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KARKEMISH. REPORT ON THE 2011 AND 2012 EXCAVATIONS IN AREA F

Antonio Bonomo and Federico Zaina1

 The Turco-Italian 2011 and 2012 investigations in the Outer Town at Karkemish,2 
aimed at clarifying the evidence for the Iron Age city wall system (Marchetti 2013; 
Marchetti 2014a; Marchetti 2014b; Zaina in press), as well as for domestic buildings 
(House A), both partially excavated by the British expedition led by C.L. Woolley about 
a century before (1921: 118-119, fig. 36). During the 2011 topographic survey of Area 
F, the remains of a pithos, some glazed sherds and some stone “weights” were noted on 
the surface West of House A (Fig. 1, Pl. II: 1). This accidental discovery was followed 
by a brief investigation of the area that revealed two Neo-Assyrian cremation pot-burials 
(G.456a and G.456b), containing the remains of two individuals associated with a rich 
corpus of findings. Further excavations in the area carried out in 2012 brought to light a 
third pot-burial (G.461), dating to the Iron Age III too. This group of graves is likely to be 
part of a larger multi-period graveyard as suggested by recent geophysical survey (2015) 
and renewed excavations in the area (2016).3 
 In this paper, after an introductory paragraph on the general topography and 
morphology of the area, we provide a detailed report on the burials excavated in Area F 
at Karkemish between 2011 and 2012, in the framework of the Iron Age cremation ritual 
at contemporary sites in the Middle Euphrates Valley.     

1. PREVIOUS RESEARCHES AND TOPOGRAPHY

 The Outer Town of Karkemish is a 55 ha large area extending South-West of the 

1 Antonio Bonomo wrote § 4; Federico Zaina wrote §§ 1, 2, 3, 5.
2  The Turco-Italian Archaeological Expedition at Karkemish by the Alma Mater Studiorum - University 

of Bologna, University of Gaziantep and University of Istanbul is directed by Nicolò Marchetti 
(Department of History and Cultures - University of Bologna), to whom we would like to express our 
gratitude for the permission to publish the 2011 and 2012 excavations in Area F and for his guidance 
and support. Thanks are also due to the Directorate General for Cultural Heritage and Museums of the 
Turkish Ministry of Culture and Tourism, to the representative Ahmet Beyazlar and the other colleagues 
of Gaziantep Museum and, for their financial support, especially to the University of Bologna, the 
Italian Ministry for Foreign Affairs and the Sanko Holding for their help and support. The authors 
wish to thank also Maria Giovanna Belcastro (Department of Experimental Evolutionary Biology - 
University of Bologna) for information on the human remains from the 2011 excavations in Area F and 
Rula Shafiq Baysan (Department of Anthropology - Yeditepe University in Istanbul) for information on 
the human remains from the 2012 excavations in Area F, as well as Maria Letizia Carra (Department of 
History and Cultures - University of Bologna) for the paleobotanical information. 

3 Between 2013 and 2015, due to security reasons, no excavations were carried out in the Outer Town. 
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acropolis and the Euphrates river and cut by the Turkish-Syrian border (Fig. 1, Pl. I). 
Archaeological investigations have been conducted there at different times and with 
diverse methodologies. The British expedition led by C.L. Woolley first explored the 
area, exposing a large segment of the city wall, several towers, city gates, as well as some 
domestic buildings and graves (Woolley 1921). About a century later, a two-years surface 
survey (2009-2010) was carried out on the Syrian side of the Outer Town in the frame of the 
“Land of Carchemish” project directed by T.J. Wilkinson and E. Peltenburg (Wilkinson, 
Wilkinson and Peltenburg 2011; Wilkinson and Ricci 2016). Since 2011, researches on 
the Turkish side of the ancient site by the Turco-Italian Archaeological Expedition, aimed 
at extensively exposing the Iron Age (henceforth IA) town in order to understand its urban 
history and the development of material culture (Marchetti 2012; 2013; 2014a; 2014b). 
Recent reassessments of the archeological evidence for the Outer Town (Wilkinson 
and Ricci 2016; Zaina in press) suggested that the earliest occupation so far recorded 
dates back to the Neo-Hittite period (IA II) as the result of the the long term trend of 
urbanization which involved the area west of the Euphrates from the Early Iron Age.4 
After the Assyrian conquest (717 BC) a large-scale urban renewal was promoted by the 
Assyrian king Sargon II. This impressive endeavour probably included the enlargement 
of the Outer Town with a new city wall system (Zaina in press) and the reconstruction 
of several public buildings in the Inner Town. After the fall of the Neo-Assyrian empire, 
the Outer Town was largely abandoned, with only scattered traces of occupation attested 
dating to the Achaemenian, Hellenistic, Roman and Early Islamic periods.5 
 The Turco-Italian excavations in the Outer Town (Fig. 1, Pl. I), carried out during 
the 2011 and the 2012 seasons and restarted since 2016, have a twofold purpose: The 
first is to identify part of the Neo-Assyrian city wall already exposed by Woolley and to 
confirm or possibly modify its layout as proposed by the British Museum excavations; We 
expected to detect new buildings and/or streets in order to investigate the urban layout of 
the Outer Town. To this aim two areas were first selected: Area E, located at the northern 
end of the Outer Town slightly sloping eastward and consisting of a southern sector of 
about 8x20 m and a northern one approximately 5x8 m, in order to re-investigate the city 
wall system (Marchetti 2012: 353-354; Zaina in press); Area F, located some 150 m to 
the South of Area E and West of Woolley’s House A, is a small sounding opened between 
2011 and 2012 in a flat area, with the aim of exploring the cremation burials accidentally 
found during the 2011 survey. The excavations in Area F have been renewed in 2016 
by opening two large sectors both providing some relevant information on the Neo-
Assyrian city wall, a domestic quarter around House A and the graveyards located in 
the area.  

