-
ly Umm an-Nar period, and two tumuli were excavated 
by the SoBo project.944 Tomb S007-167, constructed at 
the transition from the Hafit to the Umm an-Nar period, 
and Tomb S007-169, built during the Umm an-Nar pe-

944	 Williams – Gregoricka 2013: 141–146; Williams – Gregoricka 
2019: 82–97; Williams – Gregoricka 2020: 105–110.

riod, were both reused in the Iron Age. Additionally, an  
early Umm an-Nar period tomb was subject of a rescue 
excavation, where the author participated, in connection 
with the construction of a new road near the village of 
Al-Khubayb in 2015.945 This tomb was reused during the 
Samad period.

Tomb S007-167 is roughly circular in shape with 
a diameter of 3 m.946 Its external walls are stepped and 
comprise of four courses of unworked stones with smaller 

945	 Döpper 2017.
946	 Williams – Gregoricka 2020: 106–108.

Fig. 29: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Khubayb (adapted from Döpper 2017: fig. 4, 9–10, 13–14; 
Williams – Gregoricka 2020: fig. 2–5).
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stones filling the spaces between the ring walls. This tomb 
differs from the Hafit period cairns in the region as it is 
lacking corbelled walls. Bone samples from the adult in-
dividuals that were interred just beneath the capstone of 
the tomb produced radiocarbon dates in the early Umm 
an-Nar period between 2624–2479 cal. BC. On the bed-
rock floor, remains of the second individual were found, 
providing a slightly older Hafit period radiocarbon date 
of 2871–2583 cal. BC. According to Williams,947 this in-
dicates reuse of the tomb in the Umm an-Nar period, but 
as both time ranges overlap, it rather appears to be con-
tinuous use of a transitional tomb. On top of the exterior 
walls, several pieces of pottery including a bridge-spout-
ed vessel from the Iron Age II (Fig. 29a) as well as small 
fragments of human and animal bones were discovered. 
Generally, Iron Age pottery sherds are a common feature 
found on top of tumuli tombs at the Al-Khubayb necrop-
olis.948 Tomb S007-169 is another tomb similar in layout 
to Tomb S007-167, but with an external diameter of 6 
m, it is larger.949 It has a C-shaped burial chamber. One 
individual was interred in the tomb in a flexed position, 
providing a radiocarbon date of 2468–2300 cal. BC in 
the Umm an-Nar period. A base of a poorly fired redware 
ceramic vessel was discovered atop the centre capstone 
(Fig. 29b), and a white conus shell on the exterior west-
ern wall indicated, in comparison with Tomb S007-167, 
reuse in the Iron Age. The tomb from the rescue exca-
vation has an external diameter of 5.45 m and is divided 

947	 Williams – Gregoricka 2020: 107.
948	 Williams – Gregoricka 2020: 106.
949	 Williams – Gregoricka 2020: 108–110.

by an internal wall into two semi-circular chambers. Its 
façade is made of carefully dressed limestones. The en-
trance located in the northwest was found blocked. Finds 
occurred mixed throughout the fill with a concentration 
in the north-eastern quarter of the tomb, especially with 
the metal objects. They included one undiagnostic pot-
tery sherd, flint tools, the base of a stone vessel that was 
reused as a polishing stone (Fig. 29h), the rim of a glass 
vessel (Fig. 29k), a seashell, copper alloy and iron rivets 
(Fig. 29c–f ), fragments of iron arrowheads (Fig. 29g, 
i–j) as well as various metal scraps. All diagnostic finds 
have similarities to the Samad period. The human bones, 
belonging to at least two individuals of which one was 
below the age of 20, were in bad condition and none of 
them survived intact. Although no articulated skeleton 
could be found, the concentration of finds associated 
with human bones indicates that the tomb was reused as 
a burial site.

4.1.26	 Selme

In 1979, Sheikh Abdullah brought large quantities of 
metal objects that he discovered on his farmland to the 
Ministry of Heritage and Culture (now Ministry of Her-
itage and Tourism) of the Sultanate of Oman.950 Dressed 
stones, including sugar lumps collected in the vicinity of 
this finds, indicate that they originate from an Umm an-
Nar period tomb. The date of the tomb is further sup-
ported by the discovery of Umm an-Nar period pottery 

950	 Yule – Weisgerber 2001.

Fig. 30: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Selme (adapted from Yule – Weisgerber 2001: pl. 1.1, 3, 7–8, 12, 
pl. 2.19–20, pl. 3.37, 41, pl. 7.66, pl. 14.147, pl. 23.237, pl. 31.297, pl. 45.513, 515, pl. 46.522–523, pl. 50. 
585–586).
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sherds. A second tomb of the same period was discovered 
close by, but also heavily affected by the agricultural work. 
Until 1986, several more artefacts were handed over to 
the ministry. This famous metal hoard of Ibri/Selme can 
be dated to the Late Bronze Age or Iron Age I period951 
and is a clear reuse of the tomb. It contained a shaft-hole 
axe (Fig. 30a), a spearhead, 101 bangles (Fig. 30b), 32 
daggers and fragments thereof (Fig. 30c), more than 370 
vessels (Fig. 30d) and fragments of copper, 15 soft-stone 
vessels (Fig. 30e), lids (Fig. 30f ) and fragments, as well 
as four pottery vessels (Fig. 30g). Yule952 assumes that it 
was a grave robber’s hoard, an interpretation that must 
remain pure speculation (see also chapter 6.1.1).

4.1.27	 Bat

A total of 19 tombs were excavated by Danish, German, 
Japanese and American missions since 1972 in the ne-
cropolis of Bat, which incorporates several hundred 
tombs, mainly from the third millennium BC.953 These 
are three Hafit period tombs, two Umm an-Nar period 
tombs, one Wadi Suq period tomb and five Iron Age 
tombs, the latter including a burial of a camel. Further-
more, Tomb 903 could either be of a second millennium 
BC date or belong to the Samad period.954 Some of the 
younger tombs used stones of the third millennium BC 
tombs in their construction.955 In addition to the non-re-
used tomb there is one Hafit period tomb (Tomb 110) 
that was reused in the Sasanian period, two Hafit period 
tombs (Tombs 601 and 603) that yielded Umm an-Nar 
or possibly Wadi Suq period finds, one Umm an-Nar pe-
riod tomb (Tomb 112) that was used in the Wadi Suq 
period, one Umm an-Nar period tomb (Tomb 154) in 
the Wadi Suq period and the Iron Age, two Umm an-Nar 
period tombs (Tombs 155 and 156) in the Wadi Suq pe-
riod, Iron Age and Samad period and one Umm an-Nar 
period tomb (Tomb 301) which yielded pottery sherds 
from the 11th century AD. In addition, the excavators 
of the Wadi Suq period tomb suspect that the interment 
could be of a younger date due to the complete lack of 
grave goods.956

In 2005, a few meters to the south of the Umm an-
Nar period Tomb 110, the German Mining Museum 

951	 Weisgerber – Yule 1989; Weisgerber 1991; Carter 1997: 42–
43; Yule 2001: 379–381; Yule – Weisgerber 2001.

952	 Yule 2001: 381.
953	 Frifelt 1974; Frifelt 1975b; Frifelt 1976; Böhme – Heckes – 

Weisgerber 2008; Nette 2008b; Nette 2008a; Weisgerber 
– Böhme – Heckes 2008; Böhme 2011; Böhme – Ali Al-
Sabri 2011; Döpper – Schmidt 2011; Döpper – Schmidt 
2013; Döpper 2014; Schmidt – Döpper 2014; Döpper 2015; 
Williams – Gregoricka 2016.

954	 Weisgerber – Böhme – Heckes 2008: 12.
955	 Yule 2001: 368.
956	 Williams – Gregoricka 2016: 308.

Bochum excavated a small pit, Tomb 110C, containing a 
metal needle with a broken eye, a fragmentary copper-al-
loy vessel (Fig. 31a) and a small, blue glazed ceramic bowl 
(Fig. 31b).957 The bowl gave a date to the inventory to 
the Sasanian period. As no skeletal remains were present, 
the excavators interpret the finds as an offering, likely to 
one of the burials within the tomb. Tomb 110 itself has 
not been investigated, but surface survey recorded a cop-
per alloy arrowhead, as well as Iron Age pottery sherds, 
indicating reuse.958 The Umm an-Nar period Tomb 112 
(no. 1143 in Frifelt’s numbering), excavated by Frifelt in 
1972/1973, yielded, besides Umm an-Nar period finds, 
a fragment of a soft-stone suspension vessel with incised 
lines and dotted circles (Fig. 31c) and a rim-spouted 
bowl of a coarse grit-tempered ware (Fig. 31d).959 Both 
date to the Wadi Suq period. Whether this represents 
reuse or continuous use remains unclear. The Umm an-
Nar period Tomb 154 (no. 1144 in Frifelt’s numbering) 
was investigated between 2007 and 2008 by the German 
Mining Museum Bochum.960 At the beginning of their 
work, the exterior wall of the tomb was preserved to a 
height of 1.80 m. The fill of the tomb was excavated in 
four quadrants. In the sections, it became clear that the 
fill was disturbed by several occasions of re-digging. The 
external façade of white sugar lump stones was reopened 
at some point in time close to the entrance and then 
closed again in a less careful manner using stones that 
can be attributed by their size to the upper layers of the 
tomb.961 The excavators see this as a suggestion of grave 
robbing (but see chapter 6.1.1) or as measurement to re-
use the tomb for burials and as an explanation for finding 
objects from the Bronze and Iron Age mixed together in 
the same layers.962 Finds from the tomb are not yet fully 
published, but include, besides the rich inventory of the 
Umm an-Nar period, a Wadi Suq period razor blade (Fig. 
31f ),963 a Late Bronze Age triangular copper sword with 
several rivet holes at the end for the handle (Fig. 31e),964 
a second millennium BC cylinder seal,965 fragments of 
Iron Age soft-stone vessels,966 a variety of different types 
of copper alloy arrowheads,967 a granulated gold bead 
(Fig. 31h),968 Iron Age carnelian pendants969 and inlayed 
shell discs (Fig. 31g).970 Additionally, at least one iron ar-

957	 Weisgerber 2010b.
958	 Weisgerber et al. 2005.
959	 Frifelt 1974: 29; Frifelt 1975a: 389, fig. 28f, fig. 29d.
960	 Böhme – Heckes – Weisgerber 2008: 22–29; Böhme 2012b.
961	 Böhme 2009.
962	 Weisgerber – Böhme – Heckes 2007: 7.
963	 Weisgerber 2010a.
964	 Böhme – Heckes – Weisgerber 2008: 25; Weisgerber 2010a.
965	 Weisgerber 2010a.
966	 Böhme – Heckes – Weisgerber 2008: 30.
967	 Böhme – Heckes – Weisgerber 2008: 30.
968	 Böhme – Heckes – Weisgerber 2008: 31.
969	 Böhme – Heckes – Weisgerber 2008: 29.
970	 Böhme – Heckes – Weisgerber 2008: 32.
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Fig. 31: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Bat (adapted from Frifelt 1975a: fig. 6, 8, 28c, f, 29d; Nette 
2008a: fig. 14, 25; Weisgerber – Böhme – Heckes 2008: 25, 33–34; Böhme 2011: fig. 2–3).
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rowhead was found, indicating that reuse also occurred 
during the Samad period. Located approximately 7 m to 
the south-east of Tomb 154 lies Tomb 155. This Umm 
an-Nar period tomb with an external diameter of 7.5 m 
was excavated by the University of Tübingen between 
2013 and 2014 with participation of the author.971 Be-
sides large numbers of Umm an-Nar period finds, Wadi 
Suq, Iron Age and Samad period material was present as 
well. The Wadi Suq period material includes a soft-stone 
base (Fig. 31i) and an incised soft-stone rim sherd (Fig. 
31j). They originate from the lowest layer in the west-
ern half of the tomb close to the entrance (Fig. 32). The 
small quantity of Wadi Suq period finds might be a hint 
that the tomb was continuously used into the Wadi Suq 
period rather than reused. Other soft-stone vessels can 
be dated to the Iron Age (Fig. 31k). A soft-stone spindle 
whorl (Fig. 31o) is comparable to finds from Iron Age 
and PIR/Samad contexts,972 and most likely dates to the 
Samad period.973 A complete pottery cup with incised 
decoration (Fig. 31l) is also clearly of a later date than the 
Bronze Age, although no exact parallels are known. The 
same is true for three coarse mineral tempered pottery 

971	 Döpper 2021b.
972	 Boucharlat – Lombard 1985: pl. 61.8–9; Al-Tikriti 1989a: 

107 Taf. 77D; Costa et al. 1999: 67 fig. 21.122.
973	 Yule 2001: 123.

sherds. Of special interest is a complete inhumation from 
the Samad period. In the south-eastern part of the wall 
along the internal dividing wall, a gap of 1.6 × 1.0 m was 
recorded in the stone-paved floor. Here, a complete skel-
eton in a flexed position was interred (Fig. 31, marked in 
red). The head of the skeleton was pointing to the west. 
The individual was associated with many iron objects 
including at least five arrowheads (Fig. 31m) and a rivet 
(Fig. 31n). The skeleton belongs to, most likely, a female 
adult between 18 and 25 years of age. The complete pot-
tery cup was possibly placed intentionally on the top of 
the remains of the tomb at the time of the Samad period 
inhumation.

Belonging to the same ensemble as Tombs 154 and 
155 is the Umm an-Nar period Tomb 156, situated about 
10 m to the north-west of Tomb 155. The tomb, with an 
external diameter of 8.10 m, is divided into two semi-cir-
cular chambers, each with its own entrance. In 2008 the 
German Mining Museum Bochum excavated the exteri-
or of the tomb and restored its outer façade.974 The un-
touched interior of the tomb was investigated between 
2010 and 2011 by the University of Tübingen, with par-
ticipation of the author.975 Within the mixed fill of the 

974	 Böhme – Heckes – Weisgerber 2008.
975	 Döpper 2021b.

Fig. 32: Distribution of finds according to period in Tomb 155.
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tomb, objects from various periods were encountered. A 
complete soft-stone lid (Fig. 31q), as well as two other 
soft-stone fragments (Fig. 31p), date to the Wadi Suq pe-
riod. Other Wadi Suq period finds were found at differ-
ent levels in Tomb 156, but generally in small numbers. 
Thus, both continuous use from the Umm an-Nar to the 
Wadi Suq period as well as reuse in the Wadi Suq period 
is possible. The copper alloy arrowhead BAT11A-i0269 
(Fig. 31u) can be dated to the Late Bronze or Iron Age,976 
the copper alloy arrowhead BAT11A-i0427 (Fig. 31r) 
seems to be a Late Bronze Age type.977 Other Iron Age 
finds include fragments of four stylistically very similar 
soft-stone bowls (Fig. 31s) and a specific type of pottery 
vessel, an Achaemenid Cream Bowl (Fig. 31t) dating to 
the Iron Age III. Additionally, all 117 coarse mineral or 
chaff tempered pottery sherds must post-date the Bronze 
Age. Iron Age finds come exclusively from the middle 
and lower layers of Room B, and none were discovered 
in Room A (Fig. 33). Outside of the eastern entrance a 
small assemblage of Iron Age pottery sherds were found 
as well as a small pit with burned animal bones of sheep 
or goat, which could date to the Iron Age as well.978 
Samad period finds are the most numerous and include 
ten iron arrowheads (Fig. 31x), rivets with iron pins or 
sheets, as well as several iron fragments. The copper alloy 
rings (Fig. 31aa) have close similarities to Samad period 
contexts.979 The same is true for some long rectangular 
beads (Fig. 31y)980 and an oval mother of pearl pendant 
(Fig. 31z).981Additionally, two copper alloy arrowheads 
(Fig. 31w) and a conical object of disputed function 
(Fig. 31v), possibly a hilt or pulley,982 could be of an Iron 
Age or Samad period date. During the excavations of the 
German Mining Museum, a Samad period burial (Tomb 
156W) was encountered on top of a collapsed part of 
the external wall, comparable to that of Tomb 155.983 
The skeleton was in a flexed position with the right arm 
stretched out before the skull.984 Grave goods that ac-
companied the skeleton included six iron arrowheads, 
five metal rivets, an iron blade, likely of a dagger, as well 
as two stone beads.985 On the basis of the grave goods, the 
excavators assume that the buried individual was male,986 
but when considering the reuse burial from Tomb 155, 

976	 Yule 2001: 102–109, 105 Abb. 5.10.1.
977	 See comparisons in Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: fig. 21.2; 

Weisgerber 1991: 323 Abb. 2.5–6; Yule 2001: 108.
978	 Böhme – Heckes – Weisgerber 2008: 65.
979	 Donaldson 1984: 307 fig. 27.26; Al-Tikriti 1989a: 106–107, 

Taf. 77B; Lecomte – Boucharlat – Culas 1989: 47 fig. AI.2, 5; 
Yule 2001: 116, 240, Taf. 58, 101.1, 498.15–17, 26.27.

980	 Yule 2001: Taf. 89.2.1, Taf. 90.4, Taf. 441.1.10.
981	 Yule 2001: Taf. 203.4.
982	 Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 32–33; Yule 2001: 299; Barker 

2004: 115–116.
983	 Böhme – Heckes – Weisgerber 2008: 65.
984	 Nette 2008b.
985	 Nette 2008b; Weisgerber – Böhme – Heckes 2008: 9–10.
986	 Nette 2008b.

this need not be the case. The distribution of Samad pe-
riod finds reveals a clear distinction between both cham-
bers of the tomb. While in Room A only a few finds were 
found in the lowest layers of the southern half, and their 
concentration is much higher in Room B. Seventy finds 
in total come from two layers in the northern part of this 
room alone. This is interesting insofar as the secondary 
burial was discovered by the German Mining Museum in 
another part of the tomb. Most likely there was another 
secondary burial in the northern part of Room B, which 
could, due to later activities, not be identified as such. 
Two other objects, a large copper alloy bead (Fig. 31ab) 
and a decorated copper alloy disc (Fig. 31ac), which are 
typical for modern Bedouin jewellery of the region, were 
found in the tomb as well, indicating that reuse occurred 
also in Late Islamic to modern times.

Another Umm an-Nar period tomb, Tomb 301,987 of 
which one quarter was excavated by the German Min-
ing Museum in 2008, shows some sings of reuse. Two 
pottery sherds were found with a wavy line pattern (Fig. 
31ad) that dates, according to the excavators, to the 11th 
century AD.988 A red glass pearl, which was found in the 
same context, could be of a comparable date. The Hafit 
period Tomb 601 (no. 1137 in Frifelt’s numbering) has a 
diameter of 7 to 8 m and a wall thickness of 2.5 m.989 It 
was accessible via a triangular entrance in the south-west. 
Within its fill, two fragments of a Black-on-Red pottery 
jar (Fig. 31ae) were found.990 One fragment originates 
from the passage, and the other comes, together with a 
biconical bead of mottled black-green serpentine, from 
the western and southern part of the chamber. They were 
associated with a few badly preserved human bone frag-
ments that could either belong to the original burials in 
the Hafit period tomb or to the reuse in the Umm an-Nar 
period. Böhme991 interprets this as continuous use rath-
er than reuse of the tomb, but reuse seems equally like-
ly. There is an inner dividing wall in the chamber (Fig. 
31, marked in red) that is associated by Frifelt992 with 
the original construction of the tomb in order to sup-
port the corbelled roof, but more recent investigations 
demonstrate that it is a later addition to the architecture 
of the tomb.993 Another Hafit period tomb with indica-
tions of reuse is Tomb 603.994 This tomb measures 5.3 
to 5.7 m in diameter and is thus slightly oval. It has an 
oval grave chamber with a stone-paved floor. The dimen-
sions of the grave chamber are 1.6 × 2.4 m. Within the 
accumulations, a copper alloy plate with a handle (Fig. 

987	 Nette 2008a.
988	 Nette 2008a: fig. 25.
989	 Frifelt 1975a: 383–386.
990	 Frifelt 1975a: 385-386, fig. 28c.
991	 Böhme 2009.
992	 Frifelt 1975a: 384.
993	 Böhme 2011: 1 footnote 3.
994	 Böhme 2011.
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31af ) was discovered, that is of an Umm an-Nar or Wadi 
Suq period date.995 Additionally, a dagger (Fig. 31ag), 
possibly also of an Umm an-Nar period date, originates 
form the tomb. The dagger was broken at its point and 
a notch was cut in the plate. Böhme996 interprets this as 
intentional damage to disable it as a weapon and deprive 
the instrument of its function. He sees in both finds an 
intentional deposition in the earlier tomb.

Interestingly, the reuse of monuments in Bat as a bur-
ial place for later periods does not seem to restrict itself 
to tombs. During the investigations of the Umm an-Nar 
period Tower 1145, several soft-stone objects were found 
as well as three arrowheads that all date to the second 

995	 Weisgerber 2010a; Böhme 2011: 5.
996	 Böhme 2011: 6.

Fig. 33: Distribution of finds according to period in Tomb 156.

millennium BC.997 According to Carter,998 these objects 
may represent the grave goods of an intrusive burial.

4.1.28	 Al-Ayn

The tombs of Al-Ayn were first mentioned by de Cardi, 
Collier and Doe in 1976.999 In 2010 and 2011, two of the 
19 tombs of the main group of tombs at Al-Ayn were ex-
cavated by the University of Tübingen with participation 
of the author.1000 While Tomb 06 only yielded finds from 
the Hafit period, including a sherd of a Jemdet Nasr pot-
tery jar, Tomb 07 shows signs of reuse in an unspecified, 
later period.

997	 Frifelt 1976: 59, 65, fig. 4.
998	 Carter 1997: 42.
999	 De Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976: 168–169.
1000   Döpper 2021b.
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Fig. 34: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Al-Ayn.

Tomb 07 has a single external ring wall with a diam-
eter of 3.85 m and is accessible through a rectangular 
entrance, which was partially blocked by carefully placed 
stones (Fig. 34). Accumulations within the tomb were 
50 cm high. A total of 62 beads, two copper alloy rings, 
two copper alloy pins, a copper alloy sheet, a seashell and 
several pottery sherds were found. Unfortunately, none 
of the finds are diagnostic but at least the pottery sherds 
clearly post-date the Bronze Age due to their coarse min-
eral and chaff tempers (Fig. 34a).

4.1.29	 Amlah

In winter 1975/1976, the British Archaeological Expe-
dition excavated the largest out of four third millennium 
BC tombs at the site of Amlah-1, a low mound of 38 m 
by 22 m.1001 The diameter of the tomb is 8.3 m and it 
features an inner and an outer wall with a boulder fill as is 
typical for the Umm an-Nar period. Fragments of white  

1001   De Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976: 104–107, 165.

Fig. 35: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Amlah (adapted from de Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976b: fig. 5, 
18.83–87).

stones, apparently chippings from ashlar facings of the 
tomb, were found nearby. The floor of the tomb consists 
of cobbles. Generally, the tomb suffered severely from later 
removal of stones. Finds included human remains, three 
beads, fragments of alabaster and soft-stone bowls, several 
shells, pieces of very corroded metal objects as well as typ-
ical Umm an-Nar period pottery including Black-on-Grey 
ware. However, Iron Age pottery, mainly bowls, was attest-
ed as well, indicating later reuse (Fig. 35a–e).1002

4.1.30	 Bisya

According to Vogt,1003 one of the unpublished Umm an-
Nar period tombs in the Wadi Bahla contained typical 
Wadi Suq period painted sherds and several metal objects 
that are also of a probable Wadi Suq and Late Bronze Age 
date. These include triangular sword blades with rivets 
and spearheads. In addition, a small, square stamp seal 
with the image of a zebu and a scorpion was found. The 

1002   De Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976: 128–129; Lombard 1985: 
140, tab. 10.

1003   Vogt 1985: 185.
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grave goods were associated with the remains of six to 
eight individuals. As no definite Umm an-Nar period ar-
tefacts were discovered within the tomb, Vogt speculates 
whether this could be an early Wadi Suq period tomb 
built in Umm an-Nar fashion instead of being a reused 
tomb. Weisgerber1004 reports on a dagger in a triangular 
shape with rivet holes at its end for a handle, a dagger cast 
with blade and hilt in one piece as well as a socketed spear-
head that were all found in a tomb at Bisya. Most likely  
this is the same tomb mentioned by Vogt. The daggers 
date to the Late Bronze Age, and the spearhead to the 
Wadi Suq period.1005

4.1.31	 Jebel Salut

Ten tombs were excavated on different hills at Salut by the 
Italian Mission to Oman from the University of Pisa.1006 

1004   Weisgerber 1991: 327–328.
1005   Velde 2003: 111–112.
1006   Condoluci – Degli Esposti 2015.

Among them were four Hafit and two Wadi Suq period 
tombs. Two of the Hafit period tombs show signs of reuse 
in the Wadi Suq period and Iron Age ( Jebel Salut 1 Grave 
1) or in the Samad period (Jebel Salut 3 Grave 1).

Jebel Salut 1 Grave 1 was most likely constructed 
during the Hafit period, but nothing of its original con-
tent remains. The circular tomb has an outer ring wall 
with a diameter of 5 m. Outside the tomb, above the 
bedrock, several Iron Age pottery sherds (Fig. 37b) were 
discovered as well as a fragmented Wadi Suq period soft-
stone suspension vessel (Fig. 37a).1007 Jebel Salut 3 Grave 
1, another Hafit period tomb, features two ring walls 
with a maximum diameter of 6 m. The burial chamber 
is sub-rectangular with rounded corners measuring 1.7 × 
2.4 m. Again, nothing remained of the initial content of 
the tomb.1008 In a layer of light brown loam with a large 
amount of medium to large stones, three burials were 
found that clearly belong to a later reuse. Burial 1 (Fig. 

1007   Condoluci – Degli Esposti 2015: 15–16.
1008   Condoluci – Degli Esposti 2015: 28–31.

Fig. 36: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Bisya.

Fig. 37: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Jebel Salut (adapted from Condoluci – Degli Esposti 2015: pl. 
2, 3, pl. 17.79, 18, 19). Blue = burial 1, green = burial 2, pink = burial 3.



82                            The Reuse of Tombs in Eastern Arabia

37c, marked in blue), an adult female, and burial 2 (Fig. 
37c, marked in green), an individual above 25 years of 
age, were both placed in a flexed position. Of the third 
burial (Fig. 37c, marked in pink), only a tibial diaphy-
sis and the distal half of the left femur remained.1009 The 
excavators therefore assume that these burials were dis-
placed by looters (but see chapter 6.1.1). Grave goods 
associated with the burials were two copper alloy plaques 
tied by two rivets, called a strap-end, a biconical carnel-
ian bead and an iron leaf-shaped spearhead with a central 
rib.1010 Those finds, especially the iron spearhead, date 
the reuse to the Samad period. 

4.1.32	 Adam

4.1.32.1   Adam North

The cemetery of Adam North is situated between the 
foothills of Jebel Mudhmar and Wadi Adam. During the 
French survey, a total of 138 graves were discovered of 
which 36 were excavated.1011 Among these, three tombs 
are dated more or less securely to the Umm an-Nar peri-
od, 24 to the Wadi Suq period and one to the Iron Age 
II. In addition, there are eight Wadi Suq period tombs 
that were reused in the Samad period (Tombs 996, 1002, 
1003, 1006, 1015, 1016, 1017 and 1024).

Tomb 996 is a simple subterranean cist with an oval 
burial chamber measuring 1.5 × 0.8 m.1012 Finds from 
the tomb include a flint tool, a mother-of-pearl ring and 
several beads, shells and copper alloy fragments. None of 
them are diagnostic enough to be attributed to a specif-
ic time period. Two burials were identified. The burial 
in the lower layer belongs to an infant of about one year 
of age, whose bones were highly fragmented. The one in 
the upper levels of the funerary chamber was found in 
a flexed position on its right side with the head point-
ing north. It is a 7.5 to 12.5 year old individual. This is, 
according to the excavators, a Samad period inhuma-
tion.1013 Tomb 1002 represents a subterranean cist with 
a superstructure and a circular surrounding wall.1014 
It was placed in the southern part of an oval space en-
compassed by a stone wall and superimposes an earlier 
Umm an-Nar period tomb. Two oval features adjoining 
the tomb to the north are possibly Iron Age or Samad 
period graves. Two distinct layers were discovered in the 
tomb, the lower one dating to the Wadi Suq period and 
the upper one to the Samad period.1015 In the upper layer, 
the burial of an individual aged between 12 and 18 was 

1009   Condoluci – Degli Esposti 2015: 31–32.
1010   Condoluci – Degli Esposti 2015: 28–31.
1011   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 112–121.
1012   Righetti 2015a: 844.
1013   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 117.
1014   Righetti 2015a: 856.
1015   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 117.

found in a flexed position on its right side with the head 
to the west (Fig. 38a). It was outfitted with an iron awl, 
an iron rod, a gold earring, a stone mortar used to grind 
ochre, a stone pestle, a shell, two copper alloy bowls, two 
glasses and several other beads as well as further copper 
alloy fragments.

Another cist with an oval tumulus as a superstructure 
is Tomb 1003.1016 It measures 6 m in length and 4.8 m 
in width. Like Tomb 1002, it superimposes the remains 
of an earlier Umm an-Nar period tomb. Gernez and Gi-
raud1017 refer to the tomb as being reused in the Samad 
period, while Righetti1018 believes that the tomb has not 
been reused but looted. Tomb 1006 is an individual sub-
terranean cist with a circular surrounding wall.1019 With-
in the burial chamber two fragments of iron tools and a 
copper alloy arrowhead were found alongside Wadi Suq 
period objects such as a socketed spearhead and a soft-
stone lid. The iron tools indicate reuse in the Samad peri-
od,1020 and the copper alloy arrowhead in the Late Bronze 
Age.1021 No human bones were identified. Tomb 1015 
is a circular tumulus of small and medium sized stones 
built over a subterranean oval cist.1022 It has a diameter of 
5.1 to 5.3 m. Grave goods include three pottery sherds, 
one hammer stone, eleven riveted copper alloy plates, an 
iron spearhead, an iron arrowhead and a shell ring, all 
of them associated with a burial in the upper level. This 
is an adult individual in a flexed position on their right 
side with the skull facing east. It dates to the Samad peri-
od.1023 Tomb 1016 consists of a subterranean cist with an 
above-ground perimeter wall separated from the burial 
chamber by a space of 0.5 m.1024 Besides some finds from 
the original Wadi Suq levels, several iron fragments and 
an iron plate were found associated with inhumations of 
two adults just outside the tomb. They date to the Samad 
period.1025 Tomb 1017 is a small oval stone construction 
built over a pit dug into the ground.1026 It was almost 
empty, except for some Wadi Suq period soft-stone ves-
sels. Several iron fragments associated with small pieces 
of human bones found in the fill of the grave suggest reuse 
in the Samad period.1027 Tomb 1024 is a subterranean cist 
with a circular surrounding wall made of medium sized 
blocks.1028 Besides two pottery sherds and three beads 
dating to the Wadi Suq period from the lowest layer, level 

1016   Righetti 2015a: 860.
1017   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 117.
1018   Righetti 2015a: 860.
1019   Righetti 2015a: 864.
1020   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 117.
1021   Righetti 2015a: 866.
1022   Righetti 2015a: 882.
1023   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 117.
1024   Righetti 2015a: 884.
1025   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 117.
1026   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 115.
1027   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 117.
1028   Righetti 2015a: 898.
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Fig. 38: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Adam North (adapted from Gernez – Giraud 2015: fig. 11–12; 
Righetti 2015a: fig. 504, 511, 514a, 518, 534, 536, 540, 550).
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3 revealed 18 iron arrowheads, likely originally grouped 
in a quiver, and a copper earring associated with a burial 
(Fig. 38b). Another burial comes from the topmost level 
4 associated with a clay weight. A copper alloy bowl and 
an iron spearhead were placed between level 3 and 4, so 
that they cannot be clearly attributed to one of the two 
individuals. The individual in level 3, approximated to be 
25 years of age, lies in a flexed position on its right side 
with its head to the west.1029 The inhumation from level 
4 does not disturb the one from level 3. It is in a flexed 

1029   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 118.

position on its left side with its head to the north. Both 
burials date to the Samad period.1030

4.1.32.2	Adam South

In 2008, a small necropolis with 44 structures, most of 
them funerary, was identified near Jebel Hinaydil.1031 It 
was labelled Adam South. The majority of its tombs date 
to the Wadi Suq period or the Iron Age. In 2015, eight 
Bronze Age tombs were excavated. One of these tombs 
dates exclusively to the Umm an-Nar period, three to 

1030   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 117.
1031   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 107–112; Gernez 2016.

