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Promoting group identity and equality by merging the Dead : 

increasing complexity in mortuary practices from Late Neolithic to 

Early Bronze Age in the Oman Peninsula and its social implications 

Olivia Munoz 

Archaeological investigations in the Oman Peninsula conducted over the last forty years have 
highlighted dramatic socioeconomic transformations characterizing the transition from the Late Neolithic 
(fifth -fourth millennia BC) to the Early Bronze Age (3200-2000 BC) (CLEUZIOU and TOSI 2007). The 
distribution of natural resources is thought to have favored a subsistence economy based on seasonal 
mobility; during the Late Neolithic, communities engaged in herding, fishing, hunting, and gathering 
(TOSI 1975). However, on some coastal settlements from the shores of the Arabian Sea, close to wadi 
mouths, mangroves, or lagoons (BERGER et al. 2013; BIAGI 2004), the combination of a diversity of 
available terrestrial foods and a wealth of maritime resources may have favored more sedentary occupations 
(BIAGI and NISBET 2006; ZAZZO et al. 2014). Substantial pluristratified anthropogenic deposits 
characterized these coastal sites, and extensive excavations have revealed domestic structures consisting of 
circular huts and shelters made with perishable materials, sometimes associated with hearths, waste and 
storage pits, and activity areas (e.g., BIAGI 1999; CAVULLI 2004; CHARPENTIER 2003; GAULTIER et al. 2005; 
MARCUCCI et al. 2011, 2014). 

Beginning around 3000 BC and during the whole of the third millennium, southeastern Arabia 
experienced dramatic changes in land use, population growth (MUNOZ 2014), and territorial expansion 
into the hinterland (BORTOLINI and MUNOZ, 2015). These transformations were accompanied by changes 
in subsistence strategies, with the development of date palm cultivation and agriculture in the piedmonts 
and valleys (CLEUZIOU and COSTANTINI 1980; MUNOZ 2017; TENGBERG 2012) and intensification of 
fishing on the coast (AZZARÀ 2012; CLEUZIOU and TOSI 2000). Moreover, numerous technical innovations 
and craft specializations appeared, including copper exploitation and metallurgy (WEEKS 2003; 
WEISGERBER 1980), pottery production (MÉRY 2000), softstone vessel production (DAVID 2002, 2011), 
mud bricks, and stone architecture (AZZARÀ 2009; CLEUZIOU 1989). 

Archaeological evidence and textual sources both attest to the development of trade and the 
intensification and diversification of exchange networks at local, intraregional, and interregional scales 
(CLEUZIOU 1992; MÉRY and SCHNEIDER 1996; MÉRY 1998, 2000; POTTS 1993). Changes are also 
perceptible in settlement structure, particularly the development of permanent villages made of rectangular 
houses and monumental towers made of stone or mud brick (e.g. AZZARÀ 2009; CABLE and THORNTON 
2012). Finally, important changes characterize mortuary practices during this time: burials shifted from 
mostly individual graves made in simple pits to collective, stone built, monumental, and highly visible 
tombs (BORTOLINI and MUNOZ, 2015) (Fig. 1). Although not contemporaneous (MUNOZ 2014), these 
processes all attest to an increasing social complexity during the third millennium BC on the Oman 
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Peninsula (CLEUZIOU 2002a; CLEUZIOU and TOSI 2007; ROUSE and WEEKS 2011), for which burial practices 
are a good indicator (CLEUZIOU and MUNOZ 2007). This paper discusses how the modalities of Early 
Bronze Age collective tomb management may shed light on the funerary ideology of the groups living in 
the Oman Peninsula in relation with their social evolution. 

 

Figure 1 - Evolution of grave types from the Late Neolithic to the Early Bronze Age in the Oman Peninsula. 
Credits: O. Munoz (left top and bottom); S. Cleuziou (center top); O. Munoz (center bottom); Mission 
Archeologique Francaise a Abu Dhabi(right top and bottom). 