4 Arguments to support this theory have been also raised by Mazzoni 1995: 181-196; Hawkins 1976-
1980: 445-446; Winter 1983: 194-195.

5 A small amount of Hellenistic, Roman as well as Byzantine and Early Islamic sherds is reported by 
the Land of Carchemish Project team from the surface collection (Wilkinson and Ricci 2016: 139-142, 
tabs. 8.2-4). This datum is also confirmed the scattered evidence documented around area E and F by 
the Turco-Italian Archaeological Expedition.
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2. GRAVE G.456A 
 
2.1 Stratigraphy
 A 1.5x1.5 m sounding was opened at the end of the 2011 campaign 70 m West of 
House A in order to clarify the surface evidence consisting of a cluster of scattered Neo-
Assyrian green glazed pottery sherds and small stone “weights” (Fig. 2, Pl. II: 1). The 
excavation of the sounding brought to light three Iron Age III burials G.456a, G.456b and 
G.461, the former two fully explored during the 2011 season, while the latter investigated 
in 2012.
 G.456a is a pot-burial (Fig. 3: 1) consisting of a high-footed jar,6 probably similar 
to Yunus bath type B (Woolley 1939: pl. V.2-3, type B), placed in a shallow but wide pit 
cut through the chalky natural soil (F.460) and a layer of soft clay soil (F. 459). Only the 
lower part of the pot-burial was preserved due to the later cut of the upper walls of the jar 
to place another grave, named G.456b. The cremated bones (KH.11.S.63)7 were mixed 
with the loose earth of the burial and it was thus impossible to identify the original urn in 
which they were contained.

2.2 The human remains
Two samples of burned bones and ashes were collected during the excavation of the 

two superimposed burials. Anthropological analysis carried out by M.G. Belcastro on 
two samples (KH.11.S.63 and KH.11.S.64)8 provided quite detailed information on the 
individuals from both G.456a and G.456b. 

The sample from G.456a (KH.11.S.63) contains the cremated remains of a single 
young individual still in a growing stage. This interpretation is based on the few small 
fragments of skull and postcranial bones preserved. The skull fragments are quite thin 
and the suture preserved are open, thus indicating a young person. The bones of the 
postcranial skeleton are compatible with this hypothesis, while there are not enough 
diagnostic elements to determine the gender of the deceased. Color characteristics and 
modifications undergone by the bones indicate that cremation took place with soft tissues 
adhering to bones at around 500°C.

2.3 Materials
 The grave assemblage from G.456a is composed by three pottery vessels and three 
objects. The pottery includes a typical Neo-Assyrian glazed small jar (KH.11.P.51/10, 
Fig. 3: 2, Pl. V: 1) and two miniature shapes, a squat juglet (KH.11.P.51/9, Fig. 3: 4, Pl. 
V: 3), comparable with IA III Zincirli specimens (Lehmann 1996: pl. 38, no. 214/1) and a 

6     During the excavation of G.456A we recovered two clusters of jar fragments labeled KH.11.P.51/2 and 
KH.11.P.51/4, which were then identified as part of the same vessel named KH.11.P51/4.