Fig. 39: Chronological timeframe of reused tombs at Adam South (adapted from Gernez 2016: fig. 16, 18–20).
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the Wadi Suq period and another three tombs were con-
structed in the Wadi Suq period, of which one was reused 
in the Iron Age (Tomb 2006) and two in the Samad peri-
od (Tombs 2001 and 2005). In addition, Tomb 2004 was 
built in the Hafit and reused in the Samad period.

Tomb 2001 is the largest and best-preserved tomb 
of Adam South.1032 It is a tumulus of 10 m in diameter, 
constructed of medium-sized stones. The burial chamber 
itself is rectangular, measuring 1.5 × 0.9 m. Due to its 
general layout, the tomb has been dated by the excavators 
to the Wadi Suq period. The fill of the tomb was mixed 
and finds were found scattered throughout the tumulus. 
These were human bones and fragments of iron arrow-
heads. The latter indicates reuse of the tomb in the Sam-
ad period. Tomb 2004 is a small cairn situated on a slope 
of a hill and dates most likely to the Hafit period.1033 It 
measures 4.5 m in diameter and a 1.4 m wide wall encom-
passes an oval burial chamber measuring 1.9 × 1.2 m. Be-
sides human bones, iron arrowheads and copper alloy riv-
ets and sheets were found scattered throughout the fill, 
providing evidence for reuse in the Samad period. Tomb 
2005 consists of a subterranean rectangular chamber of 
1.8 m by 1.0 m surrounded by a circle of stones.1034 With-
in the fill, human remains, a small copper alloy fragment, 
a carnelian bead and an iron arrowhead were found. 
None of them were in their original position. According 
to its layout, the tomb can be dated to the Wadi Suq pe-
riod, while the finds point to reuse in the Samad period. 
Tomb 2006 is a rectangular stone lined grave chamber of 
the second millennium BC.1035 Within the undisturbed 
part, a Wadi Suq period pottery jar was found. In young-

1032   Gernez 2016: 64–65.
1033   Gernez 2016: 66.
1034   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 111; Gernez 2016: 66–67.
1035   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 111; Gernez 2016: 67–68.

er layers, beads made of shell and stone and coarse tem-
pered pottery were discovered that are difficult to date, 
but possibly belong to the Samad period.1036

4.1.33	    Maysar

4.1.33.1	   Maysar-8

Maysar-8 is a small Iron Age and Samad period cemetery 
with 40 circular stone-built tombs.1037 Three of them 
were excavated by the German Mining Museum Bochum  
in 1988. Tombs M801 and M802 were only used during 
the Samad period while Tomb M803 was built during 
the Iron Age and reused in the Samad period. 

Tomb M803 is a circular, Iron Age tomb with an ex-
ternal diameter of 5.2 m. It yielded large quantities of 
Iron Age material including pottery, soft-stone vessels, 
copper alloy weapons and pieces of personal adornment. 
In the Iron Age, a secondary burial was placed between 
the inner and the outer row of stones (Nachbestattung 
1, Fig. 43a, marked in blue). It yielded the disturbed re-
mains of a single individual in a flexed position on its left 
side with the head in the southwest facing west. Grave 
goods associated with this burial were a trapezoid, dec-
orated bone plate, possibly belonging to a bracelet (Fig. 
43d), small fragments of Iron Age pottery sherds and sea-
shells (Fig. 43b–c). In the Samad period another burial 
(Nachbestattung 2, Fig. 43e, marked in green) was placed 
between the inner and outer rows of stones in the south 
of the tomb. It has a length of 1.3 m and a width of 0.6 m. 
Accompanying grave goods are two Samad period pot-

1036   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 111.
1037   Weisgerber 1980: 97; Yule 2001: 224–228.

Fig. 40: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Maysar-8 (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 11–15).
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tery sherds (Fig. 43f–g), one copper needle, two beads 
(Fig. 43j–k), four shells (Fig. 43i) and one soft-stone ves-
sel (Fig. 43h), but also three Iron Age pottery sherds.1038 
The latter possibly originates from the initial burials 
within the tomb. The human remains found within Na-
chbestattung 2 are attributed to a male individual above 
the age of 20. Another burial that is associated with the 
Samad period was found in a chamber that was built in 
between the inner and outer wall southeast of the main 
chamber (Nachbestattung 3, Fig. 43l, marked in purple). 
The skeleton was laid in a flexed position on its right 
side and was equipped with pottery, a mother of pearl 
ring (Fig. 43q), four conical spindle whorls made of 
soft-stone with an iron pin (Fig. 43m–p) and 16 beads 
(Fig. 43r–u).1039 It is an individual above the age of 20.

4.1.33.2	   Maysar-22

Four Hafit period tombs, Tomb M2201, M2204, M2205 
and M2206, were excavated in the cemetery of May-
sar-22.1040 While no finds are reported for the first two 
tombs, within Tomb M2205 one pottery sherd, several 
beads and two copper alloy pins were found that could all 
date to the Hafit period. In Tomb M2206 a Samad pe-
riod body sherd was found, indicating reuse during that 
period (Fig. 41).

4.1.33.3   Maysar- 27

The Iron Age cemetery of Maysar-27 consists of approx-
imately 20 tombs.1041 Two of those, Tomb M2717 and 
M2720, were excavated by the German Mining Museum 
in 1981, and ten others in 1991. Most only yielded finds 
from the Iron Age and one tomb only from the Samad 
period. Four tombs (Tombs 2715, 2716N, 2717 and 
2720) contained both finds from the Iron Age as well as 
from the Samad period, which indicates reuse. Two other 
tombs, M2710 and M2721, were not excavated but dis-

1038   Yule 2001: 227.
1039   Yule 2001: 227.
1040   Weisgerber 1980: 92; Yule 2001: 388.
1041   Yule 2001: 228–231.

played Iron Age and Samad period finds on their surface. 
All tombs mentioned are above-ground, circular to oval 
stone structures in a severely disturbed state.

Tomb M2710 also yielded on its surface, besides Iron 
Age pottery sherds and a copper alloy arrowhead, one 
sherd of possible Samad period origin (Fig. 42a).1042 The 
tomb has not been excavated and is therefore not part 
of the analyses in chapter 5. At Tomb M2715, among 
the Iron Age pottery sherds and remains of two sheep or 
goats, a Samad period storage jar was found (Fig. 42b).1043 
To the circular Iron Age Tomb M2716, a semi-circular 
chamber, Tomb M2716N, was attached to in the north 
(Fig. 42, marked in red). Only this additional chamber 
was excavated by the German Mining Museum in 1991, 
while the main tomb remained untouched.1044 Within 
the chamber, finds scattered throughout the fill include, 
besides Iron Age pottery most likely belonging to the ini-
tial burials in the main tomb and finds that cannot clear-
ly be attributed to a specific period, three Samad period 
pottery sherds (Fig. 42c–e) and an iron wire (Fig. 42f ).

Tomb M2717 is situated on a small rocky outcrop. To 
the original circular, above-ground tomb (chamber 1), 
two smaller chambers were added, one in the southwest 
(chamber 2) and one in the southeast (chamber 3).1045 
Human bones were found in all three chambers, albeit 
severely disturbed. Therefore, it can only be determined 
that those bones belong to adult individuals. Besides Iron 
Age finds, in chamber 1, 19 arrowhead fragments were 
found that can be dated to the Samad period (Fig. 42i). 
From the surface of this tomb, further Samad period pot-
tery sherds were collected (Fig. 42g–h). The Iron Age 
Tomb M2720 is an above-ground tomb set in the mid-
dle of a spacious stone circle.1046 To the west of the main 
chamber, a burial was interred during the Samad period. 
It belongs to a male individual, 20 to 40 years of age. The 
burial was equipped with 29 iron and copper alloy ar-
rowheads possibly originally contained in a quiver (Fig. 

1042   Yule 2001: 229.
1043   Yule 2001: 229.
1044   Yule 2001: 229–230.
1045   Yule 2001: 230.
1046   Yule 2001: 230–231.

Fig. 41: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Maysar-22 (adapted from Weisgerber 1980: Abb. 55).
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42j), two fragments of a dagger (Fig. 42k), a whetstone 
(Fig. 42l), a spindle whorl made from a shell (Fig. 42m), 
a Samad period pottery jar (Fig. 42n) and 104 beads (Fig. 
42o). Two other chambers were added to the southeast 
and southwest, which were both found empty. Further 
Samad period finds were made on the surface including 
iron wire and pottery. At Tomb M2721, which was not 
excavated, Weisgerber found Iron Age and Samad pe-
riod pottery sherds (Fig. 42p) during his survey in the 
1980s.1047

1047   Yule 2001: 231.

4.1.33.4	   Maysar-51

Maysar 51 represents a severely damaged Hafit period 
tomb.1048 On its surface, an iron blade (Fig. 43e) was 
found together with other iron fragments (Fig. 43a–d), 
clearly indicating later activities at the tomb, most likely 
from the Samad period.

1048   Yule 2001: 391.

Fig. 42: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Maysar-27 (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 17 M2710.3, 18 
M2715.2, 19, 20 M2716N.1–3, 21 M2716N.9, 17, 23 M2717.1, 4–5, 24, 25 M2720.2, 26, 27 M2720.3–7, 28 M2721.1) 

Fig. 43: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Maysar-51 (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 256 M51).
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4.1.34	 Samad

4.1.34.1   Samad-10

The cemetery of Samad-10 consists of more than 1200 
above-ground stone structures in an area of approximate-
ly 1 × 1.5 km.1049 The tombs belong to the Wadi Suq peri-
od, the Iron Age and the Samad period. In total, 112 were 
investigated by the German Mining Museum Bochum. 
Among those, nine tombs could be assigned to the Wadi 
Suq period based on their architectural design and/or 
their finds, five tombs to the Iron Age and 79 tombs to 
the Samad period.1050 Seven tombs yielded too few finds 
and were not specific enough in their architectural lay-
out to assign them to any period. Additionally, there are 
twelve tombs which show signs of reuse. These are two 
Wadi Suq period tombs with finds from the Samad peri-
od (Tombs S1074 and S101110), one Wadi Suq period 
tombs with finds from the Late Islamic period (Tomb 
S101115), two Iron Age tombs with finds from the Sam-
ad period (Tombs S10103 and S101040 (=Maysar-30)) 
and seven Samad period tombs that were, according to 
Yule, reused in the Samad period itself (Tombs S1073, 

1049   Yule 2001: 231–232.
1050   Yule 2001: 231–287.

S10608, S10666, S10681, S10683 and S101102). Gen-
erally, reuse within the same time period is very difficult 
to distinguish from continuous use, but here, a sterile lay-
er of accumulation between the burials makes the reuse 
obvious, except for with Tombs S10683 and S101102, 
which are heavily disturbed.1051 Therefore, only the re-
maining five tombs are considered in the analyses of this 
study. For another tomb, Tomb S10815, Yule1052 men-
tioned reuse in the Samad period as well, but the publi-
cation lists only one skeleton to which all finds belong. 
Thus, this burial is not considered to be a reused burial.

Tomb S1073 is a nearly rectangular cist built of peb-
bles just below the surface.1053 The tomb was construct-
ed in the Samad period and yielded several finds from 
this period on the floor. Approximately 20 cm above 
floor level, there was another layer with scattered human 
bones that were too badly preserved to determine age or 
sex, associated with biconical carnelian and agate beads, 
give evidence to the reuse of the tomb during the Sam-
ad period. Tomb S1074 is a heavily deteriorated above-
ground Wadi Suq period tomb, whose circular wall is 
only preserved at its lowest course.1054 Within the oval 

1051   Yule 2001: 249–250.
1052   Yule 2001: 261.
1053   Yule 2001: 235.
1054   Yule 2001: 235.

Fig. 44: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Samad-10 (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 38, 40, 41 M1074, 
44.1, 59, 60.1–4, 69. 70.2, 86, 87.2, 179.7, 191.1–2, 195, 601). 
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burial chamber, scattered human remains were found all 
over the floor, as were beads (Fig. 44a), some of which are 
made of glass, and a bell (Fig. 44b). All finds date to the 
Samad period. The badly preserved, but most likely cir-
cular to oval, above-ground Tomb S10103 yielded small 
amounts of human bones, some Iron Age pottery sherds 
and a small number of not clearly datable finds like spin-
dle whorls and seashells.1055 In addition, a possible Samad 
period rim of a jar was found (Fig. 44c). A radiocarbon 
date from this tomb dates to around AD 96–350, thus 
in the later Samad period. Therefore, this tomb can be 
seen as an Iron Age construction that was reused in the 
Samad period. Tomb S10608 is a subterranean, rectan-
gular tomb of the Samad period.1056 On its floor, the skel-
eton of a male individual associated with a goat skeleton, 
pottery jars, arrowheads, a dagger and other objects was 
found. Above 15–20 cm of sterile fill, the skeleton of a 
child was discovered together with 82 beads (Fig. 44d), 
most of them made of green glass and lying on its chest. 
Other grave goods of this burial are two earrings (Fig. 
44e), two fragments of arm rings (Fig. 44f ) and a sea-
shell (Fig. 44g). The burial of the child is interpreted by 
the excavator as reuse of the tomb during the Samad pe-
riod. A similar reuse of a Samad period tomb during the 
Samad period was observed at Tomb S10666.1057 Within 
the subterranean tomb chamber, disturbed remains of 
two individuals were found on the floor. The excava-
tor assumes that first, a male individual of 25–35 years 
was buried in a flexed position on his left side together 
with five arrowheads. Then, an unspecified amount of 
time thereafter, a female individual of 20–40 years was 
also buried in a flexed position on her right side together 
with four shell beads (Fig. 44h). In addition, Samad pe-
riod pottery, shells and animal bones of a sheep or goat 
were found within the tomb but could not be associated 
clearly with one of the two skeletons.

1055   Yule 2001: 235–236.
1056   Yule 2001: 241.
1057   Yule 2001: 244.

Tomb S10681 is another Samad period underground 
tomb that was reused in the Samad period.1058 The initial 
burial was found close to the floor of the tomb, while the 
skeleton from its reuse comes from the upper part of the 
fill (Fig. 44, marked in red). It belongs to a 30–40 year old 
woman placed in a flexed position on her left side. Finds 
that are clearly associated with this burial are a seashell 
with traces of pigment (Fig. 44i), another seashell (Fig. 
44j), a triangular copper alloy fragment (Fig. 44k), a cop-
per alloy needle (Fig. 44l) and a polished, partly drilled 
stone (Fig. 44m). Within the Iron Age Tomb S101040 
(= Maysar-30), in a large, circular, above-ground tomb 
with a diameter of 11 m, two areas with human remains 
were found.1059 The central chamber of the tomb yield-
ed only very fragmented human bones and a few finds, 
among them an Iron Age pottery sherd. The second 
inhumation was placed within a pit in the walls of the 
tomb and belongs to an adult individual lying in a flexed 
position on its right side with the head to the south (Fig. 
44, marked in red). The only finds associated with this 
burial are three undiagnostic pottery sherds. More Iron 
Age pottery and other objects were found within the 
fill of the walls. Additionally, there are fragments of two 
possible Samad period pottery vessels (Fig. 44n). The 
latter make it plausible that the second inhumation can 
also be dated to the Samad period. Tomb S101110 was 
built during the Wadi Suq period as an individual subter-
ranean cist with a circular surrounding wall.1060 Within 
its fill, a soft-stone bowl dating to the Wadi Suq period 
as well as two pottery fragments from the Samad period 
(Fig. 44o–p) were found. Human bones were sparse and 
highly fragmented. Tomb S101115 was, just as Tomb 
S101110, constructed during the Wadi Suq period as a 
rectangular chamber and yielded only human remains of 
an individual of 20–60 years of age.1061 On the surface, 
however, were large amounts of Late Islamic glazed pot-
tery sherds.

1058   Yule 2001: 248–249.
1059   Weisgerber 1981: 206; Yule 2001: 272.
1060   Yule 2001: 276.
1061   Yule 2001: 277–278.

Fig. 45: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Samad-20 (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 235).
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4.1.34.2   Samad-20

The cemetery of Samad-20 was already bulldozed be-
fore archaeological investigations began here in 1987.1062 
In total, 17 tombs of the Wadi Suq and Samad period 
were investigated. Among these, only seven tombs show 
indications of use during the Samad period, one tomb 
being used in the Wadi Suq as well as in the Samad pe-
riod (Tomb S2009) and one tomb being reused during 
the Samad period (Tomb S2006). The preservation of 
eight tombs was so poor that no information about their 
date could be obtained. As already mentioned above, re-
use within the same time period is very difficult to dis-
tinguish from continuous use. Therefore, Tomb S2006, 
where finds were scattered throughout the fill,1063 will 
not be considered as reused in the following analyses.

Tomb S2009, a subterranean individual cist with-
out a superstructure, is a severely damaged tomb, which 
yielded only a few finds, indicating that its construction 
took place during the Wadi Suq period.1064 Some pottery 
sherds found within the fill might point to Samad period 
reuse, although their attribution is not certain (Fig. 45a). 
They could equally as likely originate from the initial use 
in the Wadi Suq period. 

4.1.34.3	   Samad-21 North

In total, 22 tombs from the cemetery of Samad-21 North 
were investigated.1065 Among those, six tombs belong to 
the Samad period, four tombs to the Wadi Suq period 
and for another four tombs no date can be given. In ad-
dition, four Samad period tombs show indications of 
reuse in the Samad period (Tombs S2110,1066 S2112,1067 
S21131068 and S2135B), three Wadi Suq tombs show 
reuse in the Samad period (Tombs S2107, S2109 and 
S2114) and one Iron Age tomb was reused in the medie-
val period (Tomb S2116). Again, due to the difficulties of 
differentiating between reuse and continuous use during 
the same time period, none of the Samad period tombs 
from Samad-21 North that show possible hints of reuse 
in the Samad period will be considered here, as no clear 
separation between the events is possible. Tomb S2112, 
for example, could also represent a double inhumation.

Tomb S2107 is, according to Righetti,1069 an indi-
vidual subterranean Wadi Suq period cist without a su-
perstructure. It measures 1.85 m in length and 0.7 m in 
width.1070 Within the fill, a Wadi Suq period soft-stone 

1062   Yule 2001.
1063   Yule 2001: 287.
1064   Yule 2001: 289.
1065   Yule 2001: 291–292.
1066   Yule 2001: 295.
1067   Yule 2001: 295–296.
1068   Yule 2001: 296.
1069   Righetti 2015a: 524.
1070   Yule 2001: 294.

lid was discovered. Reuse in the Samad period is evi-
dent by the remains of a 15 to 20-year-old individual in 
a flexed position on its right side with the head orient-
ed towards the south, albeit not all bones were found in 
anatomical order (Fig. 46, marked in red). Grave goods 
that can be associated with this skeleton are copper alloy 
clamps (Fig. 46a), iron arrowheads (Fig. 46b), a fragment 
of an iron dagger (Fig. 46c), some other iron fragments 
(Fig. 46d), three metal rings (Fig. 46e), stone beads (Fig. 
46f ) and a Samad period pottery jar (Fig. 46g). A radi-
ocarbon date of 1σ cal. AD 734±94 was obtained from 
the tomb. This falls considerably after the end of the 
Samad period. Yule1071 generally points out that some 
of the dates from Samad al-Shan are unreliable, without 
further explanation. The Wadi Suq period Tomb S2109, 
an individual subterranean cist without a superstructure, 
was largely emptied, but featured, besides a few Wadi Suq 
period finds including pottery sherds and a soft-stone lid, 
a small pottery sherd from the Samad period.1072 Tomb 
S2114, another individual subterranean Wadi Suq peri-
od cist without a superstructure, was severely disturbed 
and yielded only some pottery sherds.1073 These date to 
the Wadi Suq as well as to the Samad period. The cist has 
a length of 1.70 and a width of 0.5 m. Tomb S2116 is a 
heavily disturbed Iron Age tomb, whose original shape 
could not be determined.1074 Besides some Iron Age 
finds, including a soft-stone bowl fragment, a concentra-
tion of further unspecified medieval pottery sherds was 
encountered. Tomb S2135 is comprised of two tombs, 
S2135A and S2135B, whereby Tomb S2135B seems to 
be the original construction to which S2135A was add-
ed later. Tomb S2135B is an individual subterranean cist 
without a superstructure. The cist measures 1.35 × 0.61 
m. Righetti1075 dates the construction of this tomb to 
the Late Bronze Age, as a soft-stone compartment vessel 
with typical decorations for this period was found within 
its fill. Within this tomb, two skeletons were attested.1076 
The older interment belongs to a 30–40-year-old female 
individual lying on the right side in a flexed position (Fig. 
46, marked in red), and the younger one to a 20–40-year-
old male individual, also lying on the right side in a flexed 
position (Fig. 46, marked in green). Grave goods asso-
ciated with the first inhumation are a copper alloy fin-
ger-ring (Fig. 46h). The other objects found in the grave 
were attributed by the excavator to the second inhuma-
tion, not always because of their find location but be-
cause they were regarded as “male grave goods”.1077 Thus, 
it is equally possible that at least some of them must be at-

1071   Yule 2014: 65; see also Kennet 2007: 100–102.
1072   Yule 2001: 294–295.
1073   Yule 2001: 296.
1074   Yule 2001: 297.
1075   Righetti 2015a: 548–550.
1076   Yule 2001: 299.
1077   Yule 2001: 299.
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Fig. 46: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Samad-21 North (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 249, 250.1–10, 
12, 252, 260 S2114, 263, 264).
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tributed to the first inhumation. They include at least 15 
mainly iron arrowheads (Fig. 46i), fragments of an iron 
dagger (Fig. 46j), copper alloy rivets (Fig. 46k), a Samad 
period pottery balsamarium (Fig. 46l) and a bone object 
often referred to as hilt or pulley (Fig. 46m).1078

Yule1079 assumes that the tomb represents a Samad 
period structure that was reused in the Samad period. 
No explanation for the Late Bronze Age soft-stone ves-
sels found within its fill is given. Therefore, Righetti’s 
chronological assessment is more likely. A radiocarbon 
date from this tomb dates to 1σ cal. AD 853±68. As it 
is the case with the radiocarbon date from tomb S2107, 
this is much later than the end of the Samad period. At 
some time after the initial construction, ten stones were 
arranged in an arch to the northwest of the original cist, 
forming Tomb S2135A.1080 As no finds were made with-
in this tomb, no precise date can be given for its construc-
tion. It could be either Late Bronze Age or Samad period.

4.1.34.4	   Samad-21 South

Cemetery Samad-21 South is located 200 m to the south 
of cemetery Samad-21 North.1081 It extends over an area 
of approximately 60 × 90 m. Between 1987 and 1989, 
91 tombs were investigated here. The majority of 55 of 
the excavated tombs belong to the Wadi Suq period. Ten 
tombs date to the Samad period and for one tomb the 
date is unknown. In addition, there are nine Wadi Suq 
tombs that were reused in the Iron Age (Tombs S2126, 
S2168, S2180, S2184, S2186, S21101, S21105, S21113 
and S21114) – three of them, Tombs S2168, S2184 and 
S21114, were continuously used, as Late Bronze Age 
finds might be present. As well, there are seven Wadi 
Suq tombs that were reused in the Samad period (Tombs 
S2123, S2131, S2136, S2145, S2154, S2156 and S2199), 
seven Samad period tombs that were according to Yule 
reused in the Samad period (Tombs S2125,1082 S2127,1083 
S2137,1084 S2138,1085 S2152,1086 S2159,1087 and S21721088) 
and one burial, where the date of the construction is not 
known but reuse in the Samad period is clear (Tomb 
S2161). As reuse within the same time period is very 
difficult to distinguish from continuous use, the alleged 
Samad period reuses of Samad period tombs will not be 
considered in the following analyses. For Tomb S2138, 

1078   For a discussion of the function of these objects see Barker 
2004.

1079   Yule 2001: 299.
1080   Yule 2014: 298.
1081   Yule 2001: 299–300.
1082   Yule 2001: 301.
1083   Yule 2001: 302.
1084   Yule 2001: 304–306.
1085   Yule 2001: 306–307.
1086   Yule 2001: 311.
1087   Yule 2001: 313–314.
1088   Yule 2001: 317–318.

for example, the excavators assume that the reuse oc-
curred within a time frame of only 30 years,1089 speaking 
much in favour of continuous use.

The individual subterranean Tomb S2123, a cist with-
out a superstructure, has initially been dated by Yule1090 as 
being constructed during the Iron Age. Righetti,1091 how-
ever, points out that the globular soft-stone vessel with 
a fitting lid found in situ in the tomb is clearly a Wadi 
Suq period object, as is the painted pottery beaker.1092 
Therefore, she places the construction of the tomb in the 
Wadi Suq period, a date that is followed here. Addition-
ally, Samad period pottery sherds (Fig. 47a) were found, 
suggesting reuse.1093 Tomb S2126, another individual 
subterranean cist without a superstructure, yielded only 
a few grave goods.1094 These include, besides Wadi Suq 
period pottery, seashells and an Iron Age pottery bowl 
(Fig. 47b). The rather well preserved second millenni-
um Tomb S2131 consists of an individual subterranean 
stone-built cist, without a superstructure.1095 The tomb 
yielded only a few finds including Wadi Suq and Sam-
ad period pottery sherds. Within the Wadi Suq period 
Tomb S2136, a subterranean rectangular cist without 
a superstructure, a burial of a child lying on its left side 
with its head to the southeast was interred during the 
Samad period together with a pottery jar (Fig. 47c).1096 
For this tomb, two cross walls were inserted in the origi-
nal construction (S3136N, Fig. 47, marked in red). The 
pit for the Samad period inhumation cuts through the 
original bottom of the tomb. It seems that most of the 
Wadi Suq period grave goods were removed as only a 
socketed spearhead and some pottery fragments dating 
to this period were found. Tomb S2145, a stone-built 
subterranean cist, is a largely destroyed tomb that might 
have been built during the Wadi Suq period.1097 It meas-
ures 2.1 × 0.76 m. Only four pottery sherds and some 
fragmented animal bones were found. Three of the pot-
tery sherds belong to the Samad period. The date of the 
latter could not be determined. Interestingly, Righetti1098 
does not consider it in her catalogue of Wadi Suq period 
tombs, thus it must be assumed that she, differently to 
Yule, dates it to the Samad period. The architectural lay-
out of the Wadi Suq period Tomb S2154, a subterranean, 
stone-built cist without a superstructure, was altered for 
a Samad period burial of an at least 20 year old individual 
(Fig. 47, marked in red).1099 With the individual, cop-

1089   Yule 2001: 306.
1090   Yule 2001: 300–301.
1091   Righetti 2015a: 556–558.
1092   Yule dates this beaker to the Iron Age (Yule 2001: 300).
1093   Yule 2001: 300–301.
1094   Yule 2001: 301–302.
1095   Yule 2001: 303.
1096   Yule 2001: 304.
1097   Yule 2001: 309.
1098   Righetti 2015a.
1099   Yule 2001: 311–312.
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per alloy clamps (Fig. 47d), iron arrowheads (Fig. 47e), 
a Samad period balsamarium (Fig. 47f ) as well as other 
pottery sherds were found. A similar phenomenon was 
observed at Tomb S2156.1100 Here, the architecture of 
the Wadi Suq period structure, a subterranean cist with a 
stone ring on the surface, was also altered to incorporate 
a Samad period burial. Two smaller walls were placed in 
the original chamber (Fig. 47, marked in red). The result-
ing space was so small that it seems to be intended for a 
child, although no child bones were found. The floor of 
this new burial chamber was 15 cm higher than that of 
the original one. None of the original Wadi Suq period 
material was encountered, as it was likely emptied be-
fore its reuse. This might be the reason why this tomb is 
omitted from Righetti’s1101 catalogue of Wadi Suq period 
tombs at Samad al-Shan. The only grave good attested 
was a small Samad period pottery jar (Fig. 47g) placed in 
the middle of the new burial chamber. It remains unclear 
to which of the two periods the human remains of an 
adult (most likely male, above the age of 20) belong that 
are mentioned in the excavation reports.1102

The date of the construction of Tomb S2161 is un-
known, but it has clearly been altered in the Samad peri-
od to incorporate the burial of a 3 to 4 year old child.1103 
A cross wall was inserted to form Tomb S2161N (Fig. 
47, marked in red). The skeleton of the child was placed 
at a right angle to the original orientation of the tomb 
in a flexed position on its right side with the head to the 
southeast (Fig. 47, marked in green). The grave goods for 
this child consist of 48 cowrie shells (Fig. 47j), mainly 
distributed around the pelvis, and two Samad period 
pottery jars (Fig. 47h–i). From its architecture, the tomb 
should either date to the Wadi Suq or the Samad peri-
od. The Wadi Suq period Tomb S2168 is a subterranean 
stone-built cist marked by a stone circle on the surface. 
The tomb yielded, according to Yule,1104 finds from the 
Wadi Suq period as well as from the Iron Age, the lat-
ter being a pottery beaker (Fig. 47k). Righetti,1105 on the 
other hand, dates the beaker to the Wadi Suq period. The 
two copper alloy arrowheads (Fig. 47l) found within the 
tomb are dated by Righetti to the Late Bronze Age but 
could equally be of an Iron Age date. Thus, continuous 
use of the tomb from the Wadi Suq period to the Iron 
Age cannot be ruled out. Tomb S2180, a subterranean 
Wadi Suq period stone cist, measures 2 m in length and 
0.8 m in width.1106 The finds were scattered throughout 
its fill. It contained, besides Wadi Suq period soft-stone 
vessels and pottery sherds, a sherd of an Iron Age soft-