LATE NEOLITHIC MORTUARY PRACTICES 

During the Late Neolithic, the dead were generally buried in simple pits dug into the sediment not far 
from the domestic and activities areas. Examples of such mortuary practices come from most known sites 
along the Omani coast: Ra’s al-Hamra (RH-5, RH-6 and RH-10; MARCUCCI et al. 2014; MUNOZ 
2014; SALVATORI 2007; SANTINI 1987), Wadi Shab (GAS-1; GAULTIER et al. 2005), Ra’s al-Khabbah 
(KHB-1; MUNOZ et al. 2010) and Suwayh (SWY-1; CHARPENTIER et al. 2003; and see review in MUNOZ 
2014). The dead were deposited in a flexed position and were sometimes accompanied by jewelry (e.g., 
shell pendants, necklaces, stone earrings), and more rarely, tools (e.g., fishing implements, bone or stone 
utensils) (Fig. 1). In several coastal Neolithic graveyards, faunal deposits were associated with the deceased 
and graves were ultimately covered by stones, gathered locally or from around the site (MUNOZ 2014). The 
cost of constructing the grave itself was minimal in most cases; a few hours’ labor by one or two people 
was sufficient to dig the pit and cover the deceased with stones. Sometimes animals were deposited in the 
pit, however, which may have necessitated a greater investment in mortuary rituals. For example, at Ra’s 
al-Hamra (RH5), some individuals were covered by numerous turtle heads, which could have been 
gathered and added to mortuary pits over time (e.g., MUNOZ 2014). 

An extended Neolithic mortuary ritual is likewise suggested by the apparent manipulation of skeletons 
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after a certain period of decomposition. Manipulation of partially or totally defleshed bones is seen at al-
Buhais 18 (KUTTERER 2010), Umm al-Quwain 2 (PHILLIPS 2002), Ra’s al-Khabbah KHB-1 (MUNOZ 2014; 
MUNOZ et al. 2010), Ra’s al-Hamra RH-4 (DURANTE and TOSI 1977), Ra’s al-Hamra RH-5 (MUNOZ 2014; 
SALVATORI 2007), and Wadi Shab GAS-1 (GAULTIER et al. 2005).  

Data derived from 444 Neolithic graves document a preponderance of primary, individual interments, 
but secondary and multiple burials were also recorded (e.g., see MUNOZ 2014). If one relates the number 
of individuals to the number of burial pits, a range from one to five individuals per grave has been reported, 
yielding an average of 1.7 individuals per pit structure. 

EARLY BRONZE AGE MORTUARY PRACTICES 

From the end of the fourth millennium BC, tombs took the form of circular, above-ground, stone-
built monuments, highly visible in the landscape, where several individuals were deposited through time. 
Two main types of Early Bronze Age tombs existed: earlier Hafit-type cairns (ca. 3100–3700 BC) and later 
Umm an-Nar tombs (ca. 2700–2000 BC), although some structural variability and gradual evolution can 
be observed through both types (BORTOLINI 2014; POTTS 2012; WILLIAMS and GREGORICKA 2013a). 

Hafit-type cairns  
Hafit-type cairns were truncated cone- or igloo-shaped stone structures standing two to eight meters 

high and had diameters that ranged between three and six meters (Fig. 1). Several concentric layers of 
stone walls were built surrounding a single chamber accessed from only one entrance, giving the inner 
chamber a keyhole-like appearance when viewed from above. These entrances took on various shapes (e.g., 
triangular, trapezoidal, with or without a threshold and lintel). It is estimated that building a Hafit-type 
cairn would have required the labor of up to five individuals for one month, depending on tomb height 
and availability of materials (M. Bohme, personal communication, 2015). The stones were acquired locally 
from rocky outcrops and appear to have been worked minimally. They were likely gathered together and 
sorted into similar shapes to maintain integrity between layers and minimize irregularities in the structure. 
These monuments were often grouped in necropoles (of up to several hundred tombs) on the high points 
of the landscape (rocky ridges, cliffs) and are quite remote from potential habitation sites (up to 1 km 
away; CLEUZIOU et al. 2011; SALVATORI 2001). 