7 For the code used to define layers, pottery, samples and small finds see p. 13.
8 The numbers given to the cremated bone samples from G.456a and G.456b correspond to two 

bioarchaeological samples. This because the bone fragments were separated from the rest of 
palaeobotanical remains by the palaeobotanist M.L. Carra (ArcheoLaBio - University of Bologna). For 
the sake of clarity, it has been decided to keep the same numbers.   
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cup with an out-turned rim (KH.11.P.51/8, Fig. 3: 3, Pl. V: 2).9

 The small finds consist of two finely decorated bronze fibulae (KH.11.O.498, 
KH.11.O.588, Pl. V: 5-6), similar to those found at the cemetery of Yunus (Woolley 
1939: pl. XIXc 1-6). In addition, a granulated gold earring (KH.11.O.587, Pl. V: 4) was 
recovered. This kind of jewel is well known in the heartland of Assyria, such as in the 
royal tombs I and II at Nimrud (Damerji 1999: 7, fig. 11-12; Oates and Oates 2001: 
82-83, pl. 5;  Collon 2008: 108, fig. 14). It is interesting to note how similar patterns, 
regarding children or young persons associated with jewellery, have been oserved at other 
neighbouring sites too (Tenu 2013: 430).

Catalogue of the small finds from G.456a:

KH.11.O.498, Bronze fibula (Pl. V: 5)
Material: bronze
Dimensions: h. 1.1 cm; w. 1.4 cm; th. 0.4 cm
SU: G.456a
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.587, Gold earring (Pl. V: 4)
Material: gold
Dimensions: h. 1.8 cm; w. 1.2 cm; th. 0.6 cm
SU: G.456a
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.588, Bronze fibula (Pl. V: 6)
Material: bronze
Dimensions: h. 5 cm; w. 0.9 cm; th. 0.8 cm 
SU: G.456a
Bucket:: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

2.4 Bioarchaeological remains
    Three samples of sediments for paleobotanical analyses have been collected from G.456a: 
one (KH.11.S.70) comes from the small juglet (KH.11.P.51/9), another (KH.11.S.71) 
is the filling of the Neo-Assyrian glazed small jar (KH.11.P.51/10), while the third 
(KH.11.S.63) corresponds to the entire soil deposit found inside the burial. The samples 
have been examined by M.L. Carra by means of the usual laboratory treatments10 at the 
ArcheoLaBio, the Research Centre for Bioarchaeology at the Alma Mater Studiorum - 
University of Bologna. The preliminary bioarchaeological analysis provided interesting 
information on the type of food associated with the burial, with a high number of Viticeae 
and Graminaceae seeds and grapeseeds. The sample is still under study and more details 
on the quantity and type of paleobotanical remains will be provided in a paper by M.L. 
Carra in a forthcoming paper.

9 For more detailed discussions on the Iron Age III pottery assemblage from Karkemish including 
G.456a, G. 456b and G.461 see Bonomo and Zaina 2014. Further parallels may be also found in 
Pizzimenti and Zaina 2016.

10 Manual flotation and sieving in running water, examination through stereomicroscope and determination 
through specific atlases and comparison collections (Pearsall 2000).
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3. GRAVE G.456B 
 
3.1 Stratigraphy
 G.456b is a shallow but large pit directly covered by the topsoil deposit F.458 and 
covering G.456a (Fig. 2, Pl. III: 1-2). The remains of this second burial were scattered 
over a large area on the surface and the pottery vessels accompanying the bones were 
broken off. Some rim fragments (KH.11.P.51/3, Fig. 3: 5, Pl. III: 1-2), not belonging 
to the large jar of G.456a, were found along the burial cut and they had been probably 
reused to delimit G.456b. As for G.456a, the cremated bones were mixed with the loose 
earth inside the burial. It thus seems that G.456b, was at least partially destroyed by later 
activities.11

3.2 The human remains
The bone remains from G.456b (KH.11.S.64) were found just above the pithos of 

G.456a and scattered all around it. They consist of a few small fragments of the skull 
and the postcranial skeleton and can be safely attributed to a single adult individual. 
In particular, the presence of open suture in the skull may indicate a young adult or an 
adolescent whose age ranges from 15 to 35 years. As for G.456a the paucity of diagnostic 
elements does not permit to identify the gender of the individual. Color characteristics 
and modifications undergone to the bones indicate that cremation took place with soft 
tissues adhering to bones at around 500°C.

