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Introduction
During January and February 2005, an
archaeological excavation was carried out
northeast of Kibbutz Palmahim, following
development works for the construction of a
desalination plant (Gorzalczany 2006a). The
excavation exposed the remains of a previously
unknown cemetery, very close to the Kibbutz’s
milking parlor (map ref. 172870–980/649270–
330; Fig. 1).1
The site is located on the summit and the
upper slopes of a hill (c. 25 m asl) along the
westernmost of the three low kurkar ridges
(lithified sand dunes from the Quaternary
period) that extend northeast–southwest along
the coastline of Israel. It lies just south of Nahal
Soreq, a major conduit of the watershed of the
Judean Hills, close to where it debouches into
the Mediterranean Sea (Fig. 2). The northern,
eastern and western slopes of the hill are
relatively steep, especially the northern one that
is nowadays an abrupt cliff. This topography is
partially natural, and to a certain degree, the
outcome of intensive sand quarrying on these
three sides, which damaged part of the site. The
natural and intact southern slope is moderate,
granting easy access (Fig. 3).

* This report is dedicated to the memory of Jimmy
Kdoshim, who photographed the outstanding aerial
photographs published in this report. Jimmy was
killed during a terrorist attack on Kibbutz Kefar
‘Azza on May 9, 2008.

Nahal Soreq flows northwest from the eastern
foothills, then meanders to the southwest,
cutting through the coastal kurkar ridges.
Its mouth was recently diverted northward
(Schuldenrein 1986:66). The kurkar ridges are
partially covered by modern dunes consisting
mostly of medium-grained sand (Schuldenrein
1986:65; Sneh, Bartov and Rosensaft 1998).
The area is rich in archaeological remains
dating from the Neolithic to the Persian periods,
including the nearby Chalcolithic–Early
Bronze Age IA habitation site (Braun 1991;
1997; 2000a; 2000b) and cemetery (Gophna
1968; Gophna and Lifshitz 1980) at Palmahim
Quarry (Fig. 1).2
The site of Palmahim (North) joins a long
and ever-growing list of Chalcolithic burial and

Fig. 1. Location map of the Palmahim (North)
cemetery and nearby archaeological sites.
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cult sites that have been excavated to-date in
Israel (Fig. 4).

Fig. 2. Aerial photograph taken by the British
Royal Air Force in 1944 showing the mouth of
Nahal Soreq and the site covered by sand dunes
(the hill to the left, marked by a circle), prior to the
development of the area in recent years, looking
northeast (all rights reserved to the Survey of Israel
© 2007, and printed with their permission).

The Excavations
A Chalcolithic burial ground (Plan 1: Area A)
of a type previously unknown in the central
coastal plain of Israel was uncovered; its state
of preservation was excellent. This Chalcolithic
site was not discernible on the surface due
to the lack of surface finds, which suggests
an accelerated process of post-Chalcolithic
sedimentation of aeolian sand after the site was
abandoned (cf. Goren and Fabian 2002:5). The
tombs were built upon or hewn into the kurkar
bedrock, and scattered pockets of red (hamra)
paleosoil are present throughout the area. These
pockets are characterized by the presence of
flint tools and flakes found in the contact layer
between the hamra and the aeolian sand (see
Marder, this volume). As the necropolis seems
to have been covered by sand relatively soon
after it was abandoned, this precluded, or at
least made difficult, subsequent tomb robbery.3

Fig. 3. Aerial photograph of the site after the sand was removed, showing the cemetery surrounded by the
steep northern, eastern and western slopes and the moderate southern slope, looking north.
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Fig. 4. Location map of Palmahim and other Chalcolithic sites referred to in this report.

Scattered, worn pottery sherds of the Persian
and Hellenistic periods were observed during
the removal of the thick sand dune. They are
probably related to activities carried out by