In these tombs, the dead were not buried but were deposited on the ground surface within the structure. 
According to the data available for 34 tombs for which the minimum number of individuals (MNI) has 
been determined, an average of 6.1 individuals per tomb has been calculated (MUNOZ 2014). Hafit-type 
cairns containing the remains of several dozens of individuals have been excavated in the Ja’alan region of 
Ra’s al-Jinz RJ-6 and Ra’s al-Hadd HD-10 (MUNOZ 2014; SALVATORI 2001; SANTINI 1992). In most cases, 
they contained between one and six individuals (and exceptionally up to 30), deposited successively over 
a time span that may have exceeded several centuries (e.g., WILLIAMS and GREGORICKA 2013a). The material 
objects commonly found in these tombs consisted of ornamental elements (e.g., beads, rings), copper 
objects, and Jemdet Nasr–style ceramic vessels imported from Mesopotamia (MERY and SCHNEIDER 1996). 

A review of available data suggests the following pattern for the management of these tombs (Fig. 2): 

1. The tomb was built and primary deposit of one or more individual(s) occurred. 
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2. Occasional reorganization resulting in the total or partial disarticulation of remains occurred as the 
result of pushing them against the walls of the chamber (e.g., CLEUZIOU et al. 2011; SALVATORI 2001; 
SANTINI 1992) and/or covering them with a layer of stones (e.g., SALVATORI 2001; SANTINI 1992). 

3. Primary deposit of a second set of one or more individual(s) occurred. 

This cycle might have been repeated several times. It should be noted that this pattern is present even 
in Hafit-type cairns where a significant number of individuals had been deposited. For instance, in Cairn 
1 from Ra’s al-Jinz (RJ-6), where the remains of at least 29 individuals were recovered, excavation brought 
to light three different layers of bones separated by stones covering the whole surface of the chamber 
(SANTINI 1992). Larger bones (e.g., skulls, long bones) were mostly located close to the inner wall of the 
chamber, while the center returned only small bones and fragments. Importantly, while this pattern was 
prevalent in the Ja’alan, in other regions of the Oman Peninsula, steps two and three differ and individuals 
were not shifted from their primary placement (WILLIAMS 2012; WILLIAMS and GREGORICKA 2013a, 2013b, 
2014). This may indicate regional variation in how these tombs were used for deposition of the dead. 

Umm an-Nar Mortuary Practices 
At about 2700 BC, tombs were reintegrated into habitation areas that were built only 1–100 m from 

villages. While tombs from the Umm an-Nar period were far more imposing in scale and dynamic in their 
internal design, they were located on low ground rather than on cliffs or other promontories. Umm an-
Nar tombs were less numerous than the Hafit-type cairns, and while they were still built with stones and 
circular in shape, they became increasingly monumental over time (e.g., BÖHME 2012; GAGNAISON et al. 
2004). Later tombs reached over 14 m in diameter and 3 m high (e.g., BLAU 2001; Fig.1). Their internal 
spaces were usually compartmentalized by internal walls, which took on many idiosyncratic layouts (Fig. 
3). In some of the excavated tombs, vertical partitions have also been found, revealing a two-story system 
or the presence of a shallow subfloor under the ground pavement (e.g., BLAU 2001; FRIFELT 1991; JASIM 
2003; VOGT 1985). These tombs included one or two entrances composed of a removable stone door. 

Toward the end of the third millennium BC, Umm an-Nar tombs were comprised of blocks carefully 
masoned from white limestone. Some had zoomorphic and/or anthropomorphic decorations carved into 
the lintel stone over the tomb entrance (e.g., BLAU 2001; BÖHME and AL-BAKRI 2012; FRIFELT 1975, 1991; 
JASIM 2003; Fig. 1). The limestone used for the façade of these late Umm an-Nar tombs was quarried from 
deposits located up to 10 km from the tombs (e.g., BÖHME 2012). Based on recent tomb reconstruction, 
it has been estimated that 16 to 24 people were needed for one year to construct one of these monuments, 
counting the time required for extraction, preparation, and transportation of the blocks and for assemblage 
and refacing (BÖHME 2012). 

Umm an-Nar tombs usually contained a significant number of individuals (e.g., 121 individuals at Al 
Sufouh [BENTON 1996]; 362 at Tell Abraq [BAUSTIAN and MARTIN 2010]; more than 300 at Hili North 
Tomb A [CLEUZIOU et al. 2011]; 431 and 438 at Shimal Unar 1 and 2, respectively [BLAU 2001]). 