3.3 Materials
 The grave assemblage from G.456b is composed of three pottery vessels, including 
the upper part of a large vat (rim),12 and forty-one small finds. The pottery assemblage 
consists of a carinated jar with ring base and a small globular glazed jar, both being 
typical Iron Age III specimens. The former (KH.11.P.51/7, Fig. 3: 7, Pl. VI: 2)13 can be 
compared with pieces from the cemetery of Yunus (Woolley 1939: pl. XXII, type U2), 
while the small globular glazed jar (KH.11.P.51/1, Fig. 3: 6, Pl. VI: 1) has parallels with 
Neo-Assyrian specimens from Ashur (Andrae 1977: fig. 164). 
 Small finds include a basalt bowl (KH.11.O.499, Pl. VI: 5) and 40 small spherical 
stones,14 perhaps to be interpreted as weights or tools (KH.11.O.328-340, KH.11.O.471-497, 
Pl. VI: 3-4). The latter have an average diameter of about 3 cm.   

11 However, the archaeological evidence did not allow to establish whether damage took place in recent 
times, although the pit visisble during the pre-excavation stage (Pl. II: 1) supports this hypothesis and 
would thus be connected the demining operations completed in 2011.

12   Originally, this vat may have been used to cover the rest of the burial and the grave goods. However it is 
likely to suppose that the upper part of the burial have been cut away (and partially looted) in antiquity. 

13 During the excavation of G.456B we recovered three clusters of jar fragments labeled KH.11.P.51/5, 
KH.11.P.51/6 and KH.11.P.51/7 which were then identified as part of the same vessel named KH.11.
P51/7.

14   The identification of the stone has been provided by Prof. G.M. Bargossi (Department of Biological, 
Geological and Environmental Studies - University of Bologna).
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Catalogue of the small finds from G.456b:

KH.11.O.328, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3-4)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.2 cm; weight 41 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.479, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.1 cm; weight 12 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.329, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.1 cm; weight 41 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.480, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.2 cm; weight 15 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.330, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.0 cm; weight 35 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.481, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.6 cm; weight 25 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.333, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.4 cm; weight 51 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.484, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.1 cm; weight 42 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.334, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.2 cm; weight 45 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.485, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.6 cm; weight 66 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.335, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.3 cm; weight 47 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.486, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.1 cm; weight 13 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete
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KH.11.O.336, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.1 cm; weight 39 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.487, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 1.6 cm; weight 6 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.337, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.4 cm; weight 49 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.488, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.8 cm; weight 28 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.338, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.6 cm; weight 62 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.489, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.4 cm; weight 19 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.339, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.1 cm; weight 38 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.490, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3 cm; weight 24 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.340, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.2 cm; weight 14 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.491, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3 cm; weight 37 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.471, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.8 cm; weight 73 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.492, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.2 cm; weight 44 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.472, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.6 cm; weight 26 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.493, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.7 cm; weight 68 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete



Karkemish. The 2011 and 2012 Excavations in Area F8

KH.11.O.473, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.1 cm; weight 38 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.494, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.6 cm; weight 23 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.474, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.1 cm; weight 36 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.495, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.7 cm; weight 27 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.475, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.0 cm; weight 37 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.496, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.0 cm; weight 33 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.476, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.6 cm; weight 24 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.497, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.2 cm; weight 14 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.477, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 2.7 cm; weight 27 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.499, Basalt bowl (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 24.7 cm; height 8.7 cm
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

KH.11.O.478, Small spherical stone (Pl. VI: 3)
Material: stone
Dimensions: diam. 3.8 cm; weight 69 gr
SU: G.456b
Bucket: KH.11.P.51
Preservation: complete

3.4 Paleobotanical remains
 A sample of sediments for paleobotanical analyses have been collected from G.456b 
(KH.11.S.64). The preliminary bioarchaeological analysis is consistent with the evidence 
from the other two cremation graves (G.456a, G.461). Indeed, the sampling provided a high 
number of Viticeae and Graminaceae seeds. The sample is still under study.
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4. GRAVE G.461 
 
4.1 Stratigraphy
 During the 2012 campaign the sounding was enlarged to excavate G.461, only the 
northern half of which was visible after the first campaign (Fig. 2, Pl. IV: 1-2). As in 
the case of G.456a, G.461 was cut into a layer of soft clay soil (F.459) sealed in turn 
by the thin top soil deposit F.458. However, unlike the former, G.461 was not cut in the 
chalky natural soil (F.460), but its structure consisted of a large pottery vat placed upside 
down on natural soil to contain and protect the urn (a large pottery krater, see below) and 
another pottery vessel. The burial lies c. 30 cm to the South-East of the other two graves.     