1100   Yule 2001: 312.
1101   Righetti 2015a.
1102   Yule 2001: 312.
1103   Yule 2001: 314–315.
1104   Yule 2001: 316–317.
1105   Righetti 2015a: 656.
1106   Yule 2001: 321.

stone vessel (Fig. 47m). Tomb S2184 is another subterra-
nean Wadi Suq period cist situated at the highest point 
of the Samad S21 south cemetery.1107 With a length of 
3.45 m and a width of 1.05 m, it is larger than most other 
Wadi Suq period tombs in the cemetery. The finds were 
scattered throughout the fill. Most material belongs to 
the Wadi Suq period. Two copper alloy arrowheads (Fig. 
47n) were attributed by Righetti1108 to the Late Bronze 
Age. A pottery cup decorated with horizontal lines (Fig. 
47o) and a small jar (Fig. 47p) date to the Iron Age as 
well as possibly a sherd of a soft-stone vessel (Fig. 47q). 
The Wadi Suq period Tomb S2186, yet another subter-
ranean cist marked by a stone ring on the surface, was 
heavily plundered.1109 It measures 1.8 × 0.75 m. On its 
floor, an Iron Age cup decorated with dark brown bands 
was found with a seashell inside (Fig. 47r). Of the origi-
nal inventory, only a copper alloy bowl remained. Tomb 
S2199, a subterranean cist, featured only a few Wadi Suq 
finds from the fill of the tomb.1110 Additionally, the skel-
eton of a male adult, 20–30 years of age, was discovered 
(Fig. 47, marked in red). It was in a flexed position with 
the head to the southeast and the hands in front of the 
face. A small ring was found on one finger of its right 
hand (Fig. 47x), and a small bead made of shell before 
its head (Fig. 47w). Near the left shoulder 30 arrowheads 
(Fig. 47s) were deposited, among those two made of cop-
per alloy (Fig. 47u). Three others were lying close to this 
group; another group of arrowheads were found near 
the feet of the individual. Here, also found, were animal 
bones of sheep or goat. A complete iron dagger with a 
length of 25 cm was found near the hip of the individ-
ual (Fig. 47t), and a complete Samad period pottery jar 
(Fig. 47v) near the feet. All finds clearly place the buri-
al in the Samad period. As the copper alloy arrowheads 
were found in the larger group of iron ones, they can 
be dated to the Samad period rather than to the Late 
Bronze Age, contrary to what is suggested by Righet-
ti.1111 At Tomb S21101, in the subterranean stone-built 
Wadi Suq period cist, among the few finds was an Iron 
Age pottery cup with reddish-brown decoration (Fig. 
47y).1112 Human bones were discovered in the northern 
and southern parts of the tomb belonging to a male indi-
vidual above the age of 20, but it is unclear whether this 
skeleton belongs to the tomb’s original use or to reuse. 
This tomb is, however, not mentioned in Righetti’s1113 
catalogue of Wadi Suq period tombs at Samad al-Shan. 
The tomb was possibly surrounded by a stone ring on the 
surface. Tomb S21105 is an individual subterranean cist 

1107   Yule 2001: 322–323.
1108   Righetti 2015a: 705.
1109   Yule 2001: 324.
1110   Yule 2001: 327–328; Righetti 2015a: 738–740.
1111   Righetti 2015a: 740.
1112   Yule 2001: 328–329.
1113   Righetti 2015a.
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Fig. 47: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Samad-21 South (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 268, 269, 271, 
271.2, 280, 305, 307, 314–315, 322, 323.2, 5, 336, 336.2, 341.2, 5, 342.13, 17, 345, 345.1–2, 355–357, 359, 359.1, 
365, 365.2, 371, 371.2–3, 372, 372.2–3 604)

with a surrounding wall as a superstructure, dating to the 
Wadi Suq period.1114 The fill included some fragments 
of human bone, a Wadi Suq period soft-stone vessel and 
some Iron Age pottery sherds including one from a cup 
with a spout (Fig. 47z). The content of Tomb S21113, 
another subterranean stone-built Wadi Suq period cist, 
was disturbed.1115 Within its fill, finds from the Wadi 
Suq period as well as the Iron Age were mixed. The latter 
consists of two pottery bowls, one with lines on the rim 
(Fig. 47aa), and the other with a wavy line decoration 
(Fig. 47ab). Tomb S21114 is yet another Wadi Suq pe-
riod tomb at cemetery Samad-21 South that also yielded 
finds from the Iron Age.1116 The layout of the tomb is a 
D-shaped subterranean cist with a surrounding wall on 
the surface. Finds include a Wadi Suq period soft-stone 
vessel, a Wadi Suq period pottery beaker, a pottery bowl 
(Fig. 47ac) that is dated by Righetti1117 to the Late Bronze 
Age but by Yule1118 to the Iron Age, and another Iron Age 
pottery bowl with a wavy line decoration (Fig. 47ad). 
Thus, continuous use from the Wadi Suq period to the 
Iron Age cannot be excluded.

4.1.34.5	   Samad-22

The cemetery of Samad-22 was discovered in 1982.1119 
Four tombs were investigated here. One of these has only 
indications for a date in the Wadi Suq period, while the 
other three are all built in the Wadi Suq period, but also 
yield Iron Age finds (Tombs S2200 and S2203), and in 
the case of Tomb S2202, Late Bronze as well as Iron Age 
finds. Here, continuous use is therefore possible.

1114   Yule 2001: 330–331.
1115   Yule 2001: 333.
1116   Yule 2001: 333–334.
1117   Righetti 2015a: 776.
1118   Yule 2001: 333, Taf. 372.2.
1119   Yule 2001: 334.

Tomb S2200 is a subterranean stone-built cist, partly 
dug into the bedrock. It was marked on the surface by 
a stone ring.1120 This Wadi Suq period tomb contained, 
besides Wadi Suq period finds, some Iron Age pottery 
sherds (Fig. 48a). Human remains were fragmented and 
mixed within the fill, making it impossible to associate 
them with any of the two periods. They belong to at least 
three individuals aged three, ten and above 35 years. 

Tomb S2202 presents a similar situation.1121 Scattered 
through the fill of this individual subterranean Wadi Suq 
period cist were Wadi Suq period pottery sherds and 
soft-stone vessel fragments, two Late Bronze Age arrow-
heads (Fig. 48b),1122 several Iron Age pottery sherds (Fig. 
48c), an Iron Age soft-stone vessel (Fig. 48d) and an Iron 
Age decorated shell button (Fig. 48e) together with sev-
eral beads and sea shells of no certain chronological asso-
ciation. Thus, it is unclear whether this represents reuse 
or rather a continuously used tomb. A radiocarbon date 
from the tomb dates to cal. 1σ AD 184–430. This date 
is, as all other radiocarbon dates from Samad from Yule’s 
publication, much younger than the associated finds and 
should therefore be treated with caution. The Wadi Suq 
period Tomb S2203, another subterranean stone-built 
cist, was nearly empty when excavated, but an Iron Age 
soft-stone vessel (Fig. 48f ) found in the debris gives evi-
dence for reuse.1123

4.1.34.6	   Samad-23

The cemetery of Samad-23 lies to the east of the modern 
oasis of Samad.1124 In 1988, ten tombs were investigated 
in a rescue excavation. Today, the cemetery has vanished 

1120   Yule 2001: 336–337.
1121   Yule 2001: 337–338.
1122   Righetti 2015a: 816.
1123   Yule 2001: 338.
1124   Yule 2001: 339.
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below modern houses and farmland. From the excavated 
tombs, seven date to the Samad period, two to the Iron 
Age and one tomb (Tomb S2308) might be of Iron Age 
origin and was reused during the Samad period.

Tomb S2308 is an underground cist, which yielded 
only a few human remains and other objects (Fig. 49). 
These include Samad period pottery sherds and also like-
ly Iron Age pottery sherds, although an attribution to the 
latter is not clear.1125 Thus, it could either be a reused Iron 
Age tomb or a Samad period tomb without reuse.

4.1.34.7	Samad-30

The cemetery of Samad-30 is located to the east of the 
Samad oasis.1126 Twenty-eight tombs were excavated 
here in the 1980s. Twenty-six of the tombs belong to the 

1125   Yule 2001: 341.
1126   Yule 2001: 348.

Fig. 48: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Samad-22 (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 381, 382.3–5, 384, 
385.1–8, 10–11, 13, 15-16, 18, 386 S2203, 386.1).

Samad period and two tombs are of an unknown date. 
No signs of reuse were visible, but it must be mentioned 
that within Tomb S3017A, Iron Age pottery sherds were 
found.1127 The architecture of this tomb belongs, howe-
ver, clearly to the Samad period. According to Yule, the 
sherds ended up in the tomb due to taphonomic proces-
ses. Additionally, an etched carnelian bead with a whi-
te-on-red rank/scroll motif was found at Tomb S3018, 
together with thirty-five plain carnelian beads, likely be-
longing to a necklace (Fig. 50a).1128 Due to the layout of 
the tomb and other finds such as typical Samad period 
pottery, Yule dates the tomb to this period. De Waele and 
Haerinck,1129 however, do not want to exclude reuse of 
the tomb in the Sasanian or early Islamic period because 
of the specific type of carnelian bead found.

1127   Yule 2001: 356.
1128   Yule 2001: 357–358.
1129   De Waele – Haerinck 2006: 38.
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Fig. 49: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Samad-23 (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 396).

4.1.35	 Khudra

Khudra (Al-Akhdar) is a second millennium grave field 
about 5 km to the north-east of Samad al-Shan. Eight 
graves were excavated here by the Ministry of Heritage 
and Culture of the Sultanate of Oman (now the Minis-
try of Heritage and Tourism) in 1974.1130 In 1981, Weis-
gerber re-examined these and some other tombs, leading 
to a total of 28 second millennium tombs that were ex-
cavated, of which an undefined number were reused in 
the Samad period. The tombs are subterranean, stone 
lined cists that yielded several typical second millenni-
um period finds including large amounts of pottery and 
soft-stone vessels as well as a few metal objects including 
incised arrowheads.1131 The latter, however, according to 
Velde,1132 date to the end of the Late Bronze Age or the 
Iron Age I. Among the other metal objects are socketed 
spearheads, most likely of a Wadi Suq period date, and 
triangular shaped daggers with rivet holes at the end for a 
handle, which are a Late Bronze Age type.1133 Sometimes 
the tombs incorporate third millennium sugar lumps in 

1130   De Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976: 156; Vogt 1985: 209; Yule 
2001: 364.

1131   Weisgerber 1991: 324, Abb. 2.3, 5–6, 4.4–6.
1132   Velde 2003: 112.
1133   Righetti 2015a: 466–468.

their construction.1134 At least one of the tombs seems to 
have been reused in the Iron Age, as pottery sherds indi-
cate.1135

4.1.36	 Al-Rawdah

The cemetery of Al-Rawdah consists of tombs of dif-
ferent periods. It was investigated in February 1989 by 
Weisgerber, who conducted excavations at two of the 
tombs.1136 Both tombs, Tombs Mu1 and Mu2, were built 
in the Iron Age and reused in the Samad period.

Tomb Mu1 is dated according to its architecture to 
the Iron Age.1137 It included a badly disturbed skeleton 
of a 30–40 year old male individual with Samad period 
grave goods, among them different types of beads (Fig. 
51a), a pendant (Fig. 51b), ten copper alloy rings (Fig. 
51c), a stone vessel (Fig. 51d) and an iron pin. Tomb 
Mu2 is also dated according to its architectural layout to 
the Iron Age and yielded finds from the Samad period. 
A skeleton of an adult individual together with two ar-

1134   Weisgerber 1991: 324.
1135   Lombard 1985: 142, tab. 10.
1136   Yule 2001: 396–397.
1137   Yule 2001: 396.

Fig. 50: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Samad-30 (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 449, 450.2).
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rowheads (Fig. 51e), three rings (Fig. 51f ) and bones of 
sheep or goat was attested.1138

4.1.37	 Tawi Silaim

Four tombs were excavated by the British Archaeological 
Expedition to Oman between 1977 and 1978 at Tawi Si-
laim.1139 One of these, Cairn 4, dates to the Hafit period 
and was reused in the Iron Age, while the others are of an 
early third millennium BC date. The excavators suggest 
that they might represent transitional types between the 
Umm an-Nar and the Hafit period. Two of them, Cairn 
2 and Cairn 3, show indications of reuse at a later, not 
precisely datable period.

Cairn 2 is a Hafit period tomb with an external di-
ameter of 3.8 m and a wall thickness between 0.6 and 0.8 
m.1140 The tomb had two phases of use. After the initial 
use in the third millennium BC, a pit with a diameter 
of approximately 1 m was dug into the already decaying 
tomb, in which an individual in crouched position was 
buried (Fig. 52, marked in red). It belongs to a 20–25 
year old male.1141 The pit cuts through the earlier cham-

1138   Yule 2001: 397.
1139   De Cardi – Doe – Roskams 1977; de Cardi – Bell – Starling 

1979.
1140   De Cardi – Bell – Starling 1979: 63–66.
1141   De Cardi – Bell – Starling 1979: 92.

ber floor to a depth of 50 cm. The individual, placed 
on its right side, was tightly flexed with the head to the 
west and the skull propped up against the side of the pit 
(Fig. 52a). There was no grave furniture directly associ-
ated that would allow a chronological assessment, and 
the skeleton was in poor condition. It was laid straight 
onto the natural gravel. Cairn 3, another Hafit period 
tomb, features a similar pit to Cairn 2, albeit no finds 
were made within the pit (Fig. 52, marked in red).1142 
The pit is c. 90 × 50 cm wide and dug into the centre 
of the chamber. Floor slabs were lacking in this area. De 
Cardi1143 interprets this as a later attempt to rob the tomb 
(but see chapter 6.1.1). The tomb has an external diam-
eter of 3.6 m and a wall thickness of 0.8 m. The Hafit 
period Cairn 4 differs from the other excavated tombs 
at Tawi Silaim insofar as it has an elliptical burial cham-
ber.1144 An Iron Age perforated cup was found within its 
fill (Fig. 52b). The excavators see this as the remains of a 
secondary burial which was completely destroyed when 
the structure was subsequently disturbed. According to 
them, this would account for the presence of perforated 
sherds deep in the backfill of the chamber.

1142   De Cardi – Bell – Starling 1979: 66.
1143   De Cardi – Bell – Starling 1979: 66.
1144   De Cardi – Bell – Starling 1979: 68–70.

Fig. 51: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Al-Rawdah (adapted from Yule 2001: Taf. 531–532).
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4.1.38	 Shir/Jaylah

In total, 59 tombs were recorded on the top of the Shir 
plateau.1145 They were discovered from the air in 1977 
and further investigated in 1995 by Yule and Weisgerber.
According to their architecture, the tombs belong to the 
Hafit or Umm an-Nar period or maybe to some transi-
tional phase in between. Three of the tombs were exca-
vated. During the investigations, however, no material 
from the third millennium BC was found at any of the 
three tombs, and two of them, Tombs Shi1 and Shi2, 

1145   Yule – Weisgerber 1996: 137–140; Yule – Weisgerber 1998; 
Yule 2001: 382–383.

yielded Iron Age pottery sherds, indicating reuse of the 
tombs (Fig. 53).1146

Tomb Shi1 is the best-preserved tomb at Shir with a 
height of 5.47 m.1147 The tomb has a round diameter of 
6.07 m at its base. The excavators describe Tomb Shi1 as 
completely plundered and only in the crevices between 
the floor stones were found remains of a bone and mol-
luscs, including three cowries (but see chapter 6.1.1). 
Outside the entrance, an Iron Age pottery sherd was 
encountered. Tomb Shi2 has a diameter of 7.35 m at its 
bottom and is preserved to a height of 7.50 m.1148 With 

1146   Yule – Weisgerber 1996: 140; Yule – Weisgerber 1998: 191; 
Siebert 2006: 51.

1147   Yule – Weisgerber 1998: 211–215.
1148   Yule – Weisgerber 1998: 215–216.

Fig. 52: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Tawi Silaim (adapted from de Cardi – Bell – Starling 1979: fig. 
3–5, 7.11, 31a).
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the exception of the upper and lower collapsed vaults, the 
tomb is intact. The interior of the tomb was filled with 
a 0.70 m high layer of debris. Two undecorated Iron Age 
pottery sherds were the only finds which came to light.

4.2	 Evidence from intensively surveyed 
tombs

Within this chapter, selected evidence of reuse is present-
ed from tombs that were part of intensive surveys with 
artefact collection. Finds from later periods encountered 
at a tomb that due to its layout can be attributed to a pre-
vious period are seen as indicators for reuse.

4.2.1   Khatt

In 1992 a survey was conducted in Khatt, United Arab 
Emirates, under the direction of de Cardi, recording ar-
chaeological remains from the fourth millennium BC 
to the present day.1149 Within the survey, 23 tombs were 
identified that date to the Hafit period, four tombs that 

1149   De Cardi – Kennet – Stocks 1994.

date to the Umm an-Nar period, 24 tombs that date to 
the Wadi Suq period and eleven tombs of an unknown 
date. In addition, three Umm an-Nar period tombs 
(Kh117a–c) were discovered that yielded Wadi Suq pe-
riod material.1150 Without excavation, it is, however, dif-
ficult to distinguish between continuous use and reuse.
Kh117a is an oval tomb that was bulldozed, leaving only 
the northern segments of its ring wall intact (Fig. 54).1151 
Kh117b and Kh117c are both small tombs with an exter-
nal ring wall giving them a typical Umm an-Nar period 
layout. Fragments of pottery (Fig. 54a–d) and soft-stone 
vessels (Fig. 54e) dating to the early Wadi Suq period 
were found on their surfaces. Therefore, de Cardi con-
cludes that “unless we are dealing with secondary burials 
in the Umm an-Nar tombs at Khatt it would appear that 
ceramic styles changed more rapidly than the tradition-
al funerary architecture”.1152 Thus, for her, these are not 
reused Umm an-Nar period tombs, but Wadi Suq peri-
od tombs in an Umm an-Nar style. As no plans of these 
tombs were published, this claim cannot be verified.

1150   De Cardi – Kennet – Stocks 1994: 46.
1151   De Cardi – Kennet – Stocks 1994: 47.
1152   De Cardi – Kennet – Stocks 1994: 48.

Fig. 53: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Shir (adapted from Yule – Weisgerber 1998: fig. 34, 37).
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4.2.2   Wadi al-Fa’y B

About 20 cairns are spread out on a small plain along 
the southern ridges of Wadi al-Fa’y near the village of 
Ghob.1153 Most of the cairns are typical Hafit period 
tombs with diameters between 5 and 6 m. Additionally, 
some oval shaped tombs dating to the first millennium 
BC were recorded. Nevertheless, all the pottery collected 
during the survey can be attributed to the Islamic period. 
Therefore, the researchers point out that the cairns were 
reused as a burial place in the Islamic period.

1153   Corboud – Hapka – Im Obersteg 1988: 21–22.

Fig. 54: Chronological timeframes of reused tomb at Khatt (adapted from de Cardi – Kennet – Stocks 1994: fig. 
6.4–5, 11, 13, 32, pl. VIIa).

4.2.3   Al-Banah

In winter 1974/1975, the British Archaeological Expe-
dition discovered a ruined Umm an-Nar period tomb 
near Al-Banah.1154 Little remained of this tomb except 
the lowest courses of white, shaped, convex faced stones. 
Surface material was made up of Iron Age pottery sherds 
indicating reuse.1155

4.2.4   Wadi Andam

In two field seasons between 2004 and 2006, Al-Jahwari 
conducted a survey in the region of Wadi Andam for 

1154   De Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976: 171.
1155   De Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976: 145; Lombard 1985: tab. 10.

Fig. 55: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Al-Banah (adapted from de Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976a: fig. 
25.277–279).
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his PhD thesis.1156 Seven sub-regions were selected for 
more intensive studies including the documentation of 
structural remains and surface finds. These are: Fulayj 
(CS.1), Wadi Andam itself (CS.2), Khurais (CS.3), Qa-
ryatain (CS.4), Al-Khashbah (CS.5), Barzaman (CS.7) 
and Al-Rawdah (CS.9).1157 The main aim of this thesis 
was to examine, quantify and re-think the settlement 
history of the northern Oman Peninsula from the Hafit 
period to modern times. Within the survey, several indi-
cations for later reuse of tombs were made, especially on 
Hafit period cairns.

In the area of Al-Qaryatain (CS.4), Iron Age and 
Samad period finds were associated with Hafit period 
cairns. At the site of CS.4.3 35, Iron Age (Fig. 56a) and 
66 Samad period pottery sherds as well as one piece of a 
soft-stone vessel (Fig. 56b) and a sea shell (Fig. 56c) were 
associated with two disturbed cairns.1158 According to 
Al-Jahwari, the finds demonstrate reuse in the Iron Age 
and Samad period. Among the five Hafit period cairns 
at the site of CS.4.13, Tomb 8 and Tomb 9 yielded 38 
Iron Age pottery sherds (Fig. 56e).1159 Additionally, sev-
eral beads (Fig. 56f ) were discovered at Tomb 8, and one 
bead as well as a complete shell (Fig. 56g) at Tomb 9.1160 
Within Tomb 1, a spindle-whorl made of grey stone (Fig. 
56d) dating to the Iron Age was found.1161 

Several sites in the wider vicinity of the modern vil-
lage of Al-Khashbah (CS.5) also featured Iron Age ma-
terial in association with Hafit period cairns. The site 
CS.5.10 is comprised of 39 cairns southeast of the village. 
At Tomb 1, 13 Samad period pottery sherds were discov-
ered.1162 Tomb 2 yielded 23 Iron Age pottery sherds (Fig. 
56h), 42 Late Islamic pottery sherds, one bead (Fig. 56i) 
that according to Al-Jahwari is of an Iron Age date, and 
an iron and copper earring (Fig. 56j).1163 The latter might 
be of a Samad period date due its material. At Tomb 5, 28 
Samad period pottery sherds and two late Islamic ones 
were found, at Tomb 9 twelve Late Islamic pottery sherds 
and at Tomb 13 13 Samad period pottery sherds and four 
of the late Islamic period were found.1164 Tomb 27 yield-
ed six Late Islamic pottery sherds and a stone bead.1165 
The largest number of Early Iron Age sherds originate 
from site CS.5.13 where eleven Hafit period cairns are 
located. Tombs 1, 2 and 3 featured a total of 105 Iron 
Age pottery sherds, while additionally several beads and 
shells were found that were dated by Al-Jahwari to the 

1156   Al-Jahwari 2008.
1157   Al-Jahwari 2008: map 9.
1158   Al-Jahwari 2008: 174, pl. 93–94, 458.
1159   Al-Jahwari 2008: 174, pl. 95, 463.
1160   Al-Jahwari 2008: 175, pl. 84, 96–97.
1161   Al-Jahwari 2008: 175, pl. 98.
1162   Al-Jahwari 2008: 474.
1163   Al-Jahwari 2008: 175, pl. 107, 474.
1164   Al-Jahwari 2008: 474.
1165   Al-Jahwari 2008: 474.

Iron Age.1166 Tomb 4 seashells and one bead as well as 
several fragments of an Iron Age soft-stone vessel were 
attested.1167

4.2.5	 Al-Mudhaybi Regional Survey

During the Al-Mudhaybi Regional Survey conducted by 
the author,1168 255 tombs were identified among the total 
of 3665 documented tombs that show signs of probable 
reuse. Most of the tombs are flattened remains of tumuli, 
which are likely of a Hafit period date, but due to their 
bad state of preservation and lacking excavation, this can-
not be confirmed. Tumuli on the Oman Peninsula can 
also date to other periods from the Neolithic to the Sam-
ad/PIR.1169 

These difficulties in dating the construction of the 
tombs result in uncertainties when identifying reuse. 
This is also true for the six reused tombs that were most 
likely constructed during the Umm an-Nar period and 
the ten tombs that are supposedly of a Wadi Suq period 
origin.

Generally, the most common indicator for reuse are 
Late Islamic/modern pottery sherds (Fig. 57b) found on 
the surface of 123 of these tombs, which might have been 
unintentionally deposited here. Middle and Early Islam-
ic finds are much rarer and only occurred at two tombs 
(TURQ pottery sherds) and five tombs (sgraffiato pot-
tery sherds, Fig. 57c). Samad period finds that were iden-
tified at four tombs include iron arrowheads (Fig. 57d), 
iron pins, a soft-stone spindle whorl and copper alloy riv-
ets. Iron Age material is the second most common indi-
cator for reuse after the Late Islamic/modern material in 
the region. These are typical Iron Age II pottery sherds 
with plum colour painted decoration (Fig. 57a, f ), car-
inated pottery bowls, bridge spouted vessels, soft-stone 
vessels (Fig. 57e) and copper alloy arrowheads (Fig. 57g). 
Very often these finds are associated with large quantities 
of beads and seashells, some of the latter filled with green 
or black substances, likely cosmetics. Iron Age finds were 
discovered at 117 tombs during the survey. Eight possi-
ble Hafit period tombs yielded Wadi Suq period finds 
such as soft-stone vessel fragments and pottery sherds 
(Fig. 57h). Additionally, there are five supposedly Hafit 
period tombs that yielded fine mineral tempered pottery 
with black decoration that could be of an Umm an-Nar 
period date.

1166   Al-Jahwari 2008: 175, pl. 106, 110–111, 475.
1167   Al-Jahwari 2008: 175, pl. 106, 112, 476.
1168   Döpper – Schmidt 2020.
1169   Williams – Gregoricka 2020.
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Fig. 56: Chronological timeframe of reused tombs in the Wadi Andam Survey (adapted from Al-Jahwari 2008: fig 
57.W.D.112–115, 58.W.D.119, W.D.130, 130A–D, 131D, 133B, 134A, D, G, 135B, 136E–F, 138A, F, 139C, E, pl. 
91–97, 106.W.D.12, 17, 108–111).
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Fig. 57: Chronological timeframes of selected reused tombs from the Al-Mudhaybi Regional Survey.
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4.2.6	 Bilad Bani Bu Hassan

During a survey in the area of Bilad Bani Bu Hassan in 
the winter of 1987/1988 a cairn field with an estimated 
300 cairns was discovered.1170 The surface finds included 
pottery sherds, of which three could be associated with 
the third millennium BC, most likely the Hafit period, 
four with the Iron Age and two of more recent peri-
ods.1171 One of the two Iron Age pottery sherds belongs 
to a bowl with an out-turned curved neck and simple rim 
(Fig. 58f ). It was found in the same cairn as an Early Dy-
nastic pottery jar from Mesopotamia.1172 The other two 
Iron Age vessels are deep bowls with a simple incurved 
rim and a flat base (Fig. 58g–h).1173 Other sherds from 
a handmade vessel, whose form cannot be determined, 
might also belong to the Iron Age. One of the younger 
pottery sherds belongs to an imitation of an Indian Red 
Polished Ware jar, which dates to the late Sasanian or ear-
ly Islamic period, the second one is a Islamic Bahla ware 
jar with out-rolled rim (Fig. 58i).1174 Among the soft-
stone vessels recorded during the survey were a soft-stone 
bowl (Fig. 58a) that is dated by Edens1175 to the Umm 
an-Nar period, but seems rather to belong to the Wadi 
Suq, an Iron Age soft-stone compartment box (Fig. 58c) 
and corresponding lid, characterised by shallow incised 
linear and zigzag decoration (Fig. 58d).1176 Interesting-
ly, both objects were found in two separate cairns. The 

1170   Edens 1988.
1171   Edens 1988: 45.
1172   Edens 1988: 46, fig. 41.4.
1173   Edens 1988: 46, fig. 41.5–6.
1174   Edens 1988: 46, fig. 41.7.
1175   Edens 1988: fig. 42.1.
1176   Edens 1988: fig. 42.2–3.

metal objects include a Hafit period rivet,1177 four copper 
alloy arrowheads with leaf-shaped blades and lenticular 
cross-section (Fig. 58b), which might date to the Late 
Bronze1178 or Iron Age,1179 and a heavy bracelet with dec-
orated ends (Fig. 58e), typical for the Iron Age.1180 Fur-
thermore, thin scraps of copper alloy were discovered in 
several tombs. For them, as well as for a base of the metal 
vessel, no dating is possible.1181 Also difficult to assign a 
date to are large amounts of beads found in the survey.1182 
In conclusion, the survey at the Hafit cairns revealed 
finds from the third millennium BC up to the Islamic 
period, indicating a complex use-history of these tombs.

4.2.7   Ja’alan

Over three seasons of investigation between 2010 and 
2012, Al-Jahwari recorded the mortuary landscape of the 
western Ja’alan.1183 Judging from the surface finds, most 
of the tombs did not feature any objects and in no case 
were Hafit period finds made. All items discovered dur-
ing the survey date to the Iron Age, indicating reuse in 
this and in later periods, and include pottery, shells and 
beads.1184 Al-Jahwari suggested that in fact some of the 
supposedly Hafit period tombs might be of an Iron Age 
date.

1177   Edens 1988: fig. 43.1.
1178   Edens 1988: fig. 43.3–4; Carter 1997: 43.
1179   Edens 1988: 47, fig. 43.3–6.
1180   Edens 1988: 47, fig. 43.7.
1181   Edens 1988: 47, fig. 43.2.
1182   Edens 1988: 47–50.
1183   Al-Jahwari 2013.
1184   Al-Jahwari 2013: 156, 159–160, 165 fig. 14, 166 fig. 15.

Fig. 58: Chronological timeframe of reused tombs in the Bilad Bani Bu Hasan (adapted from Edens 1988: fig. 40, 41.4–
7, 42–43).
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4.2.8   Wadi Tiwi

During the survey of the “Transformation Processes in 
Oasis Settlements of Oman” project at Tiwi, about 130 
tombs of the Hafit period were identified as well as 950 
Samad period tombs.1185 Some of the Samad period 
tombs were built against the Hafit ones, using stones 
from the Hafit tombs in their construction.1186 

Secondary uses in the Umm an-Nar and Wadi Suq 
periods as well as in the Iron Age were identified with-
in these tombs. Here Umm an-Nar period (e.g., Tomb 
TW0756, Fig. 60f ) and Iron Age (Tomb 1068, Fig. 60fg) 
pottery sherds as well as Wadi Suq period (e.g., Tomb 
TW0494, Fig. 60c–d), Iron Age (e.g., Tomb TW0500, 
Fig. 60e) and undiagnostic (e.g., Tomb TW1081, Tomb 
TW1160, Fig. 60h) soft-stone vessel fragments were 
found.1187 As soft-stone vessels are known in Eastern Ara-
bia only from the Umm an-Nar period onwards, even the 
undiagnostic soft-stone fragments are a clear sign of re-
use. An example of a secondary burial with an Iron Age II 
date was recorded in the heavily deteriorated Hafit peri-
od Tomb TW0267. The tombs were severely disturbed, 
but five ring walls with a diameter of 8 m could be identi-
fied. Inside the tomb, in a small chamber measuring 1 m 
in diameter, fragments of bone, two copper alloy arrow-
heads (Fig. 60a) and a stamp seal (Fig. 60b) were found. 
The seal depicts a stylised ostrich.