On average, 147 individuals were interred in Umm an-Nar tombs. This was calculated from 20 tombs 
for which the MNI (ranging from 6 to 438) was available (MUNOZ 2014). These remains were generally 
found fragmented and commingled and associated with numerous pottery and stone vessels, ornamental 
objects (e.g., beads, pendants, earrings, rings), and metal objects (BAUSTIAN and MARTIN 2010; CLEUZIOU 
et al. 2011; FRIFELT 1991; GERNEZ and GIRAUD 2015; HAERINCK 1991; MUNOZ et al. 2012). 
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Management and maintenance of Umm an-Nar tombs appears to have been much more complex than 
for Hafit-type cairns ((Fig. 2). Excavations at Ra’s al-Jinz RJ-1 (MONCHABLON et al. 2003) found that its 
tomb had been emptied on three separate occasions and that the human remains and associated grave 
goods were deposited in adjacent pits (MUNOZ et al. 2012). Evidence of mortuary practices from RJ-1 has 
helped archaeologists reconstruct the Early Bronze Age procedures employed in the construction and use 
of these types of collective tombs, particularly the selective removal of partially or completely defleshed 
remains and their eventual cremation in pits located near the tomb. 

 

 
Figure 2 -  Schematic representation of the management of collective Hafit and Umm an-Nar tombs. Credit: 
O. Munoz. 
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A review of the published data shows that similar operations were performed in other areas of 
southeastern Arabia. Indeed, pits filled with human remains and artifacts were not rare around Umm an-
Nar graves (e.g., BENTON 1996; BLAU 2001; MUNOZ 2014; SCHMIDT 2012). Most of these pits were found 
fortuitously, and one may suppose that systematic surveys around the tombs would result in additional pit 
discoveries. In reported cases, pits were dug into the sediment or bedrock near the original tomb. Some 
masoned pits dating to the end of the third millennium BC were also reported and may have been a place 
for primary deposition of corpses (HAERINCK 1991; MÉRY et al. 2004), foreshadowing the following Wadi 
Suq period (ca. 2000–1300 BC) tombs (RIGHETTI 2012). 

Additionally, the use of fire for the secondary treatment of human remains was common during this 
period. Burned human remains are reported, in greater or lesser proportions, at Tell Abraq (BAUSTIAN and 
MARTIN 2010), Al Sufouh (BENTON 1996), BAHLA (Munoz 2014), Hili Tombs A and N (BONDIOLI et al. 
1998; GATTO et al. 2003), Maysar 4 (KUNTER 1981), Mleiha (BLAU 2001), Munayie (BENTON 2006), 
Moweihat (BLAU 1998), Ra’s al-Hadd HD-7 (MUNOZ 2014), Ra’s al-Jinz RJ-1 (MUNOZ et al. 2012), Ra’s 
al-Jinz RJ-11 (MUNOZ 2014), and Shimal (BLAU 2001).  

The most significant example of this comes from Tomb A at Hili North (BONDIOLI et al. 1998; 
CLEUZIOU et al. 2011). This exceptionally well-preserved tomb had two levels. The lower level was situated 
underground and was divided into four compartments. Primary deposits were made in the lower level, 
while the top level was apparently used for the cremation of remains already defleshed and disarticulated. 
Furthermore, cut marks have been observed on some bones at Hili, Bahla, and Tell Abraq, suggesting that 
defleshing of the remains was performed (BAUSTIAN and MARTIN 2010; BONDIOLI et al. 1998; MUNOZ 
2014). Such processing may have represented a ritualized, liminal period positioned between tiered 
ceremonies associated with death and eventual interment in which a fundamental shift in personhood took 
place during which the deceased individual gradually was initiated into the collective of ancestors via body 
fragmentation and incorporation (ANDREWS and BELLO 2006; REBAY-SALISBURY et al. 2010; SAXE 1970; 
VAN GENNEP 1909). 