4.2 The human remains
 The remains in G.461 (KH.12.S.103) were located inside the krater (KH.12.P. 396/3, 
Fig. 4: 3, Pl. VII: 2), which was thus used as an urn. This grave shows full collection of 
all cremated bones (around the 90% of the skeleton is represented), with the exception 
of the fingers and toes according to Rula Shafiq Baysan, to whom we owe the following 
comments. 
The analysis allowed to identify a mature adult, 40 to 60 years old, probably male, on 
the basis of the pelvic feature and the mandibular condyles. The majority of the skeletal 
remains exhibits high degrees of cremation with a firing temperature of approximately 
500 °C. Of particular interest is the left side of the pelvic region: the proximal third of the 
femur, and the upper left limb including the scapula exhibit lower degrees of cremation, 
as indicated by the black color and the lack of the bone deformation and shrinkage that 
is witnessed by all the other bones. The body was most probably placed in an extended 
supine position (lying on the back with face up), as indicated by the collection of the 
preserved occipital, distal parietal bones, and petrous portion of the skull.

4.3 Materials
 Together with the large pottery vat15 (KH.12.P.396/1, Fig. 4: 1), two complete pottery 
vessels and two small finds were found. The ceramic assemblage includes a bowl with 
in-turned folded rim and ring base (KH.12.P.396/2, Fig. 4: 2, Pl. VII: 1) and a krater 
with out-turned rim and ring base (KH.12.P.396/3, Fig. 4: 3, Pl. VII: 2). Both specimens 
are well attested in Late Iron Age funerary contexts (Yunus) as well as extra-funerary 
(Tell Ahmar, Tell Shiuk Fawqani and Tell Sheikh Hassan) contexts in the vicinity of  
Karkemish. At Karkemish, bowls with in-turned folded rim and ring base are mostly 
attested during the IA III period.16 Similar specimens have been also found at Tell Ahmar 
(Jamieson 2012: 57, fig. 3.4.1-2), Tell Shiuk Fawqani (Luciani 2005: pl. 13, no. 152, 
pl. 43, nos. 500-501), Tell Sheikh Hassan (Schneider 1999: fig. 6.1-5) and in the Yunus 
cemetery (Lehmann 1996: pl. 10, 59/8; Woolley 1939: pl. 15). With regards to the second 

15 The vat corresponds to Woolley’s type A “bath” (1939: pl. XXV) recovered at the nearby cemetery of 
Yunus. 

16 Although some early specimens have been also found in IA II contexts (see Pizzimenti and Zaina 2016: 
1432, fig. 5.8-9).
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shape, the closest parallels are again from the Yunus cemetery (Lehmann 1996: pl. 32, 
189/2; Woolley 1939: pl. 22 K2-K3).
 The small finds consists of an indeterminate limestone tool (KH.12.O.600, Pl. VII: 4) 
found in the fill of the grave (F.892) and a small bronze hook (KH.12.O.673, Pl. VII: 3), 
found close to the bowl with in-turned folded rim and ring base.   

Catalogue of the small finds from G.461:

KH.12.O.600, Tool (Pl. VII: 4)
Material: limestone
Dimensions: h. 4.2 cm; w. 8 cm; th. 2.7 cm
SU: F.892
Bucket: KH.11.P.397
Preservation: complete

KH.12.O.673, Hook (Pl. VII: 3)
Material: bronze
Dimensions: h. 1.1 cm; w. 1.4 cm; th. 0.4 cm
SU: G.461
Bucket: KH.11.P.396
Preservation: fragmentary

4.4 Paleobotanical remains
Twelve samples were taken from G.461 (Figs. 5-6, Table 1), ten from the soil 

covering the urn (KH.12.S.86, 88, 92-99), while the other two respectively from the 
bowl KH.12.P.396/2 (KH.12.S.87) and the krater KH.12.P.396/3 (KH.12.S.91). The 
preliminary paleobotanical analysis provides interesting insights which are in line with 
the evidence from the other two cremation graves G.456a and G.456b. The sampling 
provided 1755 determinations which can be divided into five main groups: Graminaceae, 
Leguminosae, Oleaceae, Rubiaceae and Viticeae. The latter is largely predominant 
rearching approximately 91% of the total amount of paleobotanical identifications in 
each of the three samples. Another relevant group is Graminaceae (7%) and in particular 
Hordeum Vulgare and other Cerealia (6%).