1185   Korn et al. 2004: 66–74; Schreiber – Häser 2004.
1186   Schreiber – Häser 2004: 324.
1187   Schreiber – Häser 2004: 321.

Fig. 59: Chronological timeframe of reused tombs in the Ja’alan (adapted from Al-Jahwari 2013: fig. 6–8, 14–15).

4.2.9   Dhank

4.2.9.1   Shokour

The Umm an-Nar period tombs at Shokour, located 
within a residential neighbourhood of Dhank, were in-
tensively surveyed by the SoBo project.1188 Surface col-
lections at the Umm an-Nar period tombs and in the 
surrounding area provided, besides material from its 
original use, Iron Age pottery sherds, copper arrowheads, 
soft-stone vessel fragments, a carnelian pendant and oth-
er pieces of personal adornment together with Islamic 
pottery sherds (Fig. 61).

1188   Williams – Gregoricka 2013: 137.
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Fig. 60: Chronological timeframes of reused tombs at Wadi Tiwi (adapted from Korn et al. 2004: pl. 9, Schreiber – 
Häser 2004: fig. 3–7).

Fig. 61: Chronological timeframe of reused tomb at Shokour (adapted from Williams – Gregoricka 2013: (fig. 7)



5   Modalities of reused tombs in Eastern Arabia

Within this chapter, the nature of the reuse of tombs in 
Eastern Arabia with the data presented in the previous 
chapter will be studied considering firstly its different 
modalities. These are the types of tombs reused (chapter 
5.1.1), the temporal perspective of their reuse (chapter 
5.1.2), the spatial distribution of the tombs reused within 
Eastern Arabia (chapter 5.1.3) and, in the case of reuse as 
tombs, who was buried (chapter 5.1.4). This can be seen 
as a study of the use-life of the tombs, a concept devel-
oped by processual archaeologists. It focuses on changes 
of the morphological or functional characteristics of an 
artefact or building through its life in a chaîne opératoire 
manner.1189 One of the main aims of this approach was to 
explain the formation of the archaeological record.1190 In 
addition, the relationships between people and objects 
are examined mainly with the idea to account for chang-
es in technology or artefact form.1191 In fact, the physical 
state of the objects often corresponds to a particular use 
and thus provides valuable insights.1192 The archaeologi-
cal data will be analysed in this chapter in terms of phys-
ical changes that are visible within the tombs over time.

5.1	 Modalities of reuse

The presentation of the archaeological evidence for re-
used tombs in Eastern Arabia in chapter 4 clearly demon-
strates that the funeral landscape of the region was a 
complex mosaic of tombs reused in different time peri-
ods. For the following analyses, information from 969 
excavated and published tombs were used. These include 
144 tombs built in the Hafit period, 63 from the Umm 
an-Nar period, 244 from the Wadi Suq period, seven 
from the Late Bronze Age, 184 from the Iron Age and 
293 tombs from the Samad period or PIR. In addition, 
41 tombs are incorporated whose date of construction 

1189   Gosden – Marshall 1999: 169.
1190   Schiffer 1996.
1191   Joy 2009: 542.
1192   Kopytoff 1986: 67.

could not be determined. For 934 of the analysed tombs, 
information is available on whether reuse happened or 
not. Out of those, 145 show signs of reuse (Fig. 62). This 
demonstrates that reuse was common in Eastern Arabia, 
in this extent a rather unique phenomenon compared to 
other regions of Western Asia,1193 especially when bear-
ing in mind that the number of overlooked cases is pre-
sumably quite high, as reuse is often omitted from pub-
lications.

Fig. 62: Proportion of tombs reused among all excavated 
tombs studied.

The following analyses are, amongst other things, to 
test the hypothesis that tombs were, in the majority, not 
reused as “a simple solution for a cheap funeral without 
construction work” as sometimes assumed.1194 If that was 
the case, one could expect that those tombs that were 
predominantly reused were similar to the constructions 
of their own funerary customs and poorer burials would 
be dominant in the instances of reuse.1195 The quality and 
quantity of the evidence presented in chapter 4, however, 

1193   For example, Döpper 2021c.
1194   Böhme 2012a: 91.
1195   Williams 1997: 24.
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suggests that labour saving and other practical reasons for 
reuse did not prevail.

5.1.1	 Types of tombs reused

In a first step, this analysis will look at what types of 
tombs were reused. Out of the 145 reused tombs, 35 date 
to the Hafit period, 25 to the Umm an-Nar period, 59 
to the Wadi Suq period, three to the Late Bronze Age, 
16 to the Iron Age and seven to the Samad or PIR. The 
remaining two are of an unknown date (Fig. 63). If these 
figures are put in relation to the total number of excava-
ted and published tombs of each period, the proportion 
of reused tombs is comparable. 25.7 % of all Hafit peri-
od tombs, 34.9 % of all Umm an-Nar period tombs, 23.8 
% of all Wadi Suq period tombs and 42.9 % of all Late 
Bronze Age tombs show indications of reuse, whereby 
the high number for the Late Bronze Age must be seen 
against how only seven tombs of this period were avai-
lable for this analysis. Iron Age and Samad/PIR tombs 
were reused less frequently. Only 8.7 % of all Iron Age 
and 2.4 % of all Samad period tombs present evidence 
for reuse. Concerning these numbers, one must bear in 
mind that younger tombs had less time to be reused than 
older ones. Thus, even though we can see a preference 
of monuments of specific time periods in the data, this 
does not necessarily reflect a particular connection of the 
people who reused the tombs with the time period of the 
initial construction of the tomb. It is improbable that the 
people were able to attribute the tombs to a specific pe-
riod such as the Umm an-Nar. Rather, all of them were 
conceptualised by the people reusing them as ancient pla-
ces built before living memory.1196 

Fig. 63: Types of tombs reused.

The most obvious explanation for the difference be-
tween tombs from the third and second millennia BC, 
where about one quarter of them are reused, and the 
first millennia BC and AD, would be the visibility of 
the tombs. Third millennium tombs are above-ground 

1196  Williams 1997: 14.

stone constructions that can be seen from afar even in a 
collapsed state, in which most of the tombs were at the 
time of their reuse (chapters 3.1 and 3.2, Fig. 63 and Tab. 
2). Tombs of the first millennia BC and AD are, on the 
contrary, largely below ground (chapters 3.4 and 3.5). 
For the second millennium BC, the picture is more com-
plex as a variety of tomb types exist (chapter 3.3). From 
the reused tombs of the Wadi Suq period, only 16.9 % 
are above ground. Most of them are single, subterra-
nean cists. Overall, 58.5 % of all reused tombs are above 
ground and 41.5 % below, demonstrating that visibility 
played a role, but cannot be the only, or maybe not even 
the primary, reason to choose a tomb for reuse.

Fig. 64: Types of tombs reused (above/below ground).

Another factor that differentiates the tombs is wheth-
er they are individual or collective (Tab. 2 and Fig. 65). 
Hafit tombs were here grouped with individual tombs 
as they were meant for only a few inhumations (chapter 
3.1). Thus, all Hafit period and Samad/PIR tombs are 
here classified as individual, white all Umm an-Nar period 
tombs are collective (chapter 3.2). In the Wadi Suq period, 
Late Bronze and Iron Ages, both collective and individual 
tombs exist. With 72.2 % of all reused tombs, individual 

Fig. 65: Types of tombs reused (individual/a few/
collective).
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Tomb Period Collective/Individual Above/Below Ground

Adam 1002 Wadi Suq individual below

Adam 1003 Wadi Suq individual below

Adam 1006 Wadi Suq individual below

Adam 1015 Wadi Suq individual below

Adam 1016 Wadi Suq individual below

Adam 1017 Wadi Suq individual below

Adam 1024 Wadi Suq individual below

Adam 2001 Wadi Suq individual above

Adam 2004 Hafit a few individuals above

Adam 2005 Wadi Suq individual below

Adam 2006 Wadi Suq individual below

Adam 996 Wadi Suq individual below

Ajman A Umm an-Nar collective above

Al-Ayn 07 Hafit a few individuals above

Amlah 1 Umm an-Nar collective above

Asimah As100 Umm an-Nar collective above

Asimah As16 Umm an-Nar collective above

Asimah As21 Umm an-Nar collective above

Asimah As15 Umm an-Nar collective above

Bat 110 Umm an-Nar collective above

Bat 112 Umm an-Nar collective above

Bat 154 Umm an-Nar collective above

Bat 155 Umm an-Nar collective above

Bat 156 Umm an-Nar collective above

Bat 301 Umm an-Nar collective above

Bat 601 Hafit a few individuals above

Bat 603 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Buhais BHS1 Wadi Suq collective above

Jebel Buhais BHS2 Wadi Suq individual below

Jebel Buhais BHS3 Wadi Suq individual below

Jebel Buhais BHS8 Wadi Suq collective below

Jebel Buhais BHS12 Wadi Suq collective below

Jebel Buhais BHS19 Wadi Suq individual below

Jebel Buhais BHS20 Wadi Suq individual below

Jebel Buhais BHS37 Wadi Suq collective below

Jebel Buhais BHS61 Wadi Suq collective below

Jebel Buhais BHS66 Wadi Suq collective below

Jebel Buhais BHS71 Umm an-Nar collective above

Bidya-1 Wadi Suq collective below

Bisya Umm an-Nar collective above

Bitnah 4 Late Bronze Age collective below

Dhayah Dh1 Wadi Suq collective above

Dhayah Dh3 Wadi Suq collective above

Ghalilah Gh2 Wadi Suq collective above

Jebel Hafit 1031 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit 1033 Hafit a few individuals above
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Tomb Period Collective/Individual Above/Below Ground

Jebel Hafit 1034 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit 1037 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit 1043 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit 1045 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit 1049 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit 1051 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit 1053 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit 1303 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit 1310 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit 1311 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit 1312 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit Cairn 2 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Hafit Cairn A (36) Hafit a few individuals above

Hili 1059 Umm an-Nar collective above

Hili A North Umm an-Nar collective above

Hili B Umm an-Nar collective above

Hili H Umm an-Nar collective above

Jebel Buhais BHS10 Iron Age collective above

Jebel Buhais BHS27 Iron Age collective above

Jebel Buhais BHS46 Iron Age individual below

Jebel Buhais BHS64 Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Buhais BHS85 Iron Age collective above

Jebel Emalah I Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Emalah III Hafit a few individuals above

Jebel Emalah IV Hafit a few individuals above

Khubayb rescue excavation Umm an-Nar collective above

Khubayb S007-167 Umm an-Nar collective above

Khubayb S007-169 Umm an-Nar collective above

Khutma S002-001 Umm an-Nar collective above

Maysar M2206 Hafit a few individuals above

Maysar M2710 Iron Age individual (?) below

Maysar M2715 Iron Age individual (?) below

Maysar M2716N Iron Age individual (?) above

Maysar M2717 Iron Age individual above

Maysar M2720 Iron Age individual above

Maysar M51 Hafit a few individuals above

Maysar M803 Iron Age individual (?) above

Mazyad Hafit a few individuals above

Mleiha 4 Samad/PIR individual (?) above

Mleiha 5 Samad/PIR individual (?) above

Qarn al-Harf QaH67 Wadi Suq collective below

Qarn Bint Saud 15 Hafit a few individuals above

Qarn Bint Saud 18 Hafit a few individuals above

Qarn Bint Saud 21 Hafit a few individuals above

Qarn Bint Saud 3 Late Bronze Age collective above

Qumayrah Qa 1-1 Umm an-Nar collective above
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Tomb Period Collective/Individual Above/Below Ground

Qusais A Wadi Suq collective below

Rawdah Mu1 Iron Age individual (?) above

Rawdah Mu2 Iron Age individual (?) above

Salut 1 1 Hafit a few individuals above

Salut 3 1 Hafit a few individuals above

Samad S10103 Iron Age individual (?) above

Samad S101040 Iron Age individual above

Samad S10110 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S10115 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S10608 Samad/PIR individual below

Samad S10666 Samad/PIR individual below

Samad S10681 Samad/PIR individual below

Samad S1073 Samad/PIR individual below

Samad S1074 Wadi Suq individual above

Samad S2009 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2107 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2109 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S21101 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S21105 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S21113 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S21114 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2114 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2116 Iron Age individual (?) below

Samad S2123 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2126 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2131 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2135 Late Bronze Age individual below

Samad S2136 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2145 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2154 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2156 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2168 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2180 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2184 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2186 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2200 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2202 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2203 Wadi Suq individual below

Samad S2308 Iron Age (?) below

Samad S3018 Samad/PIR individual below

Selme Umm an-Nar collective above

Sharm Late Bronze Age collective above

Shimal Sh100 Wadi Suq collective above

Shimal Sh102 Wadi Suq collective above

Shimal Sh222 Umm an-Nar collective above

Shimal Sh502 Wadi Suq collective above
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Tab. 2: Types of tombs reused.

tombs clearly dominate in the Wadi Suq period as they do 
in the Late Bronze Age, while 80.0 % of all reused Iron Age 
tombs are collective. In total, there is, with 61.0 % versus 
39.0 %, a slight preference for reusing individual tombs, 
but that is not significant enough to derive any pattern. 

All in all, neither the visibility in terms of their above 
ground or below ground location nor their shape regard-
ing their designation for individual or collective burials 
are decisive in whether a tomb was reused or not.

5.1.1.1	 Case studies: Bat, Adam North and Samad-21 
South

For Eastern Arabia, as well as for other regions in the 
world, it has been suggested that larger and more conspic-
uous graves were deliberately selected for later activities.1197 
While some very large and richly outfitted tombs such as 
the long subterranean collective tomb at Sharm were re-
used, smaller tombs with considerably fewer grave goods 
were targeted as well, sometimes in the same cemetery. 
Further, it has been suggested that different landscape 
settings rather than specific architectural details were 
crucial for making a monument a symbol of community 
and identity.1198 In the following, three case studies of the 
cemeteries at Bat, Adam North and Samad-21 South will 
be presented. They were chosen as examples as at each site 
large numbers of tombs of different periods are attested, 
and several of them were excavated, providing the oppor-
tunity to compare the location within the landscape, and 
the size and inventories of the reused tombs with those of 
the same cemetery that do not show signs of reuse.

At Bat, 19 tombs were excavated by the Danish, Ger-
man and American missions (Fig. 66 and chapter 4.1.27). 
They can be divided roughly into three groups. The first is 
situated in the north of the cemetery and encompasses the 
four Hafit period tombs: 601 (1137 in Frifelt’s number-

1197   Driehaus 1978: 19; Baitinger 1992: 335; Klevnäs 2011: 76–
79; Böhme 2012a: 91.

1198   Williams 1997: 14.

ing), 602 (1138 in Frifelt’s numbering), 603 and 604.1199 
Here, two of the tombs were reused or continuously used 
until the Umm an-Nar and possibly also the Wadi Suq 
period. On the mountain ridge to the north-east of these 
tombs, a double-tomb, Tomb 1139/40 in Frifelt’s number-
ing, is located, most likely of an Iron Age date. No finds 
were made but the construction is, according to Frifelt,1200 
similar to Iron Age tombs in Wadi al-Jizzi. The second 
group is located in the centre of the cemetery and consists 
of six Umm an-Nar period tombs: 110, 112 (1143 in Frife-
lt’s numbering), 132 (1142 in Frifelt’s numbering), 154 
(1144 in Frifelt’s numbering), 155 and 156 as well as of 
the Hafit period Tomb 150. Reuse is attested here for the 
Wadi Suq period, the Iron Age, the Samad period as well 
as for the Sasanian and Islamic periods. Especially with the 
group of three Umm an-Nar period tombs 154, 155 and 
156, reuse occurred at all tombs in all the mentioned peri-
ods except for the Sasanian. The third group is a bit more 
spread out and located to the south of the cemetery. It in-
cludes the Umm an-Nar period tombs 301, 305 and 401, 
the Wadi Suq period tomb at Tower 1156 as well as the 
two Iron Age tombs 402 and 403. No reuse was attested 
here, but it is interesting to note that the Iron Age tombs 
were built in close connection and with direct reference to 
the Umm an-Nar period tomb 401. Generally, the high-
est ratio of reused tombs can be encountered in the cen-
tral group (five out of seven). In the northern group, only 
one out of four tombs were reused and in the southern 
one none. However, as these are all very small numbers it 
can only indicate a tendency for a preference of the centre 
of the necropolis, not a rule. The central group is on the 
lowest spot in the landscape and therefore the least visi-
ble from far afield. Nevertheless, this group includes three 
Umm an-Nar period tombs with white facing stones that 
must have been very impressive in the past and might have 
attracted reuse. 

1199   Tomb numbers are according to Weisgerber, and numbers in 
brackets are according to Frifelt.

1200   Frifelt 1973: 26–27.

Tomb Period Collective/Individual Above/Below Ground

Shimal Sh99 Wadi Suq collective above

Shir Sh1 Umm an-Nar collective above

Shir Sh2 Umm an-Nar collective above

Tawi Silaim 2 Hafit a few individuals above

Tawi Silaim 3 Hafit a few individuals above

Tawi Silaim 4 Hafit a few individuals above

Wa’ab 4 Wadi Suq collective below

Wadi Suq Grave 1125 Wadi Suq individual below

Wadi Suq Grave 1126 Wadi Suq individual below
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Fig. 66: Investigated tombs at the necropolis of Bat. Locations of Tombs 1139/40, 305 and 930 are only 
approximate. Background map by Frifelt 1989: fig. 10.7.
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On the other hand, the Umm an-Nar period Tomb 
301 in the southern group is also outfitted with white 
facing stones and in a very prominent location on the 
hillslope overlooking the plain. Here, however, no signs 
of reuse were encountered. Generally, there seems to be 
no significant difference in reusing the smaller Hafit pe-
riod tombs (two out of six) or the larger Umm an-Nar 
period tombs (four out of eight). As Umm an-Nar period 
tombs are also as a rule outfitted with larger quantities of 
grave goods, this seems not to have played a role as well. 
Interestingly, besides the two Iron Age Tombs 402 and 
403 as well as a cluster of Iron Age tombs around the cam-
el tomb (1161 in Frifelt’s numbering) and the Wadi Suq 
period tomb at Tower 1156, most tombs in the necrop-
olis of Bat date to the third millennium BC. Thus, reuse 
occurred in a context where (nearly) no regular burials 
of this period were positioned at the same location. In 
conclusion, reuse at Bat cemetery affected Hafit as well 
as Umm an-Nar period tombs with or without white 
facing stones, indicating that the outer appearance of the 
tomb could not have been the prime factor for choosing 
a specific tomb for reuse. The visibility of the location 
was also not the deciding factor as most reused tombs are 
situated in the plain close to other reused and not-reused 
tombs. The prominent group of the Umm an-Nar period 
tombs 154, 155 and 156 was reused in multiple periods, 
but one must point out that these tombs are also among 
the most thoroughly investigated ones in the necropolis.

At Adam North, a total of 36 tombs were excavated 
(Fig. 67 and chapter 4.1.32.1).1201 Most of them belong 
to the Wadi Suq period, but there are also three Umm 
an-Nar and one Iron Age tombs. Eight tombs show in-
dications of reuse in the Samad period. All of them were 
constructed during the Wadi Suq period. The Wadi Suq 
period tombs at Adam North can be divided into three 
different types. Group one consists of simple stone-lined 
graves with of an oval subterranean chamber lined with 
stones.1202 The chambers are on average 1 m wide, 1.5 to 
2.0 m long and 0.6 to 1.0 m deep. Cist chambers with 
tumuli and ring walls exist in two variants. The first, 
group two, is very similar to the simple stone-lined graves 
with the only difference that a ring wall is located at a 
close distance to the chamber. 1203 They have only small 
tumuli with a maximum diameter of 3 m. The second 
type, group three, is larger and its chamber is only par-
tially subterranean.1204 The ring wall can reach diameters 
of up to 5 m. Large, oval or circular tombs with rectan-
gular chambers and concentric walls represent the third 
type.1205 The chamber is above-ground, about 1 m wide 

1201   Gernez – Giraud 2015.
1202   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 115.
1203   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 115.
1204   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 115.
1205   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 115–116.

and 1.4 to 2.0 m long. Two or more concentric walls sur-
round the chamber with a diameter of 6 to 6.5 m. Reuse 
in the Samad period clearly falls mostly in group three, 
the cist chambered tombs with a tumulus and ring wall. 
Only one tomb of the first group, the simple stone-lined 
graves, was reused.1206 This is especially interesting when 
recalling that this type is the most common one in the 
excavated part of Adam North. Thus, larger and more 
visible tombs of the Wadi Suq period were chosen more 
frequently for reuse during the Samad period. 

However, the likely more prominent and just as large 
Umm an-Nar period tombs do not show any signs of re-
use, even though they are the direct neighbours to reused 
tombs. Thus, visibility and size does not seem to be the 
only criteria for choosing a tomb in the Samad period. 
Concerning the spatial distribution, the north-western 
part of the excavated area seems to have been targeted 
more in the Samad period than the rest. None of the 
Wadi Suq period tombs of the second type along the foot 
of the hill in the east (Tombs 1012–1014, 1023, 1036 
and 1038–1039) show signs of reuse. Interestingly, no 
regular tombs of the Samad period were found at Adam 
North.

Ninety-one tombs in total were investigated at 
the cemetery of Samad-21 South (Fig. 68 and chapter 
4.1.34.4).1207 Most of the tombs are of a Wadi Suq period 
date, but Samad period tombs exist as well. The largest 
Wadi Suq period tombs that are surrounded by one or 
several ring walls on the surface are Tombs S2174, S2187, 
S2192, S21108 and S21110. The external diameter of 
those ring walls ranges between 4.5 and 8.8 m. Tombs 
S2192, S21108 and S21110 also occupy the highest point 
of the cemetery and therefore were the most visible. Re-
use of Wadi Suq period tombs in the Iron Age as well as 
in the Samad period was predominantly recorded for the 
normal, small subterranean cist-tombs (Tombs S2126, 
S2131, S2136, S2145, S2154, S2156, S2168, S2180, 
S2184, S2186, S21101, S21105, S21113 and S21114), 
which are on average 2.5 m in length and 1.2 m in width. 
The Samad period tombs feature similar dimensions than 
the smaller Wadi Suq period tombs at the site. The distri-
bution clearly shows that it was not the most visible and 
largest tombs were targeted for reuse, both in the Iron 
Age and the Samad period, but the normal ones. Those 
tombs with indications for later reuse were also not par-
ticularly richly outfitted – at least from what was visible 
at the point of excavation. Only Tomb S2184 had more 
grave goods than the average tomb, including eight pot-
tery vessels, 52 beads and a seal.1208 Thus, as far it can be 
told, it does not seem to be that more conspicuous graves 
were deliberately targeted at the cemetery of Samad-21 

1206   Gernez – Giraud 2015: 117.
1207   Yule 2001: 291–336.
1208   Yule 2001: 322–323.



5   Modalities of reused tombs in Eastern Arabia 123                           

Fig. 67: Investigated tombs at Adam North. Background map by Gernez – Giraud 2015: 114 fig. 9a.
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South. Only the spatial distribution of the reused tombs 
provides a pattern, albite nor a very distinct one (Fig. 68). 
All tombs that were reused in the Iron Age are found on 
the hill or half way up the slope, while all tombs reused 
in the Samad period are located on the lowest part of the 
excavations. Here, the regular Samad period tombs are 
also to be found. This demonstrates that, in the Samad 
period, tombs were reused in locations where new tombs 
were interred as well. As there is no tomb that was con-
structed in this cemetery during the Iron Age, nothing 
can be inferred about the location of regular Iron Age 
tombs at the site.

In conclusion, all three investigated cemeteries do not 
reveal any clear pattern within the reused tombs. Neither 
the most prominent locations, nor the most visible nor 
largest tombs are significantly more frequently targeted 
than others, although in Adam North there seems to be a 
preference for a specific type of Wadi Suq period tombs. 
What can be seen is a spatial distribution of the reused 
tombs. They are normally concentrated on a specific part 
of the cemetery and grouped together. In Bat, reused 

tombs group around the centre. In Adam North they 
group around the western part of the excavated area, and 
in Samad-21 South they group on the lower part of the 
slope during the Samad period and on the upper part of 
the slope during the Iron Age. All these cemeteries are 
relatively large and have a long lifespan. Thus, the events 
of reuse are not likely to specifically target the history of 
the people using the cemetery, for example to mark a dis-
continuity of descent lines or affinal relations like mar-
riage ties (chapter 2.2.3).1209

5.1.2	 Temporal perspectives of reuse

As a second step, it is investigated here when the tombs 
were reused. Of the 177 cases of reused tombs in Eastern 
Arabia that form the basis of this study, the majority oc-
curred during the Iron Age and Samad period/PIR (Fig. 
69). Together they account for 121 cases. Only 13 tombs 

1209   Van Haperen 2017: 21.

Fig. 68: Investigated tombs at Samad 21 South. Background map by Yule 2001: Taf. 603.
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were reused in the Wadi Suq period, ten in the Late Bronze 
Age, nine in the Sasanian, eight in the Islamic and five in 
the Umm an-Nar period. As these numbers could be in-
fluenced by the total amount of burials that were excavat-
ed for each period, those two sets of numbers were put in 
relation to each other. We see that only 5.1 % of all Wadi 
Suq period activities at tombs were reuse and only 7.4 % 
of all Umm an-Nar period activities were (Fig. 70).1210 
In contrast, 22.7 % of all Iron Age activities at tombs we 
know are reuses of older burial structures and 18.6 % of 
Samad/PIR activities are. Due to their low total number, 
the Late Bronze Age does not provide meaningful data. 
In conclusion, although the numbers differ slightly from 
the total number of reused tombs in each period (Fig. 69), 
the general trend is the same: reuse occurred more often 
in the Iron Age and Samad period/PIR than in all others. 
Thus, one can conclude, that reuse is customary to those 
two periods1211 and can be seen as part of the regular burial 
practice. This leads to the question, why is the past seem-
ingly more important in some periods, but not in others?

Fig. 69: Temporal distribution of reuse.

Fig. 70: Temporal distribution of reuse in relation to the 
total number of excavated tombs of each period.

1210   Sassanian period reuse was not considered as almost no regular 
Sassanian tombs have been excavated so far in Eastern Arabia. 
Islamic period reuse was also not included as the regular burial 
custom of this period is beyond the scope of this study.

1211   See Lombard 1985: 167 for the Iron Age.

5.1.3	 Spatial perspectives of reuse

Within this chapter, the spatial distribution of reused 
tombs compared to those that were not reused will be in-
vestigated. At first glance, no differences are visible (Fig. 
71). Reuse occurs in the whole area under investigation 
from the northern tip of Musandam to eastern Oman. 
The only exception might be the area around the mod-
ern city of Muscat, where no reuse could be identified at 
the sites of Al-Baruni, Amqat, Bawshar, Bustan and Yiti. 
However, as there were only 22 tombs excavated in total, 
this might also be related to the amount of archaeological 
research conducted in this region rather than expressing 
reality. Therefore, ideas that the lack of reuse in a region 
might reflect a higher level of continuity in traditions as 
suggested for other regions in the world1212 does not ap-
ply here. Likewise, there is no concentration of reuse in 
areas that played a higher social, religious or economic 
significance in the respective time period as could for ex-
ample be demonstrated for the reuse of megalithic tombs 
in Europe.1213 

The spatial distribution further reveals that the num-
ber of tombs’ reuse in a given cemetery varies considera-
bly (Tab. 3). There are cemeteries where all tombs are re-
used, those where none are reused and almost everything 
in between. This variety is present all over the region. 
The general picture remains the same if only sites with 
ten or more excavated tombs are considered, speaking in 
favour of the validity of the data.

Breaking down the spatial distribution of reused 
tombs in Eastern Arabia by time period in which the 
reuse occurred, reuse is still spread all over the research 
area in those periods for which enough data is available 
(Fig. 72–Fig. 77). During the Umm an-Nar period, reuse 
is only evidenced at sites where tombs built during that 
period were present as well, while in all other periods re-
use also occurs at sites without original construction of 
tombs in the same period. This is especially true for the 
Iron Age and Samad period/PIR. Sasanian burials have 
so far been only identified as reuses. The data from the 
Late Bronze Age is biased, as too little is known about 
its burial practice to securely date tombs into this peri-
od based on architecture alone. In conclusion, reuse of 
tombs is a frequent phenomenon that appears in all re-
gions in Eastern Arabia without spatial clusters.

5.1.4	 Who reused the tombs?

5.1.4.1	 Reuse of tombs as burial places

For approaching the question of who reused the tombs, 
firstly those tombs will be considered where reuse hap-

1212   Williams 1997: 19.
1213   Vejby 2012: 209–218; Vejby 2015.
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Fig. 71: Spatial distribution of reused tombs in Eastern Arabia.

Site Tombs 
 excavated

Tombs
Reused

Tombs
not reused

Amqat 5 0 0 % 5 100 %

Bawshar 84 0 0 % 84 100 %

Bustan 7 0 0 % 7 100 %

Fashgah 3 0 0 % 3 100 %

Jebel Faya 3 0 0 % 3 100 %

Maysar-3 4 0 0 % 4 100 %

Naslah 3 0 0 % 3 100 %

Samad-26 16 0 0 % 16 100 %

Umm an-Nar Island 7 0 0 % 7 100 %

Al-Qusais 134 1 0.7 % 133 99.3 %

Samad-30 28 1 3.6 % 27 96.4 %

Mazyad 19 1 5.3 % 18 94.7 %

Samad-10 112 10 8.9 % 102 91.1 %

Samad-23 10 1 10.0 % 9 90.0 %

Samad-20 17 2 11.8 % 15 88.2 %

Mleiha 13 2 15.4 % 11 84.6 %
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Tab. 3: Percentage of reused tombs for each site. Sites with only one 
or two excavated tombs are not listed.

Site Tombs 
 excavated

Tombs
Reused

Tombs
not reused

Wadi Suq 13 2 15.4 % 11 84.6 %

Samad-21 South 91 14 15.4 % 77 84.6 %

Jebel Hafit 86 15 17.4 % 71 82.6 %

Jebel Salut 10 2 20.0 % 8 80.0 %

Hili 14 3 21.4 % 11 78.6 %

Adam North 36 8 22.2 % 28 77.8 %

Asimah 27 6 22.2 % 21 77.8 %

Samad-21 North 22 5 22.7 % 17 77.3 %

Bidya 4 1 25.0 % 3 75.0 %

Bitnah 4 1 25.0 % 3 75.0 %

Ghalilah 4 1 25.0 % 3 75.0 %

Maysar-22 4 1 25.0 % 3 75.0 %

Wa’ab 4 1 25.0 % 3 75.0 %

Shimal 17 5 29.4 % 12 70.6 %

Al-Khubayb 9 3 33.3 % 6 66.7 %

Maysar-27 12 4 33.3 % 8 66.7 %

Maysar-8 3 1 33.3 % 2 66.7 %

Dhayah 5 2 40.0 % 3 60.0 %

Bat 19 8 42.1 % 11 57.9 %

Adam South 8 4 50.0 % 4 50.0 %

Samad-22 4 2 50.0 % 2 50,0 %

Jebel Buhais 30 17 56.7 % 13 43.3 %

Shir/Jaylah 3 2 66.7 % 1 33.3 %

Tawi Silaim 4 3 75.0 % 1 25.0 %

Jebel al-Emalah 3 3 100 % 0 0 %
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Fig. 72: Spatial distribution of reused tombs during the Umm an-Nar period.

