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A BURIAL CAVE FROM THE LATE ROMAN AND MAMLUK PERIODS
AT ‘AR‘ARA

DORON LIPKONSKY
(Pp. 37%-46%)

While installing sewage lines in ‘Ar‘ara, the
ceiling of a burial cave was damaged (map ref.
NIG 2090-8/7100-30, OIG 1590-8/2100-30).
The cave, hewn in soft chalk bedrock on the
western slopes of the ‘Iron Hills, was used for
burial in two separate periods—the Late Roman
and the Mamluk—with a considerable hiatus
between them, during which time it was subject
to plundering. Afterward, the cave remained
open and alluvium accumulated inside it.

The Late Roman Period

In its first phase (fourth—fifth centuries CE)
the tomb comprised a forecourt (L700) and a
burial chamber (L505; Plan 1). A rock-hewn
track for a roll-stone, which was not preserved
in situ, was discovered at the southern end
of the forecourt. A narrow corridor oriented
northeast—southwest, led from the forecourt
to a staircase and toward the burial chamber.
Burial troughs of identical dimensions (L501—
503) were hewn in three of its walls; the
troughs were probably covered with wooden
planks, of which only the iron nails, many of
them found on the bottom of the troughs, have
survived (see Fig. 7).

Despite the aforementioned plundering that
occurred in the cave between the two burial
phases, the skeleton of a single individual
flanked by funerary offerings remained in situ in
each of the troughs. The few surviving poorly-
preserved bones made it impossible to obtain
a full anthropological profile of the deceased.
The human remains included fragments of the
skull bones, teeth and postcranial bones of three
individuals: two adults (a male and female) and
a child 7-8 years of age.

Among the finds recovered from the troughs
were two typical, piriform Samaritan lamps with
a ladder decoration along the nozzle (Fig. 6);

several glass vessel fragments (see Jackson-Tal,
this volume: Fig. 1:1-5) that date to the third—
fourth centuries CE; fragments of bracelets
(Fig. 8); and glass beads (see Jackson-Tal, this
volume: Fig. 1:7-13). Discovered on the cave’s
floor (L505) were 82 beads (Fig. 10; studied by
Yehoshua Drey); fragments of carved bone pins
(Fig. 9); five bronze toggle pins (Fig. 5); a kohl
spatula (not illustrated); bracelets (Fig. 8) and
fragments of glass tubes (see Jackson-Tal, this
volume: Fig. 1:5). Numerous pottery vessels,
including bowls, cooking pots and jars, as well
as a ring (Fig. 4), were exposed in this phase in
the forecourt (L700).

The Mamluk Period

In the later phase (the twelfth—thirteenth
centuries CE), a rectangular opening was hewn
above and to the north of the cave’s opening
from the early phase, which was sealed with a
stone lid (Plan 2; Fig. 1). On an alluvium layer
(L504, L505), which had accumulated in the
burial chamber, the remains of 40 deceased
individuals thathad not been interred in prepared
graves were uncovered. The skulls, hands and
feet of these individuals were detached (Fig. 2).
It seems they had been discarded into the void
of the cave (Plan 2). The fact that the body parts
of the deceased were not properly disposed of in
the cave and that the skulls were not grouped up
on the piles of bones may point at an unnatural
death, perhaps from syphilis (see Nagar and
Eshed, this volume), as attested by damage that
is still apparent on some of the skulls.

As the deceased were most probably infected
with a contagious disease that was quite clear
to the gravediggers, they were buried hastily,
without removing the jewelry from their hands.
Ornaments and bracelets (Fig. 3; for the glass
bracelet, see Jackson-Tal, this volume: Fig.
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1:16) remained on the bones of the deceased’s
arms. In the piles of bones there were also
eight rings (Fig. 11); two knives with worked
bone handles (Fig. 12); thirty thin bronze and
iron bracelets (Figs. 13-15), finely crafted
and extremely well-finished; pendants made
of a coin in secondary use (studied by Ariel
Berman); and a glass plaque (see Jackson-Tal,
this volume: Fig. 1:17). The glass finds make it
possible to date the time of burial, which was
without doubt a one-time occurrence, to the
twelfth or thirteenth century CE.

CAPTIONS TO ILLUSTRATIONS

Plan 1. The cave in the early phase: plan and
section.

Plan 2. Plan of the cave in the late phase.

Fig. 1. The door to the tomb in the late phase.
Fig. 2. The Mamluk period burial.

Fig. 3. The in situ ornaments, still on the bones
of the deceased in the later burial phase.

Fig. 4. Late Roman-period pottery from the
forecourt (L700).

Fig. 5. Bronze pins and a spatula from the early
burial phase (L505).

Fig. 6. The lamps of the early phase.

Fig. 7. The nails of the early phase.

Fig. 8. The bracelets of the early phase (L505).
Fig. 9. Bone pins of the early phase (L505).
Fig. 10. Beads of the early phase (L505).

Fig. 11. The rings found near the deceased in
the later phase.

Fig. 12. Two knives found next to the deceased
of the late phase.

Fig. 13. Bronze and iron bracelets from the
later phase.

Fig. 14. (cont.).

Fig. 15. (cont.).
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