      
5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

5.1 A new cemetery at Karkemish
 The three cremation pot-burials (G.456a, G.456b, G.461) excavated by the Turco-
Italian Expedition in area F, provided an important clue on the use of the area as a cemetery 
at least in the Neo-Assyrian period. Previous investigations in the area around House A 
carried out by Woolley (1921: 119, pl. 20) revealed the presence of three inhumations. On 
the basis of comparisons with the nearby cemetery of Deve Höyük, the British excavator 
suggested a late 6th century BC date for those burials.17 In addition to this, Woolley 
reported the discovery of more burials outside the West Gate of the Outer Town by the 
German engineers during the construction of the Baghdad Railway (Woolley 1939: 12). 

17 This interpretation is further supported by the renewed investigation in Area F carried out during the 
2016 campaign. Indeed, two more burials, one probably dating to the Neo-Assyrian period while the 
second to be assigned to the following Achaemenian occupation, were discovered close to the three 
Neo-Assyrian graves (G.456a, G.456b and G.461). 
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In the light of this, we may preliminary hypothesize the existence of a graveyard dating 
as early as the late 8th century BC and continuing during at least the early Achaemenian 
period (6th-5th centuries BC). The absence of Achaemenian burials at the cemetery of 
Yunus, suggests that the two areas were both in use during the 7th century BC, while the 
latter was abandoned for at least some time after the end of the Assyrian occupation.18 
The renewed program of excavations in the Outer Town at Karkemish will help to better 
understand the limits of this cemetery and to better clarify its chronology.
 
5.2 Some insights on the burials equipment and the cremation ritual
 Cremation emerged as a funerary practice in the Late Bronze Age (Mazzoni 2000: 
34-35; Tenu 2009: 89-90), but it is during the Iron Age that incineration burials started 
to be widespread in Syria and Anatolia (Mazzoni 2000: 34-35). The area of Karkemish 
provided extensive evidence of Iron Age cremation cemeteries such as Yunus (Woolley 
1914; 1939), Deve Höyük (Moorey 1980) and Tell Shiukh Fawqani (Pl. IX: 1; Luciani 
2005; Tenu 2005; 2007; 2009). 
 The three cremation burials in Area F at Karkemish show different elements 
concerning both the burial type and the grave goods. G.456a consisted of a footed jar 
similar to Woolley’s bath graves type B (Fig. 3: 1, Pl. VIII: 1; Woolley 1939: pl. V.2-3, 
type B). The other two burials were covered with another typical ceramic shape (vat) well 
attested in the Yunus cemetery (Figs. 3: 5, 4: 1; Pl. VIII: 2; Woolley 1939: pls. V.1, VI.1, 
type A). 
 While the structural differences do not deviate from the tradition of the tombs from 
Yunus, more interesting is the evidence from the grave goods. Indeed, G.456a and G.456b 
share an almost identical pottery assemblage including typical Neo-Assyrian small jars, 
while the former also included jewels among which a granulated gold earring (Fig. 3: 
5). According to Tenu (2013: 430) jewellery is more frequently associated with child 
burials, in line with the anthropological identification provided for G.456a. In addition, 
it is worth noting how G.456a and G.456b do not share some typical features of the Iron 
Age cremation graves such as the collection of burnt bones in kraters or small urns and 
the presence of stelae or stones located next to the burial (Bonatz 2000: 189). On the other 
hand, the krater and bowl found inside G.461 well reflect the funerary tradition already 
documented in the cemetery of Yunus (Woolley 1914, 1939). 
 One interesting aspect shared by all the three graves is the outstanding amount of 
Viticeae19 (Figs. 5-6, Table 1). The presence of such seeds points to the use of grapes or 
wine in connection with the burial, possibly for the funerary ritual.
Their presence in the soil samples from G.461 and G.456a may also indicate the residues 
of grape cultivation. However, the abundant amount of Viticeae seeds inside the vessels of 

18  Excavations at the cemetery of Yunus carried out by both the British expedition (Woolley 1939) and 
the Turco-Italian one provided evidence on the use of the area as a cemetery during the Roman and 
probably early Byzantine periods.  