Fig. 73: Spatial distribution of reused tombs during the Wadi Suq period.
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Fig. 75: Spatial distribution of reused tombs during the Iron Age.

Fig. 74: Spatial distribution of reused tombs during the Late Bronze Age.
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Fig. 77: Spatial distribution of reused tombs during the Sasanian period.

Fig. 76: Spatial distribution of reused tombs during the Samad/PIR.
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pened as a new burial inside the older structure as this 
provides some clues about the agents involved that are 
missing in other types of reuse. The reuse burials in old-
er monuments will be compared with the regular burial 
practice of that period.

It is generally assumed that special treatment of the 
dead, such as being placed in an older grave structure, re-
lates to special characteristics of the deceased including 
age, gender, sex, occupation, social status or membership 
of a religious community. The manner of death can also 
play a crucial role.1214 Some suggest that people buried 
in older monuments were not allowed into regular cem-
eteries.1215 However, one has to be careful not to regard 
burials in older structures per se as deviant burials as 
there might very well be more than one norm for bury-
ing people.1216 When we look at those tombs in Eastern 
Arabia that were reused for burial evidenced either by the 
presence of human remains associated with later grave 
goods or architectural changes to incorporate a new bur-
ial (Tab. 4), the Samad period/PIR clearly dominates. 
Iron Age and Sasanian reuse burials occur less frequently. 
Only one reuse burial each is attested for the Wadi Suq 
period and the Late Bronze Age, and none for the Umm 
an-Nar and Islamic period. This might be biased because 
only those occasions where human bones could be clear-
ly associated with a later reuse were considered burials 
giving preference to the latest inhumation. When the 
human remains of all periods present at the tomb were 
mixed, as for instance often encountered at Wadi Suq pe-
riod collective tombs, they are excluded. However, those 
occasions as far as we can tell from the objects found in 
the tomb only result in higher numbers of Iron Age bur-
ials and do not explain why Umm an-Nar, Wadi Suq and 
Late Bronze Age burials do not occur as reuse burials.

Most burials in older tombs of any period are single 
inhumations. Nevertheless, at Jebel Buhais BHS66 hu-
man remains of eight individuals were encountered as re-
use burials, five at Bidiya-1, three at Jebel Salut 3 Grave 1 
and two each at Adam North Tomb 1015, Adam North 
Tomb 1016, Samad S2135 and possibly Ghalilah Gh2. 
At Bitnah Tomb 4 an unspecified number of individu-
als were buried reusing the tomb. Tomb A at Al-Qusais 
had two subsidiary graves with one individual each and 
Tomb M803 at Maysar had two individual reuse burials 
placed separately between the inner and outer row of 
the original tomb. In these cases, it is unclear whether all 
individuals were buried simultaneously or over a longer 
period of time. Compared to the regular burial customs 
of the periods concerned, the dominance of single burials 
in the reused tombs fits well with the normal funerary 

1214   Neugebauer 1994: 117; Williams 1997: 17–18; Veit 2013: 
12.

1215   Roymans 1995: 16.
1216   Aspöck 2015b.

practice. During the Wadi Suq period and Late Bronze 
Age (chapter 3.3) as well as the Iron Age (chapter 3.4), 
single and collective burials co-occur, while in the Sam-
ad period and PIR (chapter 3.5) single inhumations are 
common. For the Sasanian (chapter 3.6) we lack data, 
but generally single inhumations also seem to be the 
norm here. The only reuse burial out of the norm is the 
deposit of an infant in a pottery urn at Ajman (chapter 
4.1.10). No such burials are known from regular Wadi 
Suq period cemeteries.

Regarding the grave goods (Tab. 4), there is also no 
discrepancy between the regular burials and those in 
reused tombs. They all feature more or less the same 
amount of what is common and the same type of ob-
jects made of the same materials (chapter 3). The Wadi 
Suq period reuse burial is outfitted with pottery vessels, 
and the Late Bronze Age burial with a copper alloy ar-
rowhead. Grave goods of the Iron Age reuse burials are 
pottery and soft-stone vessels, a soft-stone whetstone, 
seashells, shell buttons, decorated bone plates and cop-
per alloy objects including daggers, swords, arrowheads, 
bracelets, rings, bowls and hooks. A special find is a silver 
headband from Al-Qusais Tomb A. Reuse burials from 
the PIR feature pottery vessels, beads often made of glass 
or frit, pendants, spindle whorls, iron daggers, swords, ar-
rowheads and rivets, copper alloy and silver rings as well 
as silver and gold earrings. Samad reuse burials display a 
similar set of grave goods. These are pottery and stone 
vessels, ground stone tools, beads, pendants, shell rings, 
bone hilt/pulleys, spindle whorls, clay weights, iron 
spearheads, arrowheads and daggers as well as copper al-
loy bowls, rivets and needles. Sasanian reuse burials were 
mainly identified by radiocarbon dates as their grave 
goods are not always distinguishable from the Samad/
PIR. They yielded iron spear/lanceheads, pikes, swords, 
arrowheads and bracelets, copper alloy arrowheads, pot-
tery vessels, seashells, beads and in one case a spherical 
stamp seal.

Anthropological identification of the age and sex of 
the skeletons is rarely indicated in the literature, as is the 
orientation of the body within the tomb. If so, it gener-
ally fits well to what is known from original burials of 
the same period (chapter 3 and Tab. 4). The reuse buri-
al from the Wadi Suq belongs to an infant, and the one 
from the Late Bronze Age to a child. The Iron Age re-
use burials include individuals of both sexes and adults 
as well as children. One child was found associated with 
a female individual, likely its mother, the other by itself. 
In the few incidences where the position of the body was 
preserved and recorded, the skeletons were lying on their 
side in a flexed position, in two occasions with the head 
facing west. If information is available, the PIR skeletons 
were found outstretched on their back. The Samad pe-
riod reuse burials include male and female individuals 
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Tomb Date of 
Reuse # Individuals Position of the 

Body Grave Goods Changes to  
Architecture

14C Date

Ajman Wadi Suq 1 infant – large urn, pottery vessels pit outside the ring 
wall

–

Wadi Suq Tomb 
1126

Late Bronze 
Age

1 child – copper alloy arrowhead – –

Al-Qusais Tomb A Iron Age Grave II: 1 indi-
vidual; Grave III: 1 
individual

Grave II: flexed po-
sition, hands below 
skull; Grave III: 
flexed position

Grave II: 2 copper alloy dag-
gers, 35 copper alloy arrow-
heads, silver headband; Grave 
III: copper alloy dagger, 7 
copper alloy arrowheads

Grave II: subsidiary 
grave; Grave III: pit 
covered by farush 
slab

 

Jebel al-Emalah 
Tomb III

Iron Age – – copper alloy bracelet rectangular subsidi-
ary grave

–

Jebel Buhais BHS1 Iron Age 1 small child – unspecified subsidiary grave –

Jebel Buhais 
BHS12

Iron Age – – – subsidiary grave –

Jebel Buhais BHS2 Iron Age – – unspecified subsidiary grave –

Jebel Buhais BHS3 Iron Age human bones not in anatomical 
order

pottery sherds, pottery bowl, 
large pottery jar 

– –

Jebel Buhais 
BHS61

Iron Age human bones not in anatomical 
order

pottery sherds, two heavy 
copper alloy rings or anklets

– –

Jebel Buhais 
BHS64

Iron Age 1 adult male flexed, facing west 12 copper alloy arrowheads, 2 
copper alloy rings, soft-stone 
whetstone

– –

Jebel Buhais 
BHS66

Iron Age 1 adult female, 1 
child, 1 female?, 5 
individuals

adult female flexed 
on left side, accom-
panied by child 
burial

2 copper alloy anklets – –

Jebel Buhais 
BHS67

Iron Age – – – subsidiary graves –

Jebel Buhais 
BHS71

Iron Age – – – subsidiary grave –

Jebel Buhais BHS8 Iron Age human bones not in anatomical 
order

arrowheads, soft-stone vessels – –

Jebel Hafit Tomb 
1049

Iron Age 1 adult side, head towards 
east

2 copper alloy bowls, soft-
stone bowl, copper alloy 
sword, copper alloy hook, 
polished shell button

breaking through 
corbelled roof/mak-
ing shaft through 
upper ring wall

–

Maysar M803 Iron Age 1 adult flexed, left side, head 
facing west

decorated bone plate, pottery 
sherds, seashell

placed between 
inner and outer row 
of stones

–

Asimah As11 PIR human bones – animal bones stone covered pit  

Asimah As21 PIR human bones – shell objects, pottery sherd, 
iron dagger

subterranean pit, 
supporting wall 
added

–

Bidya-1 PIR 5 – iron swords, iron arrowheads, 
metal pin, rivets, pottery 
vessels, beads, pendants, spin-
dle whorl 

– –

Bitnah Tomb 4 PIR “further skeletons” one outstretched Iron arrowheads, glass for 
frit beads, copper alloy rings, 
fragments of glass vessel, blade 
fragment (not clearly associat-
ed with skeletons)

pit for last inhu-
mation

–

Ghalilah Gh2 PIR [2] [outstretched on 
back]

– [removal of stone 
floor pavement]

–

Jebel Buhais Tomb 
BHS85

PIR 1 adult – socketed iron spearhead – –

Wa’ab 4 PIR 1 female – pottery jar, bead (?) – –

Asimah As8 PIR/Sasa-
nian

human bones – (glazed) pottery sherds, glass 
beads, stone beads, copper 
alloy and silver ring, silver 
earring

superimposes older 
tumulus

–
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Tomb Date of 
Reuse # Individuals Position of the 

Body Grave Goods Changes to  
Architecture

14C Date

Adam North Tomb 
1002

Samad 1 subadult, 12–18 
years

flexed, right side, 
head facing west

iron awl, iron rod, gold ear-
ring, stone mortar and pestle, 
shell, 2 copper alloy bowls, 
beads, copper alloy fragments

– –

Adam North Tomb 
1015

Samad 1 adult flexed position, 
right side, head 
facing east

3 pottery sherds, hammer 
stone, 11 riveted copper alloy 
plates, iron spearhead, iron 
arrowhead, shell ring

– –

Adam North Tomb 
1016

Samad 2 adults – iron fragments, iron plate burial just outside 
the original tomb

–

Adam North Tomb 
1024

Samad 2 adults, one 25 
years

flexed, right side, 
head facing west/
north

18 iron arrowheads, clay 
weight, copper allow bowl, 
iron spearhead

– –

Adam North Tomb 
996

Samad 1 subadult, 7–12 
years

flexed, right side, 
head facing north

unclear – –

Adam South Tomb 
2001

Samad human bones – iron arrowheads – –

Adam South Tomb 
2004

Samad human bones – iron arrowheads, coper alloy 
plates with rivets

– –

Al-Khutma S002-
001

Samad 1 subadult flexed, facing south, 
hands near chest

18 beads made of soft-stone, 
jade, quartz and hematite

– AD 255–410

Al-Khubayb Rescue 
Excavation

Samad 2+ individuals, 1 
below 20 years

– base of stone vessel, rim of 
glass vessel, seashell, copper 
alloy and iron plates with 
rivets, iron arrowheads

– –

Al-Rawdah Mu1 Samad 1 male, 30–40 years – beads, pendant, 10 copper 
alloy rings, stone vessel, iron 
pin

– –

Al-Rawdah Mu2 Samad 1 adult – 2 arrowheads, 3 rings, bones 
of sheep/goat

– –

Bat Tomb 155 Samad 1 female (?), 18–25 
years

flexed at least 5 iron arrowheads, 
rivet

pit, removal of 
stone floor pave-
ment

–

Bat Tomb 156 Samad 1 male (?) flexed 6 iron arrowheads, five metal 
rivets, iron blade (dagger?), 
stone beads

in collapsed parts of 
ring wall

–

Jebel Salut 3 Grave 
1

Samad 1 adult female, 1 
individual above 
25 years, remains 
of one further indi-
vidual

flexed 2 copper alloy plates with riv-
ets, biconical carnelian bead, 
iron spearhead

– –

Maysar M2716N Samad – – pottery sherds, iron wire subsidiary grave  

Maysar M2717 Samad adult human bones not in anatomical 
order

pottery sherds, 19 iron arrow-
heads

subsidiary graves –

Maysar M2720 Samad 1 male, 20–40 years – 29 iron and copper alloy 
arrowheads, 2 fragments of a 
dagger, whetstone, shell spin-
dle whorl, pottery, 104 beads

subsidiary grave –

Maysar M803 Samad Nachbestattung 2: 
1 male, above 20 
years; Nachbestat-
tung 3: 1 individual 
above 20 years

flexed, right side Nachbestattung 2: pottery 
sherds, copper alloy needle, 
4 beads, 4 shells, soft-stone 
vessel; Nachbestattung 3: 
pottery, mother of pearl ring, 
4 spindle whorls, 16 beads

placed between 
inner and outer row 
of stones

–

Samad S10103 Samad human bones – pottery sherd, spindle whorl – AD 96–350

Samad S101040 Samad 1 adult flexed, right side, 
head facing south

pottery sherds pit in the wall of the 
tomb

–

Samad S10608 Samad 1 child – 82 beads – –

Samad S10666 Samad 1 female, 20–40 
years

flexed, right side 4 shell beads – –
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Tab. 4: Details of burials in reused tombs. The data for this table derives from chapter 4.1.

Tomb Date of 
Reuse # Individuals Position of the 

Body Grave Goods Changes to  
Architecture

14C Date

Samad S10681 Samad 1 female, 30–40 
years

flexed, left side shell with pigments, seashell, 
copper alloy needle, polished, 
partly drilled stone, copper 
alloy fragments

– –

Samad S1073 Samad human bones not in anatomical 
order

biconical carnelian bead, 
agate beads

– –

Samad S2107 Samad 1 adult, 15–20 years flexed, right side, 
head facing south

copper alloy clamps, iron 
arrowheads, iron dagger, 3 
metal rings, stone bead, pot-
tery jar

– AD 734±94

Samad S2135 Samad 1 female, 30–40 
years, 1 male, 20–40 
years

flexed, right side 15 iron arrowheads, iron dag-
ger, copper ally rivets, pottery 
balsamarium, bone hilt/pulley

– AD 853±68

Samad S2136 Samad 1 child left side, head facing 
southeast

pottery jar two cross-walls 
added; pit for burial 
cuts through bot-
tom of tomb

–

Samad S2154 Samad 1 adult, above 20 
years

– copper alloy clamps, iron 
arrowheads, pottery balsamar-
ium, pottery sherds

two cross-walls 
added

–

Samad S2156 Samad – – pottery jar two cross-walls 
added

–

Samad S2161 Samad 1 child, 3–4 years flexed position, 
right side, head 
facing southeast

48 kauri shells, 2 pottery jars cross wall added –

Samad S2199 Samad 1 male, 20–40 years flexed, head facing 
southeast

ring, bead, 30 iron and cop-
per alloy arrowheads, animal 
bones, iron dagger, pottery jar

– –

Jebel Hafit Tomb 
1303

Sasanian 1 adult, 20 years flexed position, 
right side, head 
towards north

iron spearhead breaking through 
ceiling

–

Jebel al-Emalah 
Tomb I

Sasanian 1 male, 34–39 years outstretched, east-
west oriented

70 cm long iron sword, cop-
per alloy plates with rivets, 
copper alloy arrowheads

pit 423–727 AD 
530–697 AD

Jebel al-Emalah 
Tomb III

Sasanian 1 male, 25–29 years flexed iron lance head, pike – 492–667 AD 
323–668 AD

Jebel Buhais 
BHS12

Sasanian 1 male flexed, right side iron arrowheads camel burial in 
same level

[for camel: AD 
640–680]

Mleiha Tomb 5 Sasanian 1 adult female – no grave goods inserted through 
tunnel

AD 623–651

Shimal Sh100 Sasanian – – 5 pierced shell beads, cowry 
shell, biconical chalcedony 
bead, iron bracelet, spherical 
stamp, pottery

disturbance in 
eastern part of the 
wall; superstructure 
of tomb already 
destroyed

–

Mleiha Tomb 4 – 1 squatting, slightly 
upright position 
facing west

no grave goods inserted through 
horizontal tunnel

 

Tawi Silaim Cairn 2 – 1 male, 20-25 years flexed, right side, 
head facing west

– pit, 1 m diameter, 
cutting through 
original floor of the 
tomb

–

Tawi Silaim Cairn 3 – – – – pit, 0.9 m diameter, 
removal of stone 
slab floor

–
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between 3 and 40 years of age. Where it could be deter-
mined, they were in a flexed position on their right or 
left side with the head facing various directions. Sasanian 
reuse burials were of male and female adult individuals 
between 20 and 39 years of age. Most of them were found 
in a flexed position on their right side, one outstretched.

The most common architectural changes during the 
Iron Age were subsidiary graves attached to an older con-
struction; in some cases, inhumations were placed direct-
ly into the stone walls of the original tombs (Tab. 4). At 
Jebel Hafit Tomb 1049, the corbelled roof was broken 
through to place the reuse burial into the tomb (chapter 
4.1.22). During the PIR and Samad period, most reuse 
burials occurred in simple, sometimes stone covered pits, 
where people occasionally removed parts of the original 
stone paved floor of the older tomb. Samad period reuse 
burials also occurred in subsidiary graves attached to the 
older one as well as within the stone wall of the original 
tomb. Occasionally, cross walls were added to the origi-
nal cist tomb for the reuse burial. Sasanian reuse burials 
were inserted into the older tombs by breaking through 
ceilings or by tunnels.

In conclusion, nothing in the reuse burials of the Iron 
Age, Samad period and PIR gives any indication of spe-
cial people being buried in those tombs. The data from 
the Wadi Suq period and Late Bronze Age is too limited 
to draw further conclusions.

5.1.4.2	 Reuse with single objects

In many cases in Eastern Arabia, reuse was indicated by 
later objects that were encountered in older tombs with-
out a clear indication for a burial (Tab. 5). These could be 
remains of funerals where for various reasons such as lat-
er disturbances and taphonomic processes the human re-
mains were not preserved, but they might also never have 
belonged to later burials but entered the older tombs on 
other occasions and for other purposes. In the literature, 
they are often labelled as “stray finds” to emphasise the 
fact that they are younger than the initial burial of the 
tomb, a term that is also used in this study.

Most stray finds are pottery and soft-stone vessels 
as well as metal objects. In the five Hafit period tombs 
that were reused in the Umm an-Nar period, pottery and 
a copper alloy knife, a copper alloy plate with a handle 
as well as beads and seashells were found. In the case of 
Tomb 601 at Bat, the excavator believes that this is not 
reuse as it is understood in this study but continuous use 
from the Hafit into the Umm an-Nar period,1217 which 
cannot be excluded for the other four tombs as well. 
While pottery is very common in Umm an-Nar period 
tombs, metal objects are rare, making their frequency 

1217   Böhme 2009.

in the reuse burials noteworthy. The Wadi Suq period 
objects that were encountered in 13 Hafit and Umm an-
Nar period tombs are mainly soft-stone vessels, and to a 
lesser extent pottery and copper alloy weapons and tools 
such as swords, razor blades and spearheads. Additional-
ly, there are two tombs with stamp or cylinder seals. All 
these items are commonly found as grave goods in Wadi 
Suq period tombs. While in the eight Umm an-Nar pe-
riod tombs, these objects could originate from contin-
uous use, the gap of occupation in the remaining five 
Hafit period tombs makes this impossible. Late Bronze 
Age single objects are always copper alloy arrowheads as 
this is one of the few items of the material culture of that 
period that is chronologically significant, although not 
undisputed (chapter 3.3). Contrasting with Wadi Suq 
period stray finds, where soft-stone vessels formed the 
largest group, in the Iron Age pottery clearly dominates, 
although soft-stone vessels and copper alloy arrowheads 
are also frequent. Other finds include seashells, decorat-
ed shell buttons and other shell objects, beads, pendants, 
copper alloy bracelets, pins, hooks and earrings. A special 
case is Selme. Here, a complete metal hoard consisting, 
amongst other things, of copper alloy shaft-hole axes, 
spearheads, bracelets, daggers and vessels was interred 
into an Umm an-Nar period tomb (chapter 4.1.26). For 
all PIR objects found in older tombs, it is possible that 
they are parts of undetected burials due to later distur-
bances or the fact that they were found in mixed, collec-
tive tombs. Iron weapons form the bulk of these objects 
including iron knives/daggers, arrowheads, and spear/
lanceheads, but there are also pottery vessels, iron pins 
and beads. The same range of objects is attested with-
in the Samad period, with the only difference that here 
pottery dominates instead of iron weapons. Among the 
latter are arrowheads and knives/daggers. Other finds 
include beads, copper alloy plates with rivets, rings and 
pins as well as spindle whorls, glass and stone vessels. The 
clearest Sasanian reuse is a hoard outside Tomb 110 in 
Bat. It consists of a metal needle, a copper-alloy vessel 
and a blue glazed ceramic bowl. Additionally, Sasani-
an beads were found in two older tombs. Islamic finds 
are mainly pottery sherds, which is often not specified 
so that it is not clear to which phase within the Islamic 
period it belongs. If so, it is predominantly Late Islamic. 
Some of the excavators explain the Islamic pottery sherds 
with the presence of Islamic villages close by as chance 
finds.1218 This explanation, however, works less well for 
other objects such as Late Islamic metal beads and pen-
dants (chapter 4.1.27) and Middle Islamic beads and 
coins (chapter 4.1.27 and 4.1.3).

1218   Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 33.



136                            The Reuse of Tombs in Eastern Arabia

Tomb

C
losed vessel (jar/bottle)

O
pen vessel (bow

l)

U
nspecified pottery/sherd

(Soft-)stone vessel

G
lass vessel

C
opper alloy knife/dagger

C
opper alloy sw

ord

C
opper alloy razor blade

C
opper alloy vessel

C
opper alloy arrow

head

C
opper alloy spearhead

C
opper alloy shaft-hole axe

C
opper alloy pin/needle

C
opper alloy hook

C
opper alloy ring

C
opper alloy earrring

C
opper alloy bracelet

(Plates w
ith) copper alloy rivet

C
opper alloy plate w

ith handle

Iron knife/dagger

Iron sw
ord

Iron arrow
head

Iron spear/lancehead

Iron pin/aw
l/rod

(Plates w
ith) iron rivet

Iron earring

Iron bracelet

Silver headband

Silver ring

Silver/gold earring

U
nspecified m

etal object

Shell

Shell w
ith pigm

ent

Shell/bone object

(D
ecorated) shell button

B
utton

B
ead

Pendant

G
round stone tool

W
hetstone

Spindle w
horl

C
ylinder/stam

p seal

C
oin

Period

Bat Tomb 601 x                                                

   

       

                       

Umm an-Nar

Bat Tomb 603           x                         x            

   

       

                       

Umm an-Nar

Jebel al-Emalah Tomb IV x                                                

   

       

                       

Umm an-Nar

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1034 x                                                

   

       

                       

Umm an-Nar

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1312     x                                            

   

        x  

     

x

 

 

       

Umm an-Nar

Bat Tomb 112   x   x                                          

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 154               x                                  

   

       

                   

x

 

Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 155       x                                          

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 156                                                  

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Hili Tomb 1059       x                                          

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Hili Tomb A North       x                                          

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Hili Tomb B x x   x                                          

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Jebel Hafit Cairn 2                     x                            

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1033     x                                            

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Jebel Salut 1 Grave 1       x                                          

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Mazyad                                                  

   

       

                   

x

 

Wadi Suq

Qumayrah QA1       x                                          

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Shimal Sh222                     x                            

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 154             x                                    

   

       

                       

LBA

Bat Tomb 156                                                  

   

       

                       

LBA

Jebel Hafit Cairn A (36)                   x               x              

   

       

                       

LBA

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1051                   x                              

   

       

                       

LBA

Samad S2202                   x                              

   

       

                       

LBA

Jebel al-Emalah Tomb IV           x       x                              

   

       

                       

LBA/Iron Age

Al-Khubayb S007-167 x                                                

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Al-Khubayb S007-169     x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Amlah Site 1   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Asimah As15     x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Asimah As16   x x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Bat Tomb 154       x           x                              

   

       

     

x

 

x x

         

Iron Age

Bat Tomb 155       x                                          

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Bat Tomb 156                                                  

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Dhayah Dh3 x x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Hili Tomb H       x                                          

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Jebel al-Emalah Tomb III                   x             x                

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1037                                                  

   

       

         

x

           

Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1043 x                                                

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1311                         x                        

   

       

         

x

           

Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1312                         x   x                    

   

        x x

         

 

       

Iron Age
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C
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Bat Tomb 601 x                                                

   

       

                       

Umm an-Nar

Bat Tomb 603           x                         x            

   

       

                       

Umm an-Nar

Jebel al-Emalah Tomb IV x                                                

   

       

                       

Umm an-Nar

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1034 x                                                

   

       

                       

Umm an-Nar

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1312     x                                            

   

        x  

     
x

 

 

       

Umm an-Nar

Bat Tomb 112   x   x                                          

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 154               x                                  

   

       

                   

x

 

Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 155       x                                          

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 156                                                  

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Hili Tomb 1059       x                                          

   

       
                       

Wadi Suq

Hili Tomb A North       x                                          

   

       
                       

Wadi Suq

Hili Tomb B x x   x                                          

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Jebel Hafit Cairn 2                     x                            

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1033     x                                            

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Jebel Salut 1 Grave 1       x                                          

   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Mazyad                                                  

   
       

                   

x

 

Wadi Suq

Qumayrah QA1       x                                          
   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Shimal Sh222                     x                            
   

       

                       

Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 154             x                                    

   

       

                       

LBA

Bat Tomb 156                                                  

   

       

                       

LBA

Jebel Hafit Cairn A (36)                   x               x              

   

       

                       

LBA

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1051                   x                              

   

       

                       

LBA

Samad S2202                   x                              

   

       

                       

LBA

Jebel al-Emalah Tomb IV           x       x                              

   

       

                       

LBA/Iron Age

Al-Khubayb S007-167 x                                                

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Al-Khubayb S007-169     x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Amlah Site 1   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Asimah As15     x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Asimah As16   x x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Bat Tomb 154       x           x                              

   

       

     

x

 

x x

         

Iron Age

Bat Tomb 155       x                                          

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Bat Tomb 156                                                  

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Dhayah Dh3 x x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Hili Tomb H       x                                          

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Jebel al-Emalah Tomb III                   x             x                

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1037                                                  

   

       

         

x

           

Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1043 x                                                

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1311                         x                        

   

       

         

x

           

Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 1312                         x   x                    

   

        x x

         

 

       

Iron Age
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Jebel Salut 1 Grave 1   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Qarn al-Harf QaH67     x             x     x x                      

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Qarn Bint Saud Cairn 18       x                                          

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Qarn Bint Saud Cairn 21 x                                                

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Qumayrah QA1                   x                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S21101   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S21105   x x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S21113   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S21114   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S2126   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S2180       x                                          

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S2184 x x   x                                          

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S2186   x                                              

   

        x

                     

Iron Age

Samad S2200   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S2202 x x x x                                          

   

       

     

x

 

x

           

Iron Age

Samad S2203       x                                          

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Selme x     x   x     x   x x         x                

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Shimal Sh99                                                  

   

      x

                       

Iron Age

Shir/Jaylah Sh1     x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Shir/Jaylah Sh2     x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Tawi Silaim Cairn 4 x                                                

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Dhayah Dh1                                                  

   

       

         

x

           

PIR

Jebel Buhais BHS10                                       x          

   

       

                       

PIR

Jebel Buhais BHS27                                       x          

   

       

                       

PIR

Jebel Buhais BHS46                                       x          

   

       

                       

PIR

Jebel Buhais BHS85                                             x    

   

       

                       

PIR

Qarn al-Harf QaH67                                                  

   

      x

         

x

           

PIR

Sharm x x                                              

   

       

                       

PIR

Shimal Sh102                                       x       x  

   

       

                       

PIR

Shimal Sh502 x                                         x      

   

       

         

x

           

PIR

Adam North 1006                                                  

   

      x

         

 

 

 

       

Samad

Adam North 1017                                                  

   

      x

                       

Samad

Adam South 2005                                           x      

   

      x

         

x

           

Samad

Adam South 2006     x                                            

   

       

         

x

           

Samad

Bat Tomb 154                                           x      

   

       

                       

Samad

Maysar M2206     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Maysar M2715 x                                                

   

       

                       

Samad

Maysar M51                                       x          

   

      x

                       

Samad

Qumayrah QA1                                                 x

   

       

                       

Samad
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Tomb

C
losed vessel (jar/bottle)

O
pen vessel (bow

l)

U
nspecified pottery/sherd

(Soft-)stone vessel

G
lass vessel

C
opper alloy knife/dagger

C
opper alloy sw

ord

C
opper alloy razor blade

C
opper alloy vessel

C
opper alloy arrow

head

C
opper alloy spearhead

C
opper alloy shaft-hole axe

C
opper alloy pin/needle

C
opper alloy hook

C
opper alloy ring

C
opper alloy earrring

C
opper alloy bracelet

(Plates w
ith) copper alloy rivet

C
opper alloy plate w

ith handle

Iron knife/dagger

Iron sw
ord

Iron arrow
head

Iron spear/lancehead

Iron pin/aw
l/rod

(Plates w
ith) iron rivet

Iron earring

Iron bracelet

Silver headband

Silver ring

Silver/gold earring

U
nspecified m

etal object

Shell

Shell w
ith pigm

ent

Shell/bone object

(D
ecorated) shell button

B
utton

B
ead

Pendant

G
round stone tool

W
hetstone

Spindle w
horl

C
ylinder/stam

p seal

C
oin

Period

Jebel Salut 1 Grave 1   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Qarn al-Harf QaH67     x             x     x x                      

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Qarn Bint Saud Cairn 18       x                                          

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Qarn Bint Saud Cairn 21 x                                                

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Qumayrah QA1                   x                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S21101   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S21105   x x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S21113   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S21114   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S2126   x                                              

   

       
                       

Iron Age

Samad S2180       x                                          

   

       
                       

Iron Age

Samad S2184 x x   x                                          

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S2186   x                                              

   

        x

                     

Iron Age

Samad S2200   x                                              

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Samad S2202 x x x x                                          

   

       

     

x

 

x

           

Iron Age

Samad S2203       x                                          

   
       

                       

Iron Age

Selme x     x   x     x   x x         x                
   

       

                       

Iron Age

Shimal Sh99                                                  
   

      x

                       

Iron Age

Shir/Jaylah Sh1     x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Shir/Jaylah Sh2     x                                            

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Tawi Silaim Cairn 4 x                                                

   

       

                       

Iron Age

Dhayah Dh1                                                  

   

       

         

x

           

PIR

Jebel Buhais BHS10                                       x          

   

       

                       

PIR

Jebel Buhais BHS27                                       x          

   

       

                       

PIR

Jebel Buhais BHS46                                       x          

   

       

                       

PIR

Jebel Buhais BHS85                                             x    

   

       

                       

PIR

Qarn al-Harf QaH67                                                  

   

      x

         

x

           

PIR

Sharm x x                                              

   

       

                       

PIR

Shimal Sh102                                       x       x  

   

       

                       

PIR

Shimal Sh502 x                                         x      

   

       

         

x

           

PIR

Adam North 1006                                                  

   

      x

         

 

 

 

       

Samad

Adam North 1017                                                  

   

      x

                       

Samad

Adam South 2005                                           x      

   

      x

         

x

           

Samad

Adam South 2006     x                                            

   

       

         

x

           

Samad

Bat Tomb 154                                           x      

   

       

                       

Samad

Maysar M2206     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Maysar M2715 x                                                

   

       

                       

Samad

Maysar M51                                       x          

   

      x

                       

Samad

Qumayrah QA1                                                 x

   

       

                       

Samad
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Tab. 5: Later objects in older tombs that could not be associated with a burial (stray finds). The data for this table derives 
from chapter 4.1.