This manipulation of the corpses or skeletal remains as part of secondary mortuary practices may be 
explained by the need to make space in the tomb (handling and removal) or even to accelerate the 
decomposition of its corpses (cremation, defleshing). Nevertheless, beyond the seemingly utilitarian nature 
of these practices, the recurrence of similar processing operations over a large territory suggests that they 
may have represented a codified component of a larger social system that was fully integrated in funerary 
rites that sought to assimilate individuals into a collective entity that linked them to the ancestors (HERTZ 
1907; METCALF and HUNTINGTON 1991; SHANKS and TILLEY 1982) and at the same time reinforced 
broader social structures (STUTZ 2010). This act of removing the individual identity of corpses—achieved 
in part through the intentional commingling and fragmentation of the body as part of a series of long-
term mortuary rituals—would probably have been an integral part of the mortuary program (REBAY-
SALISBURY et al. 2010). 
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Figure 3 - Location and schematic layout of several Umm an-Nar–type tombs showing their common features 
and variability. Credit: O. Munoz 

THE SOCIETIES BEHIND THE TOMBS 

The evolution of funerary structures and material culture from the Late Neolithic to the end of the 
Early Bronze Age suggests increasing social complexity that culminated with the Umm an-Nar period. 
From an architectural point of view, the investment made for tomb construction increased significantly 
over time (Figure 2.4) and attests to growing social differentiation in the third millennium BC that 
included the emergence of specialized craftsmen, a development that is also apparent in other aspects of 
the material record. Indeed, artifacts recovered in the tombs and domestic structures testify to a 
diversification of the material used, new crafts, and an integration of communities in long-distance trade 
networks. 

The consequential emergence of disparities in wealth and the formation of elites (e.g., ROUSE and 
WEEKS 2011) could have been a source of instability in the internal exchange economy on the Oman 
Peninsula, as reciprocal interrelations between regions with complementary resources were thought to be 
the base of the Early Bronze Age socioeconomic system (CLEUZIOU and TOSI 2007; TOSI 1975). In 
addition, the population would have been confronted with new social, economic, and political pressures 
resulting from long-distance intercultural encounters. 

The construction of collective tombs, where individuals would have been ultimately merged into a 
community of ancestors, may have constituted an ideological response to the destabilizing character of 
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growing social inequalities among the living by promoting a group identity and principles of equality 
between individuals in death (although funerals may have been more sumptuous in terms of energy 
expenditure and associated artifacts for certain people deposited in the tombs). 

 

 
Figure 4 - Mean cost of the construction of a tomb, and average number of individuals per tomb according to 
the periods. Credit: O. Munoz 

 

In this regard, the withdrawing from circulation of valuable goods by depositing them in the tombs or 
in their surroundings may have been seen as a way to avoid inheritance (GHAZAL and MUNOZ 2010; 
TESTART 2004) and therefore minimize accumulation of wealth by the living. According to the increasing 
number of individuals per tomb, particularly evident during the Umm an-Nar period (Fig. 4), it seems 
that grouping the dead—which had been previously limited to small, probably kin-related units (Neolithic 
and Hafit periods)—expanded into a larger degree of affiliation, that of the village community (CLEUZIOU 
and MUNOZ 2007; MUNOZ 2014). Indeed, for Hafit-type cairns, except in rare cases reported in the Ja’alan, 
the number of interred individuals did not exceed six. Moreover, these tombs may have been in use for 
centuries and may even have been reused for thousands of years (e.g., WILLIAMS and GREGORICKA 2013a). 
Thus, individuals recovered in these graves may not always actually belong to the Hafit period. The 
“collective” nature of these tombs seems to be associated more with the intention that presided over their 
construction than with the reality of the deposits that were made, which contrasts with the Umm an-Nar 
graves. Funerary practices would have thus acted to compensate for the social dynamic among the living 
through the acceptance of a higher community principle (that may have been based on tribalism; see TOSI 
1989) in death. 
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CONCLUSION 

Field observations and analyses of human skeletal remains reveal how Early Bronze Age collective tombs 
were managed. The observed operations were much more complex during the Umm an-Nar period. These 
included removal of human remains and their deposition in adjacent pits, cremation episodes, and, less 
frequently, active defleshing. Although these material traces are probably evidence of the ultimate state of 
a complex procedure in the tomb itself, the widespread prevalence of such a system suggests that these 
practices were codified and were informed by a shared ideology, thus attesting to a strong cultural 
homogeneity across a large geographic area over the United Arab Emirates and Oman. Umm an-Nar 
tombs can be regarded as a powerful way to strengthen social cohesion by assimilating individuals to the 
community of ancestors, a higher entity within a society in which inequalities were increasingly prevalent. 
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