19 A remarkable, although not statistically significant quantity of Graminaceae (Hordeum Vulgare and 
other Cerealia) has also been observed. This generally represents 6-7% within each sample both among 
the Karkemish and the Yunus Iron Age burials. 
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the burials20 further support the first hypothesis. The types of vessels considered include 
complete small jars and juglets with very small rim diameter (2-3 cm, Figs. 3: 2, 3: 4) 
which complicates the introduction of seeds inside them. Seeds have been generally 
found both in the filling soil and in the vessel, thus preventing possible differentiations 
in their use. 
     The role of grapes and wine has been widely recognized as relevant during the 
funerary events both in Iron Age Syria and Anatolia, from the burning of the body on the 
pyre to the “mortuary meal” at the end of the ritual (Bonatz 2014: 40; Kassian, Korolev 
and Sidel’tsev 2002: 265-267). Funerary stele and inscriptions (especially Hittite and 
Aramaic) across these regions show ritual banquets in which beverages (including wine) 
were consumed in honour of the deceased and the gods. Among others, of particular interest 
in this regard is the stele of Katumuwa, recently discovered during the excavations at 
Zincirli Sam’al (Hermann and Schloen 2014). As pointed out by Dominique Bonatz, “As 
for Katumuwa one may expect that he is enjoying wine, since “the best (produce) of his 
vineyard” is prescribed as an offering for him in line 9 of the inscription ...” (2014: 40).21 
Two pottery vessels from G.456a at Karkemish may recall a typical funerary drinking set: 
the glazed small jar as wine container (Fig. 3: 2), while the cup with out-turned rim (Fig. 
3: 3) as drinking beaker. Similar beakers are also represented in a feasting scene on an 
ivory plaque from LB II Megiddo (Pl. IX: 2; Loud 1939: pl. 32, 160b-c).22

     To conclude, the 2011 and 2012 excavations in Area F, provided interesting results 
on several aspects. The study of the urban layout of Karkemish during the late Iron Age 
has been enriched by the confirmation of the presence of a second cemetery to the West 
of House A. This cemetery remained in use at least from the late 8th century BC to 
the 6th-5th century BC. The three burials analyzed reveal elements of continuity with 
the Yunus cemetery tradition as well as less typical features, such as the Neo-Assyrian 
glazed pottery. Although such differences may reflect different chronology, social rank or 
even ethnicity (Tenu 2007; 2009; 2013), the available data are still too poor to allow an 
acceptable interpretation. The abundance of grapeseeds inside the pottery vessels from 
the burials provide evidence for a well known component (i.e. the use of grapes and wine) 
of the funerary ritual in the region during the late Iron Age.  

  

20  Perhaps not all the vessels but only those without cremated remains inside.
21  For more examples of funerary stele see Bonatz 2014: 39-45.
22  A reconstruction of this scene can be found in Hermann and Schloen 2014: 137, C15a-b.
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ABBREVIATIONS USED IN THE TEXT

SU means Stratigraphic Unit. Each layer is identified by a capital letter defining its function and a progres-
sive number. D. = drain; F. = fill; G. = grave; H. = hearth/kiln; L. = floor; P. = pit; T. = tannur; W. = wall.  
Each find is registered according to the following system: site code (KH) years (11); pottery finds (P), small 
finds/objects (O) or sample (S); progressive number. Small finds receive the “O” during the study phase. 
Pottery finds are also provided with bucket number and sherd number.
In the pottery description the following codes have been used:
- Class: SW = Simple Ware; PW = Preservation Ware; KW Kitchen Ware
- Technique: W = wheel; WH = wheel-hand
- Firing: H = high; M = medium; L = low
- Inclusions type: M = mineral; V = vegetal; Y = vegetal and mineral
- Inclusions size: a = < 0.5 mm; b = 0.5-1 mm; c = 1-2 mm
- Inclusions frequency: 1 = < 3%; 2 = 3-10%; 3 = 10-20%; 4 = > 20%
- Fabric color: I/O = inner/outer; C = core
- Surface treatment: B = burnish; Gl = glazed; S = slip; SB = slip-burnish; SM = smooth
- Decoration: App = applied; Com = combed; Gro = grooved; Inc = incised; Imp = impressed; Pt = painted
- Colors: Gr. = Green; R. = Red; Bl. = Black; Br. = Brown; W. = White
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Fig. 1  Map of the Northern Outer Town of Karkemish.
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No. Pottery No. Area Context Techn. Firing Inclusions Fabric 
color

Surf 
treat.