Tomb

C
losed vessel (jar/bottle)

O
pen vessel (bow

l)

U
nspecified pottery/sherd

(Soft-)stone vessel

G
lass vessel

C
opper alloy knife/dagger

C
opper alloy sw

ord

C
opper alloy razor blade

C
opper alloy vessel

C
opper alloy arrow

head

C
opper alloy spearhead

C
opper alloy shaft-hole axe

C
opper alloy pin/needle

C
opper alloy hook

C
opper alloy ring

C
opper alloy earrring

C
opper alloy bracelet

(Plates w
ith) copper alloy rivet

C
opper alloy plate w

ith handle

Iron knife/dagger

Iron sw
ord

Iron arrow
head

Iron spear/lancehead

Iron pin/aw
l/rod

(Plates w
ith) iron rivet

Iron earring

Iron bracelet

Silver headband

Silver ring

Silver/gold earring

U
nspecified m

etal object

Shell

Shell w
ith pigm

ent

Shell/bone object

(D
ecorated) shell button

B
utton

B
ead

Pendant

G
round stone tool

W
hetstone

Spindle w
horl

C
ylinder/stam

p seal

C
oin

Period

Samad S101110     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2009 x   x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2109     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2114     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2123 x   x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2131     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2145     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2308     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Bat Tomb 110   x             x       x                        

   

       

                       

Sassanian

Samad S3018                                                  

   

       

         

x

           

Sassanian/ Early Islamic

Bat Tomb 301     x                                            

   

       

         

x

           

Middle Islamic

Shimal Sh100                                                  

   

       

                     

x Middle Islamic

Asimah As15     x                                            

   

       

                       

Late Islamic

Bat Tomb 156                                                  

   

       

         

   

         

Late Islamic

Samad S101115     x                                            

   

       

                       

Late Islamic

Asimah As11     x                                            

   

       

                       

Islamic

Samad S2116     x                                            

   

       

                       

Islamic

Shimal Sh102     x                                            

   

       

                       

Islamic

Wadi Suq 1125     x                                            

   

       

                       

Islamic

Shimal Sh222     x                                            

   

       

                       

“later periods”
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Tomb

C
losed vessel (jar/bottle)

O
pen vessel (bow

l)

U
nspecified pottery/sherd

(Soft-)stone vessel

G
lass vessel

C
opper alloy knife/dagger

C
opper alloy sw

ord

C
opper alloy razor blade

C
opper alloy vessel

C
opper alloy arrow

head

C
opper alloy spearhead

C
opper alloy shaft-hole axe

C
opper alloy pin/needle

C
opper alloy hook

C
opper alloy ring

C
opper alloy earrring

C
opper alloy bracelet

(Plates w
ith) copper alloy rivet

C
opper alloy plate w

ith handle

Iron knife/dagger

Iron sw
ord

Iron arrow
head

Iron spear/lancehead

Iron pin/aw
l/rod

(Plates w
ith) iron rivet

Iron earring

Iron bracelet

Silver headband

Silver ring

Silver/gold earring

U
nspecified m

etal object

Shell

Shell w
ith pigm

ent

Shell/bone object

(D
ecorated) shell button

B
utton

B
ead

Pendant

G
round stone tool

W
hetstone

Spindle w
horl

C
ylinder/stam

p seal

C
oin

Period

Samad S101110     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2009 x   x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2109     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2114     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2123 x   x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2131     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2145     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Samad S2308     x                                            

   

       

                       

Samad

Bat Tomb 110   x             x       x                        

   

       

                       

Sassanian

Samad S3018                                                  

   

       
         

x

           

Sassanian/ Early Islamic

Bat Tomb 301     x                                            

   

       
         

x

           

Middle Islamic

Shimal Sh100                                                  

   

       

                     

x Middle Islamic

Asimah As15     x                                            

   

       

                       

Late Islamic

Bat Tomb 156                                                  

   

       

         

   

         

Late Islamic

Samad S101115     x                                            

   
       

                       

Late Islamic

Asimah As11     x                                            

   
       

                       

Islamic

Samad S2116     x                                            
   

       

                       

Islamic

Shimal Sh102     x                                            
   

       

                       

Islamic

Wadi Suq 1125     x                                            

   

       

                       

Islamic

Shimal Sh222     x                                            

   

       

                       

“later periods”
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This chapter combines the archaeological record of re-
used tombs in Eastern Arabia (chapters 4 and 5) with 
the theoretical concepts presented in chapter 2 in order 
to approach a conclusive interpretation differentiating 
between destructive (chapter 6.1) and additive reuse 
(chapter 6.2). To this end, the instances of reuse of tombs 
in Eastern Arabia will be set against the different frame-
works of interpretations. This is followed by a more gen-
eral discussion considering the historical background in 
which reuse took place, starting from the general obser-
vations on the modalities of reuse in Eastern Arabia made 
in chapter 5. There is also a third type of reuse of tombs, 
i.e., the reuse of its building material. As it differs consid-
erably from the other two types of reuse, it will be dealt 
with here only as a side note (chapter 6.3). Finally, the 
reuse of tombs in Eastern Arabia will be presented from a 
diachronic perspective, placing it firmly against the back-
ground of the socio-cultural developments in the region 
(chapter 6.4). It must be pointed out that such culturally 
specific meanings are difficult to study in archaeology as 
we cannot ask the ancient inhabitants of Eastern Arabia 
how they perceived the world around them.1219 There-
fore, the motivations of the reuse of tombs must remain 
hypothetical.

6.1	 Destructive reuse in Eastern Arabia

6.1.1	 Grave robbery in Eastern Arabia

Reviewing the literature, grave robbery seems to be 
very prominent in Eastern Arabia as is claimed to have 
occurred at various sites.1220 In most cases, the evidence 
is not specified but the disarrangement and absence of 
grave goods seem to be the basis for this assumption. In 
all cases it is viewed as disturbance and as an obstacle to 
further artefact-oriented research.1221 Sometimes second-

1219   Van Haperen 2010: 22.
1220   Frifelt 1975a: 373, 378; Vogt 1985: 77–78; Corboud et al. 

1996: 13–14; Yule – Weisgerber 1996: 139; Yule 2001: 381; 
Jasim 2006: 33–40; Overlaet – Haerinck 2014; Gernez 2016.

1221   See also Van Haperen 2013: 89.

ary entrances to the tombs, identified as “robbery shafts”, 
were encountered, for instance at Bat1222 and in Wadi 
Suq.1223 Elsewhere, such as Adam1224 and Shir/Jaylah,1225 
none or only parts of the grave goods were attested and at 
yet other sites there is considerable damage to the tomb’s 
architecture such as at Jebel Salut1226 and Dhayah Tombs 
Dh1 and Dh9.1227 In the following, it will be critically 
analysed whether economically motivated grave robbery 
is a plausible explanation for destructive reuse in Eastern 
Arabia.

If personal enrichment was the main reason behind 
the reopening of tombs in Eastern Arabia, one should 
expect that it specifically targeted tombs that potentially 
yielded rich loot (chapter 2.2.1). This was, as discussed 
in chapter 5.1.1.1, not the case. Considering the individ-
ual situations that are labelled as pre-modern grave rob-
bery in Eastern Arabia in the literature, further compli-
cations emerge. The Hafit Tombs 601, 602 and 603 at 
the necropolis of Bat are believed to have been robbed, 
most likely in antiquity.1228 Considering the usually rath-
er sparse grave goods of Hafit period tombs, consisting 
mainly of pottery and personal adornment and only oc-
casionally of metal objects (chapter 3.1), one can wonder 
if there is anything worth stealing in Hafit period tombs 
at all. Regarding the tombs at Bat, one has to further 
consider two Umm an-Nar period copper alloy objects 
that were found in Tomb 6031229 and a few grave goods in 
the other two including beads and a pottery jar (chapter 
4.1.27).1230 This reflects more or less the usual amount 
of grave goods found in Hafit tombs, plus Umm an-Nar 
period objects. Thus, nothing indicates that a consider-
able quantity of objects is missing, making the idea of 
robbery unlikely. In Tomb 602 at Bat, the presence of 

1222   Böhme 2009.
1223   Frifelt 1975a: 373.
1224   Gernez 2016.
1225   Yule – Weisgerber 1996: 139.
1226   Condoluci – Degli Esposti 2015: 15.
1227   Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 7–8; Kästner 1990: 342.
1228   Frifelt 1975a: 385; Frifelt 1975b: 69, 75 fig. 22; Böhme 2009.
1229   Böhme 2009.
1230   Frifelt 1975a: 385.



6   Why are tombs reused in Eastern Arabia? 143                           

a single pottery sherd is taken as an argument for grave 
robbery.1231 While the damage to the vessel might have 
been the result of illicit entry to the tomb, it is doubtful 
that the grave robbers would have taken all other sherds 
with them when they were done with their business. Per-
sonal enrichment seems hardly reasonable. 

Another example is the Umm an-Nar period tombs 
at Shir/Jaylah (chapter 4.1.38). They are thought to have 
been completely robbed as no grave goods with their 
original use were encountered.1232 As most grave goods 
of the Umm an-Nar period are pottery jars (chapter 3.2), 
the economic profit of this action is again questionable. 
Unlike metal objects, which were very rare in Umm an-
Nar period graves, pottery cannot be re-smelted and it 
is also likely that in the long period of these collective 
tombs several pottery jars were damaged. Thus, the al-
leged grave robbers must have taken shattered jars as well 
as all human remains. The Umm an-Nar Tomb Sh222 in 
Shimal is also believed to have been plundered because of 
the low number of finds, especially metal finds, as “gold 
was the main aim of looters”.1233 Only one gold bead, two 
silver beads, a spearhead and some fragments of copper 
needles and rings were found. Compared to other Umm 
an-Nar period tomb inventories (chapter 3.2), this is, 
however, a rather large number of metal objects as metal 
was generally sparse in Umm an-Nar period tombs. Thus, 
again, this is no convincing argument for looting.

The Wadi Suq period Tomb 2001 at Adam South, 
an above-ground stone tumulus with a central chamber, 
likely for a single inhumation, was, according to the exca-
vator, completely robbed so that nothing of the original 
inventory remained.1234 Finds from the tomb consisted 
of Samad period material that was scattered throughout 
the tomb, so that at least a second robbery event is pos-
tulated after the reuse. A similar situation is present at 
the allegedly plundered Hafit (?) period Tomb 20041235 
and the Wadi Suq period Tomb 20051236 in the same 
cemetery. In both cases, grave goods from reuse in the 
Samad period were in disorder and the human bones 
fragmented. The Wadi Suq period stone cist Tomb 2006 
is also thought to have been robbed, but here reuse is not 
clearly identifiable and the northern part of the tomb was 
“spared” from the robbery leaving the skull and a Wadi 
Suq period beaker in its original position.1237 The other 
grave goods including various beads and a coarse ware 
pottery sherd of an unknown date (possibly indicating 
later reuse) were scattered throughout the tomb. Ad-
ditionally, some of the stones of its wall were removed. 

1231   Frifelt 1975a: 385.
1232   Yule – Weisgerber 1996: 139.
1233   Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 3.
1234   Gernez 2016: 64–65.
1235   Gernez 2016: 66.
1236   Gernez 2016: 66–67.
1237   Gernez 2016: 67–68.

Other (possible) Wadi Suq period tombs at Adam South 
that are considered to be plundered by the excavator are 
Tombs 2003 and 2007. In the case of Tomb 2003, except 
for some fragments of human bones, the stone cist was 
found completely emptied and even parts of the wall 
were removed.1238 The stones from the wall were piled 
up next to the tomb. The only object discovered in the 
stone-cist Tomb 2007 is a shell fragment.1239 As Wadi 
Suq period tombs are known for their metal grave goods 
(chapter 3.3), one could say that their content is worth 
robbing. Samad period tombs including those that reuse 
older tombs like here in Adam are also known for their 
metal grave goods, most of all iron arrowheads. Thus, 
they clearly contained grave goods worth stealing, how-
ever, only if there has not been a too large of a time span 
in between so that corrosion did not have large effects on 
the objects yet. However, even if the metal objects were 
of economic interest and human remains from the Wadi 
Suq period could be intermingled with the ones for the 
Samad period reuse burials and therefore were not visi-
ble in the archaeological record or just did not survive, 
there is still the question of why the grave robbers should 
steal the other grave goods such as pottery jars. There are 
several other instances where the lack of grave goods is 
simply explained by the excavators as grave robbery, even 
though all non-valuable objects are missing as well. For 
example, in the Wadi Suq period tombs Wa’ab 1–3 only 
a single fragment of a soft-stone vessel was found within 
one of them.1240 Nearly all of the Mleiha graves has only 
scattered remnants of grave goods, while interestingly, 
skeletal material was generally lacking.1241 Furthermore, 
several above-ground Iron Age chamber graves in Wadi 
Suq are also thought to have been broken into.1242 Usu-
ally, the secondary entrance is located at the eastern end, 
sometimes on the roof. Iron Age graves clearly possess 
grave goods worth taking (chapter 3.4), but many of 
them were not completely emptied and metal objects or 
beads were left behind, leaving vast room for explana-
tions other than grave robbery.

The Umm an-Nar period Tomb Amlah 5a is said to 
have been severely affected by grave robbers. They en-
tered via the ceiling and even took out the largest parts 
of the stone-paved floor.1243 Taking parts of the floor of 
Umm an-Nar period graves is also encountered at sever-
al other sites in Eastern Arabia. Tomb 156 at Bat (chap-
ter 4.1.27) had in its eastern chamber only single stone 
slabs of the original stone paved floor preserved. In the 
western chamber, one row of stones was lined along the 

1238   Gernez 2016: 65.
1239   Gernez 2016: 68–69.
1240   Fritz 2010: 102; Phillips 1997: 210.
1241   Potts 1990: 268; Overlaet – Haerinck 2014: 209.
1242   Frifelt 1975a: 373.
1243   Vogt 1985: 78; de Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976: 115.
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external wall in the northern half, while in the southern 
half, the floor was more or less complete.1244 The reason 
behind this practice is not clear, but at Tomb 155 at Bat 
(chapter 4.1.27), the Samad period burial was placed 
in a pit that was created by removing some stones from 
the floor. The same can be observed at Ghalilah Gh2 
(chapter 4.1.1), Dhayah Tombs Dh1 and Dh9 (chapter 
4.1.2) and Qumayrah Tomb QA-1 (chapter 4.1.24). At 
Tawi Silaim Cairn 2, the pit for the reuse burial was cut-
ting through the original floor of the tomb and the pit 
in Cairn 3 at the same site removed the floor stone slabs 
(chapter 4.1.37).1245 According to Madsen1246 the remov-
al of stones is also the explanation why Tomb 1034 at Je-
bel Hafit (chapter 4.1.22) lacks a stone floor pavement. 
Thus, the removal of stone slabs from the floors of Umm 
an-Nar period tombs can be associated with secondary 
burials. Interestingly, all tombs where the removed of 
parts of the floor were observed yielded later finds, al-
though fully articulated burials are only known from the 
two tombs at Bat, Ghalilah and Tawi Silaim.

There are also clearly no countermeasures against 
grave robbery in Eastern Arabia. Tombs were in nearly 
all periods built visible, oftentimes above ground and 
clearly marked. While the coverage with stone slabs for 
subterranean tombs or the closure of entrances of above-
ground ones exist, there seems to be no particular ef-
fort to prevent people from entering the tomb after the 
original burial. This all demonstrates that grave robbery 
was of no concern to the people burying their deceased. 
Possible exceptions to this are Tomb S2172 at Samad al-
Shan and Tomb Dh1 at Dhayah. At the former, a stone 
structure (S2169) was placed on top of the tomb. Yule1247 
speculates that this was intended to look like an already 
plundered tomb, preventing the actual tomb from rob-
bery. At Tomb Dh1, the entrance was recessed, which 
leads Kästner1248 to believe that it was originally protect-
ed by an additional wall, making it less visible to grave 
robbers. Both explanations are not very convincing.

Summarising the occasions of grave robbery in East-
ern Arabia listed in the literature, there is little evidence 
that intentional and illegal removal of valuable objects 
from the tombs for economic benefits was responsible 
for the disturbance of graves and the removal of grave 
goods in this region. Tombs where no valuable objects are 
to be expected such as those from the Hafit period were 
targeted with the same intensity as tombs from periods 
that equipped their deceased with grave goods of a high-
er economic value. Furthermore, non-valuable objects as 
pottery sherds and even human remains were taken in 

1244   Döpper 2021b: Abb. 97.
1245   De Cardi – Bell – Starling 1979: 66, 92.
1246   Madsen 2017: 59.
1247   Yule 2001: 318.
1248   Kästner 1990: 341–342.

most cases as well. Thus, later destructive activities are 
encountered in Eastern Arabia at cemeteries where grave 
goods were generally rare as even undisturbed tombs 
featured nearly no grave goods or at sparsely outfitted 
tombs in cemeteries where much richer tombs were pres-
ent as well. In conclusion, other explanations for destruc-
tive activities at tombs in Eastern Arabia must be sought.

6.1.2	 Fear of revenants in Eastern Arabia

Fear of revenants, which is presented as explanation for 
destructive reuse activities in other regions of the world, 
does not play a significant role in the archaeology of East-
ern Arabia, neither in the scholarly discussions nor in the 
archaeological material. Actions against revenants out of 
fear of the dead are believed to result in destruction of 
weapons so that the dead can no longer attack the liv-
ing or in the manipulation of the dead body by removing 
parts of it, especially the head (chapter 2.2.2). Nothing of 
this is evident in the material record of Eastern Arabia. 
Thus, fearing the supernatural powers of dead persons 
does not seem to underly later activities at the tombs in 
this region.

6.1.3	 Change of status and the destruction of  
grave goods in Eastern Arabia

In Eastern Arabia, purposeful smashing of grave goods 
has not been observed, and destructive activities towards 
the tombs other than the removal of the stone-paved 
floor of some Umm an-Nar period tombs as described 
above, which most likely is connected to later burials, 
are not attested. There is no evidence that more promi-
nent tombs of (possible) elites were specifically targeted 
(chapter 5.1.1) and therefore that the reopening of the 
grave was aimed at destroying or taking over the power 
and status of the individual within those tombs. Fur-
ther, there is no evidence for any form of violence taken 
against the skeletons for setting up a theatrical death to 
make the deceased individual memorable.1249

In this context, it is, however, interesting to note that 
the excavators in Shir/Jaylah present another reason be-
sides grave robbery for lacking Umm an-Nar period grave 
goods: iconoclasm.1250 While this term usually refers to 
the destruction of images for religious or political rea-
sons, it is here adapted for tombs. Yet the tomb structures 
themselves were not affected – in fact, they are among 
the best-preserved third millennium BC tombs – but 
only the interior items of the tombs were taken. Thus, 
the term iconoclasm might not be the best choice, but 
the idea that the grave goods were taken to interfere with 

1249   Williams 2003b.
1250   Yule – Weisgerber 1996: 139.
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power relations in society is worth considering. On the 
other hand, there is no evidence from settlements that 
older objects were cherished in the community; thus, if 
the objects were taken, it seems that they were not meant 
to be kept at home.

6.1.4	 Secondary burials in Eastern Arabia

Secondary burials are known from Eastern Arabia only 
for the Umm an-Nar period (chapter 3.2). Here, human 
remains and their grave goods were relocated after their 
initial burial in one of the large stone-built tombs into a 
pit nearby. This happened clearly after a longer period of 
time, when the bodies were largely decayed and only the 
human bones remained. This could explain empty Umm 
an-Nar period tombs, but none of the other periods. Con-
tradictory to this, Umm an-Nar period tombs are more 
rarely found empty compared to tombs of other periods. It 
is, however, distinctively possible that tombs were emptied 
to free and clean them for a later reuse burial, e.g., a Hafit 
period tomb for a Samad period burial. Thus, additive 
practices (chapter 6.2.2) could be held accountable for the 
absence of grave goods from older periods.

6.1.5	 Summary: destructive reuse of tombs in  
Eastern Arabia

In summary, clear cases of grave robbery motivated by 
economic gain in pre-modern times cannot be found in 
Eastern Arabia. Neither were only valuable objects tar-
geted, nor only rich tombs. There is also no convincing 
evidence for countermeasures against such practices. 
Tombs are mostly above ground and in all cases clearly 
visible in the landscape. Many of the other explanations 
for destructive activities at tombs such as fear of revenants 
or actions to diminish the power of the buried also lack 
evidence in Eastern Arabia. Whether single objects were 
taken for their spiritual value cannot be assessed with any 
certainty, but there seems to be no pattern to which ob-
jects were taken and which were left behind. By all like-
lihood, the destructive activities to either grave goods or 
the tombs’ architecture happened within the realm of 
placing later burials within the tomb. Emptying of tombs 
can be a first step in this procedure in some cases, and in 
others, during the process, older grave goods and human 
remains might have been damaged and scattered. Sec-
ondary entrances and the removal of stone slabs from the 
tombs floors also fit into this scenario. Why not in all 
these occasions, later burials were clearly identified, re-
mains open. Most likely, later activities did not necessari-
ly include a burial but could also be offerings and the like 
(chapter 6.2.2). In this regard, one must point out that 
instances of destructive reuse are much rarer in Eastern 
Arabia compared to additive reuse. 

6.2	 Additive reuse in Eastern Arabia

In this chapter, the theories underlying additional reuse 
of tombs presented in chapter 2.3 will be applied to the 
archaeological record of Eastern Arabia. This follows the 
division in deposition of single objects (chapter 6.2.1) 
and reuse as burial (chapter 6.2.2). It is likely that much 
of what is listed in the following as single objects could 
have been part of a burial where the skeleton is not pre-
served, but that is no longer to be determined. Therefore, 
only secure reuse burial contexts are treated as such.

6.2.1	 Deposition of single objects in Eastern 
Arabia

Concerning the single younger objects found in older 
tombs, one can distinguish between intentional deposi-
tions and accidental loss. Due to the high replacement 
costs, it is unlikely that complete and thus usable objects 
and those made of valuable materials such as metal were 
accidentally lost. Broken objects of less valuable mate-
rial such as pottery sherds are on the contrary not easy 
to identify as either intentional or accidental deposits. 
Those objects that are intentionally deposited at the 
tombs can then be separated into ritual and non-ritual 
ones according to the criteria listed in chapter 2.3.1. Be-
ing deposited in a tomb, all the single objects discussed 
here fulfil the criterion of a special location (Tab. 6). 
Following Levy1251 this also limits the access through 
ritual sanctions, another criterium for ritual deposits, al-
though this can only be valid as long as the same cultural 
norms apply to society. Another characteristic, the high 
proportion of weapons and ornaments, is also present at 
most depositions of single objects, albeit ornaments less 
so than weapons. Among the weapons found as younger 
objects in older tombs are copper alloy and iron knives 
and daggers, swords, spear-, pike- or lanceheads as well 
as large quantities of arrowheads. Other metal objects 
include copper alloy and iron pins, needles and wires, 
razor blades, vessels, plates with rivets and a plate with 
a handle. All weapons and other metal objects seem to 
have been in good condition and complete when depos-
ited, thereby fulfilling another criterion for ritual depos-
its (Tab. 6). If not belonging to unidentified burials, they 
can be convincingly interpreted as gifts to some super-
natural power located within the tomb, for example dead 
ancestors. Metal objects are clearly gifts worth giving to 
such beings. Regardless of whether those offerings were 
made to appease the dead/supernatural beings or to gain 
favour from them, they are a way to establish relation-
ships with the past. By incorporating the old tombs into 
the ritual practice at present, they generate and main-

1251   Levy 1982: 21.
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tain the cultural memory of the community involved in 
these rituals. However, one must consider that all these 
metal objects are also part of regular grave inventories 
in the time period concerned. The mixed context of the 
layers within the tombs makes it plausible that they are 
part of later burials within the tombs that are not rec-
ognisable in the archaeological record, a scenario that is 
highly likely. For none of the metal or other objects can 
it be said if they were used or new when they were de-
posited as no use wear analyses were conducted. In any 
case, most of them do not differ from the material cul-
ture generally present at that time. Exceptions to this 
are the spearheads from Tomb As15 in Asimah1252 and 
DH1 in Dhayah1253 as they are miniaturised. As point-
ed out in chapter 2.3.1, miniatures are seen as objects 
specially made for ritual deposition. They are not part 
of regular grave inventories in Eastern Arabia. Generally, 
miniatures are rare in the material culture of this region. 
This made the finds in the Iron Age II cult complex of 
Mudhmar East even more spectacular. In Room 3019 of 
the cultic structure, together with thirteen normal-sized 
arrowheads, a copper alloy ring and a copper alloy snake 
as well as four miniature weapons were found.1254 These 
include a spear, a quiver and two bows, all in high-quality 
manufacture. In Room 3036, besides several other metal 
weapons, two other miniaturised copper alloy quivers, 
each containing six arrows, were discovered.1255 They 
are interpreted as votive offerings to a warrior deity.1256 
Clearly ceremonial objects such as cult paraphernalia are 
absent from tombs in Eastern Arabia. Comparing the 
later metal objects found in tombs to those from hoards 
is difficult as only very few are known, namely the one 
from Ibri/Selme and the one from Mudhmar East with 
its miniature weapons discussed before. Additionally, in 
Room 3036, in three separate layers a total of nine axes, 
seven daggers, eight groups of arrowheads, five bows and 
two complete quivers were exposed.1257 Thus, the clearly 
ritual hoards of Mudhmar East from a cultic building are 
completely made up of weapons, which also make up the 
highest proportion of single later metal objects from the 
tombs investigated, giving credit to their interpretation 
as ritual. The hoard from Selme contains of a shaft-hole 
axe, a spearhead, 101 bangles, 32 daggers and fragments 
thereof, more than 370 vessels and fragments of copper, 
15 soft-stone vessels, lids and fragments, as well as four 
pottery vessels. Yule1258 assumes due to its material worth 
and chronological span from the second to the first mil-
lennium BC that it was a grave robber’s hoard and thus 

1252   Vogt 1994: 46–48.
1253   Kästner 1991: 243 fig. 7.
1254   Gernez – Jean – Benoist 2017: 110.
1255   Gernez – Jean – Benoist 2017: 109.
1256   Gernez – Jean – Benoist 2017: 111.
1257   Gernez – Giraud 2017: 88.
1258   Yule 2001: 381.

non-ritual. Taking Levy’s criteria for distinguishing be-
tween a ritual and a non-ritual hoard (chapter 2.3.1), the 
Selme hoard, however, fulfils most of those of the ritual 
hoard, i.e., specialised placement location (tomb), re-
stricted range of items often with a high proportion of 
weapons and the fact that the objects are in good condi-
tion and complete when they were deposited. Thus, it is 
rather to be considered as ritual hoard. Another hoard 
was identified in a pit next to Tomb 110 at the cemetery 
of Bat (chapter 4.1.27). It consists of a blue glazed Sasani-
an pottery bowl, a copper alloy vessel and a metal needle. 
Location and composition again argue for a ritual depo-
sition.

Personal ornaments found in older tombs in East-
ern Arabia mainly encompass several beads, including 
etched carnelian, gold, copper and glass beads, pendants, 
earrings and headbands as well as decorated shell and ala-
baster buttons (Tab. 6). Not personal ornaments as such 
but generally fitting the category of elaborate personal 
items are a cylinder seal and a gulf seal. As metal objects, 
all those objects were complete when deposited and of 
such value that they are suitable as offerings to deities. 
But again, they are also part of regular tomb invento-
ries so that reuse of the tombs as burial is possible, even 
though this was not recognised in the archaeological in-
vestigations.

Most single younger objects found in older tombs 
are, however, not luxury goods, but pottery vessels and 
fragments thereof as demonstrated in chapter 5.1.4.2. 
Complete or reconstructable vessels were rare. Main-
ly, we deal with pottery sherds, which however could 
have belonged to complete vessels when deposited at 
the tomb. Complete pottery remains were possibly con-
tainers for food and thus remains of commemorative 
feasts.1259 This would be one of the strongest activities 
to establish a relationship with the past and generating 
and maintaining the cultural memory of the community 
(chapter 2.1.3.1.2). From the reconstructable shapes of 
the later pottery vessels found in the tombs, we deal with 
bowls from Dhayah Dh3, Sharm, Asimah Tombs As16 
and As100, Bat Tombs 110, 112, 155 and 156, Amlah 
Site 1, Jebel Salut 1 Grave 1, Samad 21 South Tombs 
S2126, S2168, S2184, S2186, S21101, S21105, S2113 
and S2114 as well as Samad 22 Tombs S2200 and 2202, 
beakers from Hili Tomb B, small jars from Qarn bint 
Saud Tomb 21, Hili Tomb B and Bat Tomb 601 as well 
as large jars from Asimah As100, Hili Tomb B and May-
sar Tomb M2715. Thus, open as well as closed forms are 
present, both suitable for food offerings, the closed forms 
also for offering liquids. Additionally, large quantities of 
later pottery fragments were found. These might have 

1259   Levy 1982: 22; de Groot 1988: 99; Bradley 1990: 28; Drenth 
2012: 163.
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accidentally entered the tomb, are the remains of once 
completely deposited objects, could be representations 
of the complete object symbolically killed in order to ac-
company the dead person to the afterlife, or to free them 
of the impurity of death or other ritual activities (chapter 
2.2.3). A way to decide between these options is the ar-
rangement in which they were found as a formal arrange-
ment is seen as an indicator for ritual deposits. Unfortu-
nately, the disturbed character of the tombs makes this 
hardly possible for most sites. The Hafit period tombs at 
the Al-Khubayb necropolis (chapter 4.1.25.2), however, 
reveal an interesting pattern. At least ten Early Bronze 
Age tumuli featured Iron Age II pottery vessels placed 
on top,1260 clearly demonstrating a ritual deposition. This 
recalls a situation at Tomb 1043 of Jebel Hafit (chapter 
4.1.22). Here, remains of a single Iron Age pottery vessel 
were found out of context. Furthermore, at the Umm an-
Nar period Tomb 155 at Bat, a complete incised pottery 
cup was found that could have been placed on top of the 
ruins of the tomb at the time when a Samad period inhu-
mation was placed here as a reuse burial (chapter 4.1.27).