1 KH.11.P.51/4 F G.456a HW M Yb2 5YR 7/6 
(I/O)
7.5YR 5/1
(C)

-

2 KH.11.P.51/10 F G.456a W H Ma1 10YR 8/2
(C-I/O)

Gr. Gl.

3 KH.11.P.51/8 F G.456a W H Ma1 5YR 6/6
(C-I/O)

-

4 KH.11.P.51/9 F G.456a W H Ma1 7.5YR 7/4 
(C-I/O)

Gr. Gl.

5 KH.11.P.51/3 F G.456b HW M Yb2 7.5YR 6/6 
(I/O)
5YR 5/1
(C)

-

6 KH.11.P.51/1 F G.456b W H Ma1 7.5YR 7/4 
(C-I/O)

-

7 KH.11.P.51/7 F G.456b W H Ma2 7.5YR 7/6
(I/O)
7.5YR 4/1
(C)

-
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1.  KH.11.P.51/4

Fig. 3  Pottery assemblage from G.456a and G.456b.

3.  KH.11.P.51/8

4.  KH.11.P.51/9

2.  KH.11.P.51/10

5.  KH.11.P.51/3

6.  KH.11.P.51/1

7.  KH.11.P.51/7
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No. Pottery No. Area Context Techn. Firing Inclusions Fabric 
color

Surf 
treat.

1 KH.12.P.396/1 F G.461 HW M Yb2 7.5YR 6/6 
(I/O)
5YR 5/1
(C)

-

2 KH.12.P.396/2 F G.461 W H Ma1 5YR 6/6
(C-I/O)

-

3 KH.12.P.396/3 F G.461 W H Ma2 7.5YR 7/6
(I/O)
7.5YR 4/1
(C)

-
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Fig. 4  Pottery assemblage from G.461.

1.  KH.12.P.396/1

2.  KH.12.P.396/2

3.  KH.12.P.396/3
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Fig. 5 Ratio of paleobotanic identifications from G.461.

Fig. 6 Ratio of paleobotanic identifications from the pottery vessels of G.461 (KH.12.S.88 and 
KH.12.S.91).
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Pl. I

      Topographic map of Karkemish.



Pl. II

1 The Neo-Assyrian glazed pottery sherds next to G.456b discovered in 2011 on the surface to 
the West of House A.

2  Area F at the end of the 2011 excavation (G.461 was already partially visible along the southern 
section). Note the chalky virgin soil F.460.



1  The excavation of G.456b with, on the lower right, the spherical stones; on the lower left G.461 
is visible. 

2  Close-up of the small spherical stones and pottery fragments part of the vat containing G.456b. 

Pl. III



2  G.461 during the 2012 excavation from South-West. The base of the vat was not preserved 
(probably broken-off in ploughing). In the background the cemetery of Yunus.

1  View of G.461 from East during the ex-
cavation (2012). In the background the 
Turco-Syrian border. 

Pl. IV



4.  KH.11.O.587

5.  KH.11.O.498 6.  KH.11.O.588

Pl. V

  The pottery assemblage and small finds from G.456a.

1.  KH.11.P.51/10

2.  KH.11.P.51/8

3.  KH.11.P.51/9



4. KH.11.O.328

3.  KH.11.O.328-340, 473-497

5.  KH.11.O.499
  The pottery assemblage and small finds from G.456b.

Pl. VI

1. KH.11.P.51/1

2. KH.11.P.51/7



1

Pl. VII

  The pottery assemblage and small finds from G.461.

4. KH.12.O.600

3. KH.12.O.673

1. KH.12.P.396/2

2. KH.12.P.396/3



2 Bath burial YB 58 at Yunus (Woolley 1939: 
pl. V.3).

3 Bath burial YB 47 at Yunus (Woolley 1939: 
pl. V.1).

Pl. VIII

1 The pottery assemblage from G.461.



2 Drawing and reconstruction of an LB II feasting scene from Megiddo (Hermann and Schloen 2014: fig. 
C.15; Loud 1939: pl. 32:160b-c). 

1 Cremated bones and grave goods from an 
Iron Age burial from Tell Shiuk Fawqani 
(Tenu 2009: fig. 11).

Pl. IX