The second largest group of younger objects from 
older tombs are soft-stone vessels. Their small sizes make 
them, unlike the pottery vessels, unsuitable as food con-
tainers. Their elaborate decoration, however, clearly indi-
cates their value, placing them in line with the ornaments 
discussed above (Tab. 6). Comparable to the placement 
of Iron Age pottery vessels at the Al-Khubayb necropolis, 
soft-stone vessels were intentionally deposited at Tomb 
2717 at Maysar and other tombs in the cemetery May-

1260   Williams – Gregoricka 2020: 106.

sar-36,1261 again demonstrating that they were used as 
single objects in ritual depositions besides being part of 
the regular grave inventories.

The rareness of non-ritual deposits within older 
tombs goes along with the general rareness of such hoards 
in Eastern Arabia. Among the few known ones are a 
ninth century hoard found 1 km west of Sinaw, contain-
ing more than 900 coins in a green-glazed jar buried in a 
shallow pit,1262 an 11th century silver coin hoard found 
by a farmer while enlarging his palm garden in the Wadi 
Milaha, a tributary of the Wadi al-Qawr in the Unit-
ed Arab Emirate,1263 a pot containing several hundred 
coins dating to the 17th or 18th century found by an-
other farmer in Mirbah, Fujairah1264 and a smaller hoard 
containing only 18 silver coins from the Sasanian period 
found in the outskirts of Fujairah city1265. It is interesting 
to note that all these non-ritual hoards contain coins and 
date back at most 1300 years, making them a compara-
bly young phenomenon in the history of Eastern Arabia. 
If the single silver coin dating to the 11th century AD 
from Shimal Tomb Sh100 can be interpreted as ritual or 
non-ritual deposition remains a matter of discussion. A 
single coin could very well be an offering.

As demonstrated in Tab. 6, for most objects it is likely 
that they belong to non-recognised reuse burials, which 
would also be some sort of ritual deposit. Generally, it is 
clear that most of them did not accidentally end up in 
the tombs. Possible exceptions are pottery sherds found 
scattered over the ruins of tombs such as at Asimah 
Tombs As11, As15, As16, Bat Tomb 301, Samad Tomb 

1261   Weisgerber 1981: 225.
1262   Lowick 1983.
1263   Lowick 1986.
1264   Hellyer 1995.
1265   Hellyer 1995.
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ent
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possible food containers

usual grave inventory

non-accidental deposition

ritual deposit

Period

Adam North 1006 iron fragments  

     

Samad

Adam North 1017 iron fragments  

     

Samad

Adam South 2005 iron arrowhead, carnelian bead  

     

Samad

Adam South 2006 beads, pottery

       

Samad

Al-Khubayb S007-
167 bridge-spouted pottery vessel Iron Age

Al-Khubayb S007-
169 pottery base Iron Age

Amlah Site 1 pottery bowls Iron Age
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Reuse Objects

special location

possible to retrieve

good condition and w
hole

form
al arrangem

ent

anim
al bones

possible food containers

usual grave inventory

non-accidental deposition

ritual deposit

Period

Asimah As11 pottery sherds Islamic

Asimah As15 pottery sherds ? Iron Age

Asimah As15 pottery sherds Late Islamic

Asimah As16 pottery sherds ? Iron Age

Bat Tomb 110 glazed pottery bowl, copper ally vessel, metal 
needle ? Sasanian

Bat Tomb 112 soft-stone vessel, pottery vessel Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 154 copper alloy razor blade Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 154 copper alloy sword Late Bronze Age

Bat Tomb 154 soft-stone vessels, copper alloy arrowheads, 
decorated shell buttons, beads, pendants Iron Age

Bat Tomb 154 iron arrowheads Samad

Bat Tomb 155 soft-stone vessels Iron Age

Bat Tomb 155 soft-stone vessels Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 156 pottery and soft-stone vessels, copper alloy 
arrowheads, animal bones Iron Age

Bat Tomb 156 bead, pendant Late Islamic

Bat Tomb 156 copper alloy arrowhead LBA

Bat Tomb 156 soft-stone vessels Wadi Suq

Bat Tomb 301 pottery sherds, glass bead ? ? Middle Islamic

Bat Tomb 601 pottery jar, serpentine bead Umm an-Nar

Bat Tomb 603 copper alloy dagger, copper alloy plate with 
handle Umm an-Nar

Dhayah Dh1 etched carnelian beads PIR

Dhayah Dh3 pottery bowl and flask Iron Age

Hili Tomb 1059 soft-stone vessels Wadi Suq

Hili Tomb A North soft-stone vessels Wadi Suq

Hili Tomb B pottery and soft-stone vessels Wadi Suq

Hili Tomb H soft-stone vessels Iron Age

Jebel al-Emalah Tomb 
III copper alloy arrowheads and bracelets Iron Age

Jebel al-Emalah Tomb 
IV copper alloy knives and arrowheads LBA/Iron Age

Jebel al-Emalah Tomb 
IV three pottery jars ? Umm an-Nar

Jebel Buhais BHS10 iron knife PIR

Jebel Buhais BHS27 iron knife PIR

Jebel Buhais BHS37 pottery bowl Iron Age

Jebel Buhais BHS46 iron dagger PIR

Jebel Hafit Cairn 2 copper spearhead Wadi Suq
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Reuse Objects

special location

possible to retrieve

good condition and w
hole

form
al arrangem

ent

anim
al bones

possible food containers

usual grave inventory

non-accidental deposition

ritual deposit
Period

Jebel Hafit Cairn A 
(36) copper alloy arrowhead and plates with rivets LBA

Jebel Hafit Tomb 
1033 soft-stone vessel Wadi Suq

Jebel Hafit Tomb 
1034 pottery jar Umm an-Nar

Jebel Hafit Tomb 
1037 green glass bead Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 
1043 pottery sherd Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 
1051 copper alloy arrowhead LBA

Jebel Hafit Tomb 
1311 glass bead, coppáer alloy nail and rod Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 
1312

three pottery sherds, four copper alloy rings, 
soft-stone vessels, copper alloy rivet, seashell 
with pigment

Iron Age

Jebel Hafit Tomb 
1312

soft-stone beaker, jack-knife clam, four carne-
lian and one agate bead Umm an-Nar

Jebel Salut 1 Grave 1 pottery sherds Iron Age

Jebel Salut 1 Grave 1 soft-stone vessel Wadi Suq

Maysar M51 iron blade Samad

Maysar M2206 pottery sherd Samad

Maysar M2715 storage jar Samad

Mazyad Gulf seal Wadi Suq

Qarn al-Harf QaH67 pottery sherds, copper alloy arrowheads, 
fishhooks, needle Iron Age

Qarn al-Harf QaH67 iron earring and scraps PIR

Qarn Bint Saud Cairn 
18 soft-stone vessel Iron Age

Qarn Bint Saud Cairn 
21 lugged pottery jar Iron Age

Qumayrah QA1 copper alloy arrowhead Iron Age

Qumayrah QA1 plates with iron rivets Samad

Qumayrah QA1 soft-stone vessels Wadi Suq

Samad S101110 pottery sherds Samad

Samad S101115 pottery sherds Late Islamic

Samad S2009 pottery sherds Samad

Samad S2109 pottery sherd Samad

Samad S21101 pottery bowl Iron Age

Samad S21105 pottery cup and sherds Iron Age

Samad S21113 two pottery bowls Iron Age
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Reuse Objects

special location

possible to retrieve
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hole
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usual grave inventory

non-accidental deposition

ritual deposit

Period

Samad S21114 pottery bowls Iron Age

Samad S2114 pottery sherds Samad

Samad S2116 pottery sherds Islamic

Samad S2123 pottery sherds Samad

Samad S2126 pottery bowl Iron Age

Samad S2131 pottery sherds Samad

Samad S2145 pottery sherds Samad

Samad S2180 soft-stone vessel Iron Age

Samad S2184 pottery cup and jar, soft-stone vessel Iron Age

Samad S2186 pottery cup with seashell Iron Age

Samad S2200 pottery sherds Iron Age

Samad S2202 pottery and soft-stone vessels, decorated shell 
button Iron Age

Samad S2202 copper alloy arrowheads LBA

Samad S2203 soft-stone vessel Iron Age

Samad S2308 pottery sherds Samad

Samad S3018 carnelian beads Sasanian/Early Is-
lamic

Selme
copper alloy shaft-hole axe, spearhead, 
bangles, daggers, vessels, soft-stone vessels, 
pottery vessels

? Iron Age

Sharm pottery vessels PIR

Shimal Sh100 silver coin ? ? Middle Islamic

Shimal Sh102 iron pin and dagger PIR

Shimal Sh102 pottery sherds Islamic

Shimal Sh222 copper alloy spearhead Wadi Suq

Shimal Sh222 pottery “later periods”

Shimal Sh502 pottery flasks, iron arrowheads, carnelian 
beads PIR

Shimal Sh99 metal objects Iron Age

Shir/Jaylah Sh1 pottery sherds Iron Age

Shir/Jaylah Sh2 pottery sherds Iron Age

Tawi Silaim Cairn 4 perforated pottery cup Iron Age

Wadi Suq 1125 pottery sherds Islamic

Tab. 6: Stray finds from tombs against criteria for ritual/non-ritual deposits. Black indicates when a criterium is fulfilled, 
grey if it is partially fulfilled.
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S101115, Shimal Tombs Sh100, Sh102 and Sh222, Shir/ 
Jaylah Tombs Sh1 and Sh2 and Wadi Suq Tomb 1125 
and of course the hoards from Selme and Bat Tomb 110. 
Objects that are clearly not associated with secondary 
burials are the pottery vessels placed on top of the bur-
ials at the Al-Khubayb cemetery (chapter 4.1.25.2), the 
Late Islamic pieces of jewellery from Tomb 156 at Bat 
(chapter 4.1.27) and the Middle Islamic silver coin from 
Shimal (chapter 4.1.3).

6.2.2	 Reuse of tombs as burial places in Eastern 
Arabia

Undisputable evidence of the reuse of a tomb as a burial 
place is only given when human remains can be associated 
with a later phase or when clear structural changes were 
made to the tomb intended for incorporating another 
burial. As demonstrated in chapter 5.1.4.1, such a situ-
ation was identified at 64 tombs mainly during the Iron 
Age, Samad/PIR and Sasanian periods (Tab. 4). It has 
also been shown that no patterning regarding sex or age 
is observable. Thus, there is no indication that the spe-
cial treatment of the dead by placing them into an older 
grave is related to these characteristics. Furthermore, the 
amount and types of grave goods, the orientation of the 
body and the type of burial (singe/collective) does not 
differ from the regular burial custom of the respective pe-
riods. This speaks against interpretations of those buried 
in older tombs being social outcasts or high ranking in-
dividuals of any sort.1266 As reuse is defined in this study 
(chapter 4) as activities at the burial sites from different 
cultural periods, the questions of whether the people be-
longed to the same social group as the deceased1267 and if 
they had positive or negative relations with the individ-
ual1268 are obsolete. All this makes the question of why 
certain people were buried in older tombs and others not 
even more difficult.

One idea is that burials were placed in ruins explicit-
ly to create links back to ancient beings or to perceived 
ancestral features to fabricate for their communities an 
“inherent legitimacy” justifying their own presence in the 
landscape as well as rights over land or other material and 
human resources.1269 Directly linked to this is the idea 
that especially elite groups use this means to legitimise 
political strategies.1270 How does this fit with the evi-
dence from Eastern Arabia? The burial of an infant in a 
large pottery vessel during the Wadi Suq period just out-
side the Umm an-Nar period Tomb A at Ajman (chapter 
4.1.10) is clearly a unique case from several points of view. 

1266   Whitley 2002: 122.
1267   Zintl 2019: 47.
1268   Van Haperen 2017: 18.
1269   Williams 1998b: 103; Chadwick 2013: 295.
1270   Williams 1998b: 103.

First, this is to my knowledge the only burial in a pottery 
vessel of any period in Eastern Arabia. Second, this is the 
only case where human remains can be associated with 
clear reuse (not continuous use) in the Wadi Suq peri-
od. The infant burial was equipped with two Wadi Suq 
period beakers.1271 The only reuse burial from the Late 
Bronze Age also belongs to a child. At Tomb 1126 in the 
cemetery of Wadi Suq (chapter 4.1.17), it was buried in 
an upper layer of a Wadi Suq period tomb outfitted with 
a copper alloy arrowhead. Both events stand out for their 
uniqueness making reuse burials a rare phenomenon in 
this period. The fact that both burials are of very young 
individuals makes it unlikely that they were staged to le-
gitimate rights over land, resources and political power.

In the Iron Age, small subsidiary grave chambers were 
added to several older tombs. This requires investment 
into labour and material but is absolutely within the 
range of what is common for the construction of Iron 
Age individual tombs (chapter 3.4). Tombs with those 
subsidiary chambers are Jebel Buhais Tombs BHS1, 
BHS2, BHS12, BHS67 and BHS71 (chapter 4.1.14), 
Jebel al-Emalah Tomb III (chapter 4.1.15) and Al-Qusais 
Tomb A (chapter 4.1.11). The subsidiary chambers are 
generally small, fitted to incorporate one individual in 
a flexed position and built of stone. Not in all of them 
human remains were attested, and not all were outfitted 
with grave goods. In Tomb BHS1, a small child was bur-
ied,1272 one adult individual each in the subsidiary graves 
of Al-Qusias Tomb A.1273 Grave goods include copper 
alloy bracelets, daggers, arrowheads and in the case of Al-
Qusais Tomb A a silver headband. In the Maysar-8 cem-
etery, a burial chamber was laid out in between the inner 
and outer wall southeast of the main chamber of the al-
ready partially ruined Tomb M803 (chapter 4.1.33.1). A 
skeleton in a flexed position equipped with pottery and 
other objects was placed within.1274 In all cases it is hard 
to imagine that this was a statement of elite groups to le-
gitimise their power or – considering the rather incon-
spicuous position just outside the tomb’s walls – that it 
was meant to propagate rights to land or other resources. 
However, adding oneself to an older structure is mak-
ing clear links with the past and thus creating a cultural 
memory for the community.

There are also Iron Age reuse burials that did not alter 
the original structure of the tomb and were encountered 
in distinct upper layers within the fill of these tombs. 
These are Jebel Buhais Tombs BHS3, BHS8, BHS61 
and BHS64 (chapter 4.1.14) and Jebel Hafit Tomb 1049 
(chapter 4.1.22). Both, at Tomb BHS64 and Tomb 1049, 
the skeleton of an adult individual was found near the 

1271   Al-Tikriti 1989b: 92.
1272   Jasim 2006: 22.
1273   Taha 1981: 69; Lombard 1985: 169; Taha 2009: 75.
1274   Yule 2001: 227.
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entrance, just outside the main chamber of the tomb. 
In case of the latter, the tomb was carefully closed after 
the burial was placed within it.1275 Grave goods include 
pottery and soft-stone vessels, copper alloy arrowheads, 
swords, hooks, rings, bracelets and bowls as well as a 
whetstone and polished shell buttons. Again, this incon-
spicuous way of burying that does not put much effort 
into the actual building of the tomb does not seem to be 
suitable for highlighting any elites, but clearly refers to 
the older structure. It is interesting to see that both, at the 
Jebel Hafit and the Jebel Buhais tombs, regular burials 
from the Iron Age were attested alongside reuse burials 
(Fig. 75).

The PIR and Samad period burials in older tombs 
appear mostly as pits dug into the, at that point, already 
ruined structures. This is the case at Tombs Asimah 
As21 and As11 (chapter 4.1.8), Bitnah Tomb 4 (chapter 
4.1.12), Bat Tomb 155 (chapter 4.1.27) and possibly also 
at Ghalilah Gh2 (chapter 4.1.1), where it is reported that 
the reuse burial of two individuals resulted in the removal 
of some parts of the stone paved floor. Likely belonging 
to this category are also the Tawi Silaim Cairns 2 and 3, 
where a pit for a later inhumation was observed (chapter 
4.1.37). However, no date for the reuse could be estab-
lished as grave goods were absent. Placed in upper layers 
of the fill without a clearly visible pit were the individu-
als from the tombs Bidya-1 (chapter 4.1.7), Jebel Buhais 
Tomb BHS85 (chapter 4.1.14), Wa’ab 4 (chapter 4.1.16), 
Al-Khutma Tomb S002-001(chapter 4.1.25.1), the res-
cue excavation at Al-Khubayb (chapter 4.1.25.2), Jebel 
Salut 3 Grave 1 (chapter 4.1.31), Adam North Tombs 
996, 1002, 1015, 1016 and 1024 at Adam North and 
Adam South Tombs 2001 and 2004 (chapter 4.1.32), 
Maysar M2720 (chapter 4.1.33.3), Samad Tombs S1073, 
S10103, S10608, S10666 S10681, S2107, S2135, S2136 
and S2199 (chapters 4.1.34.1, 4.1.34.3 and 4.1.34.4) and 
Al-Rawdah Tombs Mu1 and Mu2 (chapter 4.1.36). At 
Bat Tomb 156, the Samad period burial was placed on top 
of the collapsed part of the outer ring wall of the Umm 
an-Nar period tomb (chapter 4.1.27), and at Maysar 
Tomb M803 and Samad Tomb S101040 separate reuse 
burials were places into the outer ring wall of the tomb 
during the Samad period belonging to two adults above 
the age of 20 (chapters 4.1.33.1 and 3.1.34.1). Some more 
effort is visible at Maysar Tombs M2716N, M2717 and 
M2720 (chapter 4.1.33.3). Here, smaller chambers were 
added in the Samad period to the Iron Age tombs. Fur-
thermore, the chamber of the Wadi Suq period Tombs 
S2154, S2156 and S2161 at the Samad-21 South ceme-
tery (chapter 4.1.34.4) were altered for the inhumation of 
an at least 20 year old individual of the Samad period, an 
adult individual and a three to four years old child. These 

1275   Frifelt 1971: 380.

architectural constructions make these situations more 
comparable with the cases of Iron Age reuse presented 
above, especially when chambers were added to the ex-
terior of the tombs. In most cases, we deal with a single 
(sub)adult inhumation of both sexes; only at Bidya-1 five 
individuals were attested and two at Ghalilah Tomb Gh2, 
Al-Khubayb, Jebel Salut 3 Grave 1, Samad Tomb S2135 
as well as Adam Tombs 1016 and 1024. Grave goods are 
made up of pottery, glass and stone vessels, iron daggers, 
swords, spear- and arrowheads, copper alloy plates with 
rives, beads, pendants, spindle whorls and seashells. As 
in the periods discussed before, the reuse burials of the 
Samad/PIR do not provide indications of being for an 
elite as they are made with little construction effort and 
concerning grave goods completely in line with what is 
common for this time. These reuse burials occur both at 
cemeteries with tombs from the same period and at those 
without (Fig. 76).

Sasanian reuse of tombs as a burial place occurs either 
in pits or tunnels or in the upper layers of the fill of the 
tombs and thus again in a rather opportunistic fashion. 
At Jebel al-Emalah Tomb I, a pit was dug into its centre in 
the Sasanian period where a male individual aged 34 to 39 
was buried together with a sword and other grave goods 
(chapter 4.1.15). At Tomb III, a burial of a 25 to 29 year 
old male individual was placed into the entryway of the 
tomb in the late Sasanian period.1276 The same situation 
is present at Jebel Hafit Tomb 1303. An adult individual 
around 20 years of age was put into the ruined tomb by 
breaking through the ceiling (chapter 4.1.22). It was in a 
flexed position and outfitted with an iron spearhead. The 
uppermost layers of the U-shaped, subterranean Wadi 
Suq period Tomb BHS12 at Jebel Buhais revealed a fully 
articulated skeleton of an adult male together with that 
of a camel (chapter 4.1.14). In the upper part of the fill of 
PIR Tomb 5 at Mleiha, Sasanian skeletal remains of a fe-
male individual were found (chapter 4.1.13). Just west of 
the entrance of the above-ground Wadi Suq period Tomb 
Sh1000 at Shimal, a secondary burial was placed in the 
tomb, when this was already in a ruinous state (chapter 
4.1.3). Grave goods include, amongst other things, a 
spherical stamp seal made of dark green stone dating to 
the third to fifth century AD and Partho-Sasanian pot-
tery.1277 Another later addition made by tunnelling into 
the original fill of the tomb is attested at Mleiha Tomb 5 
(chapter 4.1.13). Real investment into the construction 
is only evident at Tomb As8 at Asimah (chapter 4.1.8). 
On top of the third millennium tumulus As8B, a cairn 
grave labelled As8A was placed in the Sasanian period. 
Here human bones were associated with one glazed body 
sherd of a Parthian-Sasanian bowl and other grave goods. 

1276   Potts 1997a: 130.
1277   Vogt – Franke-Vogt 1987: 46–47.
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All Sasanian reuse burials were at sites without original 
burials from the same period. It must be pointed out, 
however, that Sasanian original burials are generally un-
known from the region (chapter 3.6).

In conclusion, for all periods with reuse burials, there 
are no indications that they are associated with elites as it 
is often suggested for other regions of the world. As elites 
are generally not visible in the burial record of Eastern 
Arabia at any given period, the deposition of individuals 
in older tombs can perhaps rather be interpreted as an 
intentional action to counteract the emergence of social 
hierarchies by promoting a sense of equality and belong-
ing by linking the death of an individual to a cultural 
memory of the past,1278 making the world and the social 
structures they live in to appear timeless, universal and 
inevitable.1279

6.3	 Side note: spolia in Eastern Arabia

The third type of reuse of tombs, i.e., the reuse of its 
building material, differs considerably from the other 
two types of reuse as the focal point of the reuse is not 
the tomb but the new place where the building materials 
are brought to. Materials or artefacts incorporated into a 
setting culturally or chronologically different from that 
of their creation are referred to as spolia.1280 The term 
spolia derives from a Latin word meaning spoils or an-
ything stripped from someone or something.1281 First of 
all, the reuse of building material is an universal response 
to limitations of technology or resources: it is always eas-
ier to obtain second-hand material than to manufacture 
it.1282 There is, however, also evidence for non-pragmat-
ic reuse, which is much harder to explain.1283 Elements 
of older buildings can be witnesses of their own history, 
of the antiquity and of the institution to which the new 
building, where the older elements are incorporated, 
belonged to and with it to its grandeur.1284 Monuments 
embody cycles of past events when they are created with 
elements of older buildings.1285 Acquiring spolia from 
external locations can demonstrate power by identifying 
with or overthrowing the other.1286 In these circumstanc-
es, spoilations entail a forcible transfer of ownership.1287 
Therefore, Stocker differentiates between casual reuse 
(practical reuse in Eaton’s terms), where the only con-

1278   Torres-Rouff – Pestle – Daverman 2012: 200.
1279   Pader 1982: 14–15; Arnold 2001: 215.
1280   Kinney 2011: 233.
1281   Kinney 2011: 233.
1282   Kinney 2011: 233.
1283   Kinney 2011: 234.
1284   Jacobsen 1996: 162.
1285   Jones 2007: 22.
1286   Jacobsen 1996: 162.
1287   Kinney 2011: 4.

cern of the builder was to obtain the material cheaply and 
conveniently, functional reuse, where pieces were reuse in 
their original purpose, and iconic reuse (meaningful re-
use in Eaton’s terms), where the material was prized in 
particular for their antiquity and consequently proud-
ly displayed in the new context.1288 Casual reuse is very 
hard to be identified in the archaeological record, as it 
often concerns rubble, but happens most often.1289 Icon-
ic reuse is less common, but most interesting.1290 Placing 
antique spolia into new structures, they can promote an 
impression of longevity of individuals and institutions1291 
as well as being an expression of continuity between old 
and new1292 and by this give historical legitimation to 
contemporary ideas and claims.1293 It provides the op-
portunity to incorporate the past into new systems of 
religious meaning and social structures1294 or to demon-
strate that the past was overcome by the new political or 
religious order.1295 However, this can be defeated by an 
audience that sees only the prior stages of significance of 
the reused building material.1296

In Eastern Arabia, building stones from tombs were 
regularly found reused in other constructions of various 
time periods. This applies especially to the white facing 
stones of Umm an-Nar period tombs, as they are clear-
ly distinguishable due to their specific shape.1297 Those 
facing stones were incorporated in tombs and other an-
cient buildings but also in modern constructions in local 
villages,1298 wells, Islamic graves and the mihrab prayer 
niche of open-air mosques.1299 It can be assumed that the 
material itself was prized for its inherent qualities regard-
less of the intention of its reuse.1300 Umm an-Nar period 
facing stones were already reused in the Umm an-Nar 
period itself, for example at the Hili 8 tower.1301 At the 
cemetery of Bat, Umm an-Nar period tombs were partly 
dismantled and their material was recycled for the con-
struction of other tombs within the same period.1302 Ac-
cording to Böhme,1303 within the ensemble of the three 
Umm an-Nar period Tombs 154, 155 and 156 (chapter 
4.1.27), white facing stones and other regular stones of 
the latter two were taken for the construction of Tomb 

1288   Stocker 1990; Eaton 2000: 11.
1289   Stocker 1990: 84.
1290   Stocker 1990: 93.
1291   Eaton 2000: 134.
1292   Burström 1996: 28.
1293   Burström 1996: 25.
1294   Burström 1996: 25.
1295   Esch 1969: 44–45.
1296   Kinney 2011: 8.
1297   Frifelt 1975a: 374; Giraud 2010: 79; Böhme 2012a.
1298   Frifelt 1975a: 386.
1299   De Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976: 165, pl. 21; Böhme 2012a: 

91.
1300   Greenhalgh 2011: 76.
1301   Méry 2010: 37.
1302   Frifelt 1975a: 386; Böhme 2012a: 88.
1303   Böhme 2012a: 90.
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154. He concludes that stone removal for construction 
of tombs was a normal behaviour in the third millenni-
um BC and that the working process of their construc-
tion was more important than the structural integrity of 
the individual tomb.1304 Tomb 155 at Bat featured three 
white façade stones in its stone-paved floor.1305 It is not 
clear if those stones originate from the façade of Tomb 
155 itself and were left over from its construction or 
come from Tomb 154, the only other tomb in the vicin-
ity with such a façade of white stones. An example for 
the reuse of the facing stones of an Umm an-Nar peri-
od tomb in the construction of a later one is found at 
Adam South (chapter 4.1.32.2). Here, the Wadi Suq pe-
riod Tomb 2006 incorporates covering stones, which are 
dressed in the same way and have the same dimensions 
as the stones of the Umm an-Nar period Tomb 2000.1306 
The Wadi Suq period Tomb 2007 at the same cemetery 
includes similarly dressed stones.1307 Therefore, it is high-
ly likely that those stones were taken from the Umm an-
Nar period Tomb 2000, where in fact many stones are 
missing.1308 The Wadi Suq period tomb of Qattarah in 
the United Arab Emirates also features several Umm an-
Nar period “sugar lumps” incorporated in the inner fac-
ing of the walls (chapter 4.1.21).1309 More Umm an-Nar 
period facing stones can be found reused in the Wadi Suq 
period tombs of Dhayah Tomb Dh11310 and Khudra.1311 
Stones of Umm an-Nar period tombs were also of inter-
est in the Iron Age and the Samad period. In some Iron 
Age graves near Bat, Umm an-Nar stones were incorpo-
rated, although the closest Umm an-Nar period tomb is 
located at a distance of 1.5 km.1312 In the Samad period, 
larger Umm an-Nar period tomb stones were reused as 
covering slabs and walling for subterranean cists as for ex-
ample at Hijayramat or Samad.1313 Vogt1314 assumes that 
the heap of façade stones found at the foot of the external 
stone wall of the Umm an-Nar period tomb Amlah 5a is 
a result of stone robbery. Yet not only white facing stones 
were reused. For Tomb Sh402 the excavators assume that 
“not only the stones of this tomb but also the inventory 
was robbed from those people who erected SH401”.1315

It is hard to say whether this reuse was practiced 
with a historic consciousness and respect to their former 

1304   Böhme 2012a: 90; Furholt 2012: 125.
1305   Döpper 2021b: 10, Abb. 12–13.
1306   Gernez 2016: 67.
1307   Gernez 2016: 67.
1308   Gernez 2016: 59.
1309   Cleuziou 1981: 284; Vogt 1985: 193–194.
1310   Kästner 1991.
1311   Weisgerber 1991: 324.
1312   Böhme 2012a: 91.
1313   De Cardi – Collier – Doe 1976: 156, pl. 16; Böhme 2009; 

Böhme 2012a: 91.
1314   Vogt 1985: 77.
1315   Kästner – Sahm – Velde 1988: 12.

use,1316 i.e., iconic reuse according to Stocker, or rather 
for practical reasons, i.e., casual reuse. The stone reused 
in Eastern Arabia bears no images or inscriptions as it is 
common for iconic reuse of building materials in other 
parts of the world. It is also of note that graves that are 
accessible by car and close to roads suffered much more 
from stone robbery than others.1317 Stone was a too-val-
uable resource to be wasted, even in a stone-rich region 
such as Eastern Arabia. Nevertheless, the white Umm an-
Nar period facing stones were integrated in such ways in 
the new construction that they remained clearly visible as 
alien to the other stones used. Therefore, one can assume 
that it was intentional to demonstrate the foreignness of 
these materials in the new construction.1318 Thus, it is 
possible that these stones were appreciated as relicts of 
the past and not only for their inherent material prop-
erties.1319

6.4	 Discussion: reuse of tombs in Eastern 
Arabia in a diachronic perspective

Remembering always shows deliberate efforts.1320 Such 
an effort is present in an intentional reuse of tombs as 
a form of a commemorative ritual. As such, it can reveal 
much information about beliefs and social structures of 
the communities practicing reuse.1321 In order to gain 
these insights as archaeologists, a detailed contextual 
analysis is of crucial importance. Therefore, the reuse of 
tombs in Eastern Arabia must be set against the historical 
background and cultural context in which it happened 
and focus on the identity of the participants who took 
part in these events. 

6.4.1	 Umm an-Nar period

As demonstrated in chapters 4 and 5, reuse of tombs is ex-
tremely rare in the Umm an-Nar period and documented 
only at Jebel al-Emalah Tomb IV (chapter 4.1.15), Jebel 
Hafit Tombs 1034 and 1312 (chapter 4.1.22) and Bat 
Tombs 601 and 603 (chapter 4.1.27). In none of these 
cases is a reuse burial evident. Only single objects, i.e., 
pottery sherds, beads and metal items were found and 
often continuous use cannot be excluded. Generally, the 
Umm an-Nar burial custom generally follows a strict-
ly standardised pattern in terms of architecture, which 
might have prevented reusing older tombs. In such con-
texts, reuse thus departs from the cultural norm might 

1316   Böhme 2012a: 91–92.
1317   Frifelt 1975a: 383.
1318   Meier 2007: 5.
1319   Greenhalgh 2011: 79.
1320   Assmann 2011: 51.
1321   Williams 1998b: 90.



6   Why are tombs reused in Eastern Arabia? 155                           

not have been deemed appropriate. Adding burials to the 
communal tombs is already an act of cultural memory.1322 
Likely, because of this strong connection to the direct an-
cestors that was manifested in the regular burial customs, 
there was no need to actually incorporate older tombs 
into it to make this link.

The focus of the social cohesion of the group is also 
evident in other parts of the material culture. The Umm 
an-Nar period is generally one of high cultural homoge-
neity all over the region, which is amongst other things 
visible in the shapes and decoration of pottery and soft-
stone vessels, the construction of monumental structures 
called towers, but also in the funerary customs (chapter 
3.2). All members of the community, regardless of age, 
gender and status, were buried together in monumental 
collective tombs that required the involvement of larger 
parts of the community in their construction and main-
tenance. The wealth accumulated through the trade 
with copper along the Arab-Persian Gulf and the Gulf of 
Oman did not seem to have developed a hierarchic soci-
ety. No elites or restricted access to resources by specific 
members of the community are visible, neither in burial 
practice nor in everyday life. There are no palaces or elite 
residences, no temples or formalised cultic structures or 
any other markers of central authority. The lack of hierar-
chies is often explained by social cohesion being the major 
factor in structuring the society.1323 This does not imply 
that there were no differences in wealth or power with-
in the Umm an-Nar communities and there were clearly 
different groups such as farmers and craftsmen, but that 
power was viewed with suspicion and coercive means to 
execute such power was opposed.1324 Agriculture, copper 
production as well as the creation of monumental tombs 
and towers needed substantial work investment, led to a 
destabilisation of the concept of equal access to resourc-
es among community members and favoured the emer-
gence of elites. To counteract these tendencies, kinship 
was strongly affirmed.1325 In such a worldview the direct 
kin members would have been cherished more than dis-
tant ancestors as this is where the communities are bound 
together against tensions of social hierarchies.

In this economically flourishing time, kinship and 
equality were promoted to thwart tendencies for a more 
hierarchical social organisation that came along with the 
increasing wealth obtained through the copper trade 
as well as growing agriculture and sedentism. Living in 
prosperity and in a social setting that puts all efforts into 
emphasising the importance of social cohesion, it seems 
that – despite all the changes that came along with the 

1322	 Magee 2014: 122.
1323	 Magee 2014: 120.
1324	 Cleuziou 2003: 140–141; Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 239.
1325	 Cleuziou 2002: 227; Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 132; Magee 

2014: 120, 122, Munoz 2015: 262.

increasing contact with neighbouring regions and a new 
lifestyle – there was simply no need to link with distant 
ancestors in this time of stability to an extent of stagnan-
cy, explaining why reuse of tombs is nearly not attested 
at all in this period. Cultural memory was deliberately 
grounded by the community members in continuity and 
not related to a splendid past associated with older mon-
uments. People were content with their own present and 
immediate past, so that the distant past seems to have 
been simply of no concern to them.

6.4.2	 Wadi Suq period

Bearing in mind the suggested dichotomy between a 
more conservative and persistent north, where settled 
agricultural life concentrated in a “Wadi Suq enclave”, 
and the south, where the break between Umm an-Nar 
and Wadi Suq period is sharper and agriculture seems 
largely to have been abandoned (chapter 3.3), it is at first 
glance not surprising to see that in the north, reuse of 
tombs is still a rare phenomenon as it was in the Umm 
an-Nar period. It occurs only at Shimal Tomb Sh222 
(chapter 4.1.3), Ajman Tomb A (chapter 4.1.10), Hili 
Tombs 1059, A North and B (chapter 4.1.20), Jebel 
Hafit Cairn 2 and Tomb 1033 (chapter 4.1.22) as well 
as Mazyad (chapter 4.1.23 and Fig. 73). Additionally, 
there is also some restricted evidence for continuous use 
from the Umm an-Nar to the Wadi Suq period in the 
northern region, for example at Asimah (chapter 4.1.8) 
and Ajman (chapter 4.1.10). This could be explained 
by how, comparable with the Umm an-Nar period, kin-
ship affiliations were stronger and more important than 
those with distant ancestors and that they were affirmed 
through collective burials. The interpretation, however, 
ignores two important facts. First, nearly half of all Wadi 
Suq period tombs in the north are single inhumations 
occurring alongside collective ones. The coexistence of 
different types of burials demonstrates that the strict bur-
ial rules that applied for the Umm an-Nar period, which 
incorporated any group member irrespective of his or her 
status into a group of equals after death, was no longer 
a social requirement, indicating significant social chang-
es between both periods. 1326 Second, the monumental 
towers that can be seen as symbols of the former social 
order1327 were often abandoned or resettled in a different 
way, again demonstrating that some parts of the material 
culture also remained in place, but the underlying social 
organisation did not. Furthermore, in the south, which 
seems to have faced more significant and more rapid 
changes than the north, reuse is also rare. Evidence comes 
only from three sites. These are Qumayrah QA1 (chap-

1326   Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 274.
1327   Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 275.
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ter 4.1.24), Bat Tombs 112, 154, 155 and 156 (chapter 
4.1.27) and Jebel Salut 1 Grave 1 (chapter 4.1.31). This 
can be taken as an indicator that differences between the 
north and the south during the Wadi Suq period are less 
than previously assumed.1328 

If the changes coming with the beginning of the 
Wadi Suq period were as advocated by Cleuziou,1329 a 
conscious choice of the people against tendencies for a 
hierarchical system that increased towards the end of the 
Umm an-Nar period, it seems logical that there was no 
desire to associate oneself with the increasingly unstable 
social order one has just left behind, no wish to promote 
a cultural memory highlighting an overcome past. The 
newly introduced varied burial practices including sin-
gle inhumations in simple underground pits went along 
with turning away from excessively promoting kinship 
and group affiliation to counteract social tensions. There 
might simply have no longer been a demand to respond 
to tendencies of increasing social hierarchies. At the same 
time, the community must have been strong enough not 
to long for a more distant, glorious past.1330 There was no 
need to for an escapist nostalgia of people whose past was 
bigger than their present1331 and thus also no necessity to 
reuse tombs, indicating that the Wadi Suq period was not 
as disintegrated as some assume. This does not fit with 
the general image of the Wadi Suq period as one of de-
cline, but there is more and more evidence that, on the 
contrary, the Wadi Suq was a shift to a more substantial 
way of life better fitting the marginal landscape of East-
ern Arabia. Thus, as in the Umm an-Nar period, people 
seem to have been satisfied with their present, being con-
sequently less attracted to a distant past to shape the cul-
tural memory of the present.

6.4.3	 Late Bronze Age

Very little is known of the Late Bronze Age communities 
in Eastern Arabia and the identification of their mate-
rial culture remains challenging (chapter 3.3). Reuse of 
tombs is mainly attested by the presence of copper alloy 
arrowheads, although this has to be taken with some 
doubts as it has recently been suggested that copper al-
loy arrowheads might already have appeared during the 
Wadi Suq period.1332 Tombs with Late Bronze Age reuse 
are Tomb As100 at Asimah (chapter 4.1.8), Tomb IV at 
Jebel al-Emalah (chapter 4.1.15), Tomb 1126 in the Wadi 

1328   Döpper 2021a.
1329   Cleuziou 1996: 162.
1330   Al-Jahwari (2008: 346) assumes that in the Wadi Suq period 

single inhumation burials were placed on the land of the 
Umm an-Nar ancestors. However, Wadi Suq burials often 
occur in locations without Umm an-Nar presence (Fig. 72 
and Fig. 73), which argues against such connection.

1331   Alcock 2001: 323.
1332   De Vreeze – Düring – Olijdam 2020: 141; Yule – Vogt 2020.

Suq (chapter 4.1.17), Carin A and Tomb 1051 at Jebel 
Hafit (chapter 4.1.22), Tombs 154 and 156 at Bat (chap-
ter 4.1.27) and Tomb S2202 in Samad (chapter 4.1.34.5). 
More frequent than reuse, is, however, continuous use 
from the Wadi Suq to the Late Bronze Age and often also 
into the Iron Age. This is mostly attested in the large col-
lective tombs of the north but also occurs in the Samad 
cemeteries in the south. It points towards an interest in 
associating oneself with a more distant past. However, as 
already only very few original burials of this period are 
known, not to mention the social organisation of that pe-
riod as a whole, it is, as yet, unproductive to speculate on 
the reasons for the reuse of tombs during the Late Bronze 
Age in Eastern Arabia.

6.4.4	 Iron Age

The Iron Age is the first heyday of the reuse of tombs 
in Eastern Arabia. Evidence is known from 51 tombs 
at 22 different sites (Fig. 75). Further, it is also the peak 
of continuous use from the Wadi Suq period onwards. 
Most of the tombs reused in the Iron Age were con-
structed during the Early Bronze Age. Such tombs can be 
found in Asimah (chapter 4.1.8), Jebel Buhais (chapter 
4.1.14), Jebel al-Emalah (chapter 4.1.15), Qarn bint Saud 
(chapter 4.1.19), Hili (chapter 4.1.20), Jebel Hafit (chap-
ter 4.1.22), Qumayrah (chapter 4.1.24), Al-Khubayb 
(chapter 4.1.25.2), Bat (chapter 4.1.27), Amlah (chap-
ter 4.1.29), Jebel Salut (chapter 4.1.31) and Tawi Silaim 
(chapter 4.1.37). Wadi Suq period tombs, both collec-
tive such as at Dhayah (chapter 4.1.2), Shimal (chapter 
4.1.3), Qarn al-Harf (chapter 4.1.4), Al-Qusais (chapter 
4.1.11) and Jebel Buhais (chapter 4.1.14), as well as in-
dividual tombs, like in Jebel Buhais (chapter 4.1.14) and 
Samad (chapters 4.1.34.4 and 4.1.34.5) were employed 
less often but still commonly. This is not surprising, con-
sidering that Wadi Suq period collective tombs were the 
focus of continuous use from the Wadi Suq period to the 
Iron Age. This shows that for the people in the Iron Age 
it seems to have made little difference what type of tomb 
they chose for reuse. All available structures were suita-
ble. 

The “obsession with the past” 1333 of the people in Iron 
Age Eastern Arabia expressed in the frequent reuse and 
continuous use of tombs could be a means to deal with 
the fundamental changes in society that occurred, espe-
cially visible in the emergence of elites (chapter 3.4). Both 
falaj irrigation and the movement of goods by newly do-
mesticated camel enlarged the potential for controlling 
and restricting access,1334 so that developments also influ-
enced the distribution and deployment of power within 

1333   Alcock 2001: 323.
1334   Magee 2014: 237.
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society as a whole.1335 For the first time in the archaeolog-
ical record of Eastern Arabia, elite buildings and formal 
religious structures appear, marking the emergence of a 
hierarchical society. This put social cohesion under pres-
sure much stronger than during the Umm an-Nar period, 
which was counteracted not only by feasts where goods, 
especially food and drinks were shared,1336 but also dur-
ing burial rites. Reuse might have offered a foundation in 
cultural memory as a way for the community to respond 
to a fast-moving period of novel and unpredictable social 
change.1337 Through reuse and continuous use of burials 
for nearly a millennium, the deceased are associated with 
a distant past, evoking cultural memory of a unified com-
munity that helped to shape a new identity for the living 
and to legitimise the power of the new elites. This fits 
well with the pottery vessels found placed on top of third 
millennium BC cairns, which can be interpreted as offer-
ings to those residing in these tombs. Another form to 
boost this new collective identity is visible in the first for-
mal cultic structures with standardised paraphernalia.1338

Hoaen and Loney1339 propose that economic invest-
ment, which requires repeated maintenance and en-
hancement activities, as it attested with the newly devel-
oped falaj irrigation system in Eastern Arabia during the 
Iron Age, is likely to be driven through social devices in-
cluding collective myth-making. To them, cultural mem-
ory can be a powerful tool in the motivation of groups of 
people to invest in their land.1340 By the widespread use of 
irrigation, people physically reshaped their landscape in 
the Iron Age of Eastern Arabia, creating a contrast to the 
multitude of monuments surviving from the past. Dur-
ing this time, claims to agricultural land became more 
and more important. Renfrew1341 was one of the first to 
suggest that monuments were constructed as communi-
ties established their claims to agricultural land. Later 
writers extended this argument that territorial claims 
were in fact legitimised by the physical presence of the 
ancestors,1342 which can be acted out by the reuse of an-
cient tombs. Others1343 emphasise that rapid population 
growth, as one can also assume for the Iron Age in East-
ern Arabia given the significant increase in settlements, 
can promote an emphasis on ritual renewal through the 
conservation of tangible material connections to the past 
such as tombs. Interestingly, there is a similar reuse of 
Bronze Age tombs during the Iron Age of Yemen.1344

1335   Magee 2014: 235; Charbonnier 2017: 66–67.
1336   Benoist 2010: 139; Magee 2014: 237.
1337   Crown – Wills 2003: 529.
1338   Magee 2014: 237, 240.
1339   Hoaen – Loney 2013: 124.
1340   Hoaen – Loney 2013: 125.
1341   Renfrew 1976: 206–208.
1342   Chapman 1981: 72–74; Bradley 1984: 15–20.
1343   Crown – Wills 2003: 529.
1344   Crassard et al. 2010; McCorriston et al. 2011.

Efforts for tomb construction during the Iron Age 
was less than that of the collective tombs in the previ-
ous periods. This is interesting compared the large la-
bour investments that went into the construction and 
maintenance of irrigation systems, columned halls, cul-
tic structures and forts of the living. However, reuse and 
continuous use of tombs were more common practices 
than the construction of new ones. The introduction of 
falaj irrigation and the domestication of the camel lead 
to an economic boost that also resulted in the emergence 
of elites and social hierarchies. This puts social organisa-
tion under pressure, so people tried hard through com-
munal rituals including feasting and other formalised 
ritual practices to provide stability and security in these 
fast-changing times. Especially through focussing on the 
past by frequently reusing and continuously using tombs, 
people created a cultural memory that allowed them to 
promote their new identity and keep them grounded in 
social reality. It raised the awareness of the paramount 
importance of the group and ensured that the common 
good predominated over individual agendas and de-
sires.1345 It further helped the increasingly settled people 
to connect with, and propagate their right to, the lands. 
In the Iron Age, people seem to have experienced less sat-
isfaction with the present, where the association with the 
group and immediate past was no longer enough to hush 
the increasing social tensions coming alongside increas-
ing social hierarchies. This favoured an attraction for 
a more distant and more glorious past, making it more 
powerful in the cultural memory, legitimisation of social 
orders and the formation of group identity in the Iron 
Age Eastern Arabia.

6.4.5	 Late pre-Islamic (PIR) and Samad periods

After the end of the Iron Age, most tombs that were 
employed for almost a millennium fell out of use. In the 
following PIR and Samad periods, though we can see dif-
ferent developments in the northern (PIR) and southern 
(Samad) part of Eastern Arabia, especially in the types 
of tombs – simple pit graves and monumental stone or 
mud-brick above-ground rectangular tombs in the north 
and the very homogeneous funerary tradition of simple, 
stone-lined underground cist graves with single intern-
ments in the south – both periods are times when reuse 
of tombs was widely practiced. PIR reuses are attested 
in 16 cases at eleven sites. Most tombs reused during the 
PIR originates from the Wadi Suq period, all of them 
being collective tombs. These are in Ghalilah (chapter 
4.1.1), Dhayah (chapter 4.1.2), Shimal (chapter 4.1.3), 
Qarn al-Harf (chapter 4.1.4), Sharm (chapter 4.1.6), 
Bidya (chapter 4.1.7) and Wa’ab (chapter 4.1.16). Only 

1345   Assmann 2011: 121.
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at Asimah (chapter 4.1.8) and Jebel al-Emalah (chap-
ter 4.1.15) Hafit period tombs were reused during PIR 
and at Bitnah (chapter 4.1.12) and Jebel Buhais (chapter 
4.1.14) Iron Age tombs. Samad reuses were identified 
in 51 cases at 15 different sites. Here, besides Wadi Suq 
period tombs, reuse is also often present at Hafit period 
tombs as well as Iron Age ones. The Hafit period tombs 
reuse during the Samad period are at Al-Khutma (chap-
ter 4.1.25.1), Al-Khubayb (chapter 4.1.25.2), Jebel Salut 
(chapter 4.1.31), Adam (chapter 4.1.32.1) and Maysar 
(chapter 4.1.33.2), the Iron Age tombs at Maysar (chap-
ters 4.1.33.1 and 4.1.33.3), Samad (chapters 4.1.34.1 
and 4.1.34.6) and Al-Rawdah (chapter 4.1.36). All Wadi 
Suq period tombs reused during the Samad period are 
individual tombs, the common type of tombs of this pe-
riod in the south. They are attested at Adam (chapters 
4.1.32.1 and 4.1.32.2) and Samad (chapters 4.1.34.1, 
4.1.34.2, 4.1.34.3 and 4.1.34.4). In addition, Umm an-
Nar period tombs were reused at Qumayrah (chapter 
4.1.24) and Bat (chapter 4.1.27). Thus, there seems to 
be a slightly different selection of tombs that were reused 
between the PIR and Samad. In this regard it is interest-
ing to note that reuse of Samad period tombs also seems 
to have occurred during the same period. In some cases, 
in the cemeteries of Samad al-Shan, the skeletal material 
indicates that it was only some months up to a few years 
after the burial that the skeleton was moved.1346 This fits 
with Samad people not only reusing tombs for burials 
but also other Bronze Age structures. At the Umm an-
Nar period tower Maysar-25, a Samad period pottery 
jar was discovered that Yule1347 interprets as the remains 
of an otherwise completely destroyed tomb. Samad and 
PIR being a time of significant changes – whether migra-
tion played a role or not – could have fostered recalling 
the past by reusing ancient tombs.

After a recession in the Iron Age III, the PIR and 
Samad periods are again a time of settlement intensifica-
tion and a flourishing trade from the Mediterranean to 
the Indian Ocean (chapter 3.5). However, this did not 
occur uniformly across Eastern Arabia, and at several 
sites, especially inland, more ephemeral structures ap-
pear, which some scholars do not uncontestably link to 
the arrival of new (nomadic) populations from Western 
Arabia.1348 Beyond dispute is that it was a time of visi-
ble social hierarchies, where social rank and wealth was 
marked in the burial by different amounts and types of 
grave goods.1349 Elites are also evident in the architecture, 
such as the fortified palace at Mleiha and forts from oth-
er sites as well as temples. Thus, it is – unlike the whole 
Bronze Age in Eastern Arabia – a period where social 

1346   Yule 1994: 522.
1347   Yule 2001: 388–389, Taf. 256a.
1348   Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 298; Mouton 2008: 278–282.
1349   Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 299; Yule 2018.

differences are openly displayed and kinship solidarity 
became less important, albeit not completely forgot-
ten.1350 In such communities, critical resources were no 
longer available to everyone, something that might have 
led to the emergence of formal burial sites with indi-
vidual tombs.1351 Further, analogously to the Iron Age, 
the falaj agriculture again required significant labour 
investment, which can be associated with generating a 
cultural memory that motivated people to invest in their 
lands.1352 Being settled agriculturalists, rights to land are 
of great importance and can be established by reusing old 
monuments.1353 The main difference in the Iron Age in 
Eastern Arabia is that continuous use of tombs is of no 
importance during the PIR/Samad period. This can be 
explained by the general practice of individual burials in 
these periods (chapter 3.5).

The predominantly agricultural lifestyle, though not 
practiced in all regions, required significant investment 
into the irrigation system and, together with the interre-
gional trade, provided superfluity of wealth. The develop-
ing social hierarchies and resulting social tensions needed 
measurements that both promoted social cohesion and 
group identity as well as legitimised the role of the elites. 
This was achieved through creating cultural memory by 
reusing old tombs at a large scale. As in the Iron Age, peo-
ple seem to have, with the social circumstances of their 
present, despite economic wealth, generated a desire to 
associate oneself with a distant, better past.

6.4.6	 Sasanian

Little is known about the Sasanian period in Oman and 
even less about their burial practices (chapter 3.6). There-
fore, it is assumed that the Sasanian period followed a sig-
nificant decline at the end of the PIR/Samad period in 
association with a drop in economic activities, especially 
interregional trade and population size.1354 Agricultural 
use of the land ceased and most people followed a mobile 
lifestyle.1355 Sites with Sasanian reuse of tombs are Shimal 
(chapter 4.1.3), Sharm (chapter 4.1.6), Mleiha (chapter 
4.1.13), Jebel al-Emalah (chapter 4.1.15), Bat (chapter 
4.1.27) and Samad-30 (chapter 4.1.34.7). The type of 
tombs that were reused is quite widespread ranging from 
Hafit period cairns to Samad period subterranean stone-
lined cists. 

Lacking information about regular burial customs, 
it is hard to judge the significance of these reuses. They 
might be attempts to make sense of the past during a 

1350   Cleuziou – Tosi 2007: 299.
1351   Chapman 1981: 73–74; Bradley 1984: 15–16.
1352   Hoaen – Loney 2013: 125.
1353   Chapman 1981: 72–74; Bradley 1984: 15–20.
1354   Kennet 2007: 106.
1355   Al-Jahwari et al. 2018: 738.
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period of widespread social change that required trans-
formation of worldviews and social identities.1356 Dur-
ing and after the Roman period in Britain, monument 
reuse might have been places within the context of 
identity (re)construction,1357 a process that might also 
have happened during the Sasanian period in Eastern 
Arabia. Reusing old tombs through votive depositions 
or burials can be seen as performative acts binding peo-
ple and places in narratives of collective memories and 
though this allow local elites to create a genealogical de-
scent from real or fictive ancestors, to legitimise claims 
to status and land and generally support the creation 
and articulation of cultural memory as an important 
mechanism in effecting authority.1358 During the Sasa-
nian period, monumental architecture ceased to be 
created and thus the phenomenon of additive reuse 
might be an escapist nostalgia of people whose past was 
bigger than their present.1359 It might also play a role 
that the new demographic pattern with lower overall 
population size, dispersed communities and – although 
this remains to be tested – lower life spans truncated 
the grandparent-child-grandchild pattern as Kilmur-
ray1360 argues for the European Neolithic. Thus, other  

1356   Jarrett 2013: 200–201.
1357   Jarrett 2013: 200–201.
1358   Jarrett 2013: 200–201.
1359   Alcock 2001: 323.
1360   Kilmurray 2009: 42.

mnemotic devices were needed to transmit information 
across generations, possibly including the reuse of old 
tombs. Gosden and Lock1361 point to a similar phenome-
non in southern Oxfordshire during the Late Bronze Age 
to the Romano-British period that could also provide an 
explanation for the reuse of tombs in the Sasanian peri-
od in Eastern Arabia. Their idea is that when histories in 
different time periods contrast, i.e., a long continuity in 
one period and short genealogies in the other, the latter is 
complemented by a strong interest the mythological past. 
Spencer1362 suggest that a strong interest in the distant 
past could also be an attempt to minimise and overcome 
an unpleasant phase of the immediate past by creating 
and alternative one and by appealing to the more distant 
history of a region. In the Sasanian period people were 
practising cult traditions at the prehistoric tombs dot-
ted around the landscape to appeal to their more distant 
history. Likely, by doing this, they cast back some of the 
monuments into a glorious, mythical past.1363 However, 
as our understanding of the Sasanian period, especially 
of their burial customs, this explanations of the attested 
occasions of reuse during this period must remain in the 
realm of speculation.

1361   Gosden – Lock 1998: 8–11.
1362   Spencer 1995: 289.
1363   Spencer 1995: 289.
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In this study, 969 excavated and published tombs from 
Eastern Arabia dating from the Hafit to the Sasanian 
period were investigated for reuse. Reuse differs from 
continuous use as it is characterised by an interruption 
in use. This means that there is a considerable gap in time 
between the initial use of the tomb and reuse activities. 
It can involve very different types of activities, which can 
be divided into additive and destructive forms. Additive 
reuse, which is more prominent in Eastern Arabia, inclu-
des objects and/or burials added to the original content 
of the tomb, while in destructive reuse, parts of the inven-
tory of the tomb are removed and the structural integrity 
of the tomb is damaged. Both can occur at the same tomb 
simultaneously or consecutively. From an archaeological 
perspective, identifying such later activities is complica-
ted, because one and the same action can result in very 
different archaeological records and very differently mo-
tivated actions can lead to the same visible changes.

In order to approach some of the motives behind 
the reuse of ancient tombs, three processes are of special 
importance: interpretation, confrontation and legitima-
tion.1364 All are interlinked with intentional references to 
the past that explicitly communicate meaning and thus 
with cultural memory. Its function is to make sense of the 
present, to give orientation in new situations and to help 
shape a cultural identity. Of course, archaeologists can-
not get inside the minds of people in the past and thus 
will never know what people consciously thought,1365 but 
analysing patterns in the archaeological record against 
culturally-specific contexts allows for some conclusions.

Out of the 969 tombs analysed, 145 show signs of re-
use, demonstrating that it was common practice in the re-
gion and a quite unique phenomenon compared to other 
regions of Western Asia, especially when considering that 
the number of overlooked cases is approximately quite 
high, as reuse is often not mentioned in publications. 
Within reused tombs, a preference for tombs from the 
Bronze Age is visible as the proportion of reused tombs 
to overall excavated tombs lie here between 24 and 34 

1364	 Bradley 2002: 147.
1365	 Williams 2006: 20.

%, compared to the Iron Age and Samad period where it 
is less than ten percent. Visibility, however, was not the 
primary reason for choosing a tomb for reuse as 58.5 % of 
all reused tombs are above ground and 41.5 % below, the 
latter clearly minimising their visibility. The same is true 
for the attractiveness of individual or collective tombs. 
There is only a slight, but not significant preference for 
reusing individual tombs. Case studies from the cemeter-
ies of Bat, Adam North and Samad-21 South did not re-
veal any pattern within size or location of reused tombs. 
Neither the most prominent or highest locations or the 
most visible or largest tombs were more frequently target 
for reuse than others. Spatially, reuse occurs in the whole 
of Eastern Arabia without any concentrations of areas 
that might have played a higher social, cultic or econom-
ic role in the respective time period. In terms of temporal 
distribution, we can clearly see that reuse occurred more 
often in the Iron Age and Samad period/PIR than in all 
others. If a tomb is reused as a burial, it was mainly for a 
single inhumation. The grave goods that outfitted reuse 
burials do not differ from what is common for regular 
burials of that period and as far as the anthropological 
identifications that were conducted, this is also true for 
the orientation and position of the body. Nothing of the 
reuse burials indicates that they were meant for special 
people. Most later single objects, mainly pottery, soft-
stone vessels and metal objects, found in tombs might 
have been grave goods of reuse burials that were not rec-
ognised by the excavators or not preserved. Only some of 
them are clearly ritual deposits without associated burials 
such as Iron Age pottery vessels placed on top of Early 
Bronze Age tombs, and spatially delimited hoards. Very 
few objects can be considered to be accidentally lost.

Destructive reuse is rare in the material record of 
Eastern Arabia, although grave robbery features as the 
most prominent explanation for later activities in the lit-
erature. With a closer look, there is almost no evidence 
that intentional and illegal removal of valuable objects 
from the tombs for economic benefits played a signifi-
cant role in pre-modern Eastern Arabia. There are sim-
ply no valuable objects to be expected from most periods 
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and in most cases of alleged grave robbery, non-valuable 
objects such as pottery sherds and even human remains 
were taken as well. Other explanations for later destruc-
tive activities that are found for other regions of the 
world such as fear of revenants, change of status and the 
destruction of grave goods appear even less likely from 
the archaeological record of Eastern Arabia. Secondary 
burials at another place did occur, especially during the 
Umm an-Nar period, but just from this period, tombs 
are rarely found empty. It seems that most objects were 
taken to prepare the tomb for an additive reuse. Addi-
tive reuse was mainly practiced during the Iron Age and 
Samad period/PIR. During the Umm an-Nar period, an 
economically flourishing time, tendencies for the devel-
opment of social hierarchies coming along with increas-
ing wealth obtained through agriculture and trade, were 
fiercely counteracted by strongly promoting equality and 
social cohesion not the least with collective burials. In 
this context, there seems to have been simply no need 
to propagate a cultural memory that cherishes a distant 
past to legitimise the social order of the present. In the 
following Wadi Suq period people returned to a less con-
spicuous but likely more sustainable way of life without 
elaborate social hierarchies. Now, there was no need for 
a strong promotion of social cohesion, but obviously also 
no need to long for a past that was bigger than the pres-
ent, indicating that the Wadi Suq period was more afflu-
ent than currently assumed. Too little is known about the 
Late Bronze Age, but with the Iron Age the heyday of 
reuse in Eastern Arabia began. The Iron Age witnessed 
an economic boost going along with the introduction 
of falaj irrigated agriculture and overland trade with the 

newly domesticated camel that also resulted in the emer-
gence of elites. As in the Umm an-Nar period, this put 
the social order under pressure, which was attempted to 
be eased – though not completely hushed as in the Umm 
an-Nar period – by various communal rituals including 
feasting and other formalised ritual practices, especially 
reuse and continuous use of tombs. This shaped the cul-
tural memory that allowed them to promote their new 
identity and to propagate their belonging and rights to 
the land. Reuse continued as a prominent phenomenon 
during the PIR/Samad period, a time that was also af-
fected through visible social hierarchies and economic 
wealth. Whether newcomers from other regions were a 
substantial part of the society or not, the social hierar-
chies and resulting tensions made counter measurements 
necessary that both promoted social cohesion and group 
identity as well as legitimised the role of the elites. This 
was achieved through creating cultural memory by reus-
ing old tombs. For the Sasanian period, again, too little is 
known to judge the role of reuse for their societies.
In summary, the material record of Eastern Arabia 
demonstrates that the reuse of tombs was a common 
phenomenon, especially coming into place when elites 
emerged, tallying along social tensions. It seems to have 
been an affective measurement to generate a cultural 
memory that provided a narrative of social cohesion 
while simultaneously legitimising elites, presenting the 
present situation as unavoidable and placing them in 
direct line with a (glorious) past. Those actions seemed 
not necessary in times where social hierarchies were low 
or at least equality was strongly advocated, but clearly 
shows that “history mattered to many in prehistory”. 1366

1366	 Gosden – Lock 1998.
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People in the past were always confronted with surviving remains 
from previous periods, and reacted to and engaged with them 
in varying ways. One activity through which this becomes visible 
is the reuse of tombs. If this reuse is an intentional reference to 
the past, it explicitly communicates meaning and thus cultural 
memory. In Eastern Arabia, however, this phenomenon received 
little attention in archaeological research, often having been 
discounted by the excavators as a disturbance to the first use of 
a tomb. 

This book will investigate reuse of tombs from the beginning of 
the Early Bronze Age until the end of the Sasanian period in order 
to understand the underlying purposes and social context of this 
practice. In Eastern Arabia, where the adding of new burials to 
the original content of the tomb is common, such reuse might 
have functioned to make sense of the present, to give orientation 
in new situations and to help shape a cultural identity. Reuse 
occurred more often in the Iron Age and Samad/PIR periods than 
in all other periods investigated, combined. These are also times 
of visible social hierarchies. The resulting tensions made counter-
measures that both promoted social cohesion and group identity 
and legitimised the role of the elites necessary. This might have 
been achieved through creating cultural memory by reusing old 
tombs.
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