dwellers of nearby sites, such as Yavne-Yam,
Tel Ya‘oz, Gan Soreq and Rishon Le-Ziyyon
(see n. 2).
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Plan 1. General plan of the trial and salvage excavations;
detailed plans and sections are numbered clockwise from northwest to southeast.
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The 2005 excavation was conducted in
two stages that exposed a total of c. 1200 sq
m, first as a trial excavation and then as a
salvage excavation that focused only on the
part of the site under immediate threat from
the new construction project (Area A; Plans
1–8). Parts of the site remained unexcavated
and the boundaries of the cemetery were not
determined. In November and December
2011, a new salvage excavation was carried
out by the author due to the enlargement of the
desalination facility. A substantial area to the
south of the present excavation was uncovered
(Plan 1: Area B), and the southern boundary of
the cemetery was established (Gorzalczany et
al. 2012). Due to the shifting sand dunes during
the six-year gap between excavations, some
overlapping occurred between the southern part
of Area A and the northern part of Area B, and
partially excavated features were re-excavated
in the second season (Plan 1). The data from
the later excavation could not be included here,
and thus, the final report will be published
separately. The central area of the cemetery
(Plans 2, 3, 7) was dismantled by the IAA
Conservation Department, to be reconstructed
in an alternative location within the boundaries
of Kibbutz Palmahim.4 At the time this report
was being written, only two tombs had been
reconstructed and they are now on display,
one in the kibbutz museum, the other in the
University of Haifa.
The excavation method comprised the
removal of the upper layers of the dunes with
mechanical equipment, such as backhoes,
under close supervision, and manual removal
of the lower layers of sand. Immediately after
the upper layers of sand were removed, but still
during the preliminary work with mechanical
equipment, several stone features were
discerned. In the excavation that followed,
56 burial structures were revealed, in various
states of preservation (Appendix 1; Plans 1–8).
The steep topography of the hill, as well as
the huge amounts of sand accumulated on the
slopes, precluded the establishment of a grid.
Each tomb was assigned a locus number and
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excavated as a unit, and the fills were carefully
sieved. Cists were assigned separate locus
numbers, while most of the chain burials (see
below) were given a general locus number, with
each individual cell receiving a separate locus
number. Other architectural features, such as
niches, external pavements, etc., also received
separate locus numbers (see Appendix 1).
The Cemetery
The cemetery was arranged in relatively
straight rows, suggesting that its general layout
was planned in advance (Figs. 5–9). The central
part of the excavated area contains the bestpreserved burial structures, organized in three
main rows, each including at least five circular
or rectangular structures, as opposed to the
more dispersed finds in the remoter sections of
the excavation. The structures located on the
north fringes of the hill show greater erosion
due to their proximity to Nahal Soreq, and to
modern quarrying.
The structures are all single-chamber
tombs built of indigenous kurkar stone, either
rectangular with rounded corners, or circular
(Fig. 10). The circular type can be subdivided
into large and small structures. Some structures
are of unclear shape. In a few cases, two tombs
were attached to form an irregular, combined
shape, for example L206 and L200, which
appear to form a single burial complex with
the small square Cist 265 added to the northern
end of L200 (Fig. 11; Plan 2). A few of the
structures are preserved to the height of the
corbeled roof, which was also built of kurkar
stones (e.g., L107, L114, L220; Figs. 12, 13).
Based on these better-preserved structures, the
original shape of most, if not all of the tombs,
resembled that of a squat, flattened igloo. In
some cases, the burial structures were internally
paved with small kurkar stones and slabs (e.g.,
L101, L126, L217, L226, L235, L240, L243).
Traces of poorly preserved pavements
and rounded walls of what can probably be
identified as remnants of additional burial
structures are scattered over the excavation area
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Fig. 5. General view of the cemetery showing the different types of burial structures, looking east.

Fig. 6. The central part of the excavated area, looking northeast.
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Fig. 7. Circular Tombs 216, 220 and L232, looking northeast; to the right,
Rectangular Tomb 223, bottom left, Chain Burial 275.

Fig. 8. The central area of the cemetery showing its various features, aerial view to south.
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Fig. 9. The tombs aligned in rows,
looking northeast.

Fig. 11. Rectangular Tomb 200 with two ossuaries,
one piriform and one barrel shaped, and attached
Cist 265, looking southeast.

Fig. 10. Structure 228 with two ossuaries within it,
looking northwest; in the background, well-preserved
Rectangular Structure 224 and Small Circular
Structure 229.

(Plan 1). The remains of stone paving composed
of small slabs and irregular pieces of kurkar,
mostly in the northern part of the excavated
area, are visible between and abutting some
of the structures, and probably belong to one
continuous pavement (L241, L261, L266, L267,
L204). Pavement 241 abuts Structure 226 (Plan
7; Figs. 14, 15); Pavement 261 abuts Structures
223 and 248; Pavement 266 abuts Structures
200, 202, 206 210 and 214; and Pavement 267
abuts Structures 216, 220, 223 and 232. In the
western part of the excavation area, Pavement
204 abuts the negative imprint of a structure that
no longer exists, although its original shape is
clearly apparent (L201; Plan 2; Fig. 16). In the
south, traces of a pavement (L117) of irregular

Fig. 12. Circular Structure 107 preserved to the
roof, with a burial jar inside, looking north.

Fig. 13. Circular Structure 220, abutted by a stone
pavement, looking southeast.
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Plan 2. The northwestern area of the cemetery, plan and sections (on next page).
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Fig. 14. Circular Structure 226 abutted by Pavement 241, looking southwest;
note the orthostat installed between the two protruding walls.
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flagstones between Structures 106, 113 and 114
was originally delimited by a wall, of which
only a short, poorly preserved segment has
survived (0.3–0.4 m wide; Plan 5). This area

Fig. 15. Pavement 241 abutting Circular Structure
226 from the east, looking west.
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had clearly been disturbed in ancient times. It
seems that L117 was originally part of a burial
structure that was not preserved, as two stone
ossuaries stood on the pavement, one wellpreserved example of the rare piriform type
(B1026), the other broken into several pieces
and lying on its side (B1025).
During the excavation, several phases of
tomb construction were discerned. Some
structures were founded on bedrock, while
others, probably built later, rested on fills
of aeolian sand. In some instances (e.g.,
L112, L113, L233, L254), a structure clearly
disturbed earlier features or was built upon an
earlier burial cist (Fig. 17). Nevertheless, the
impression is that in most cases, whenever a
new structure was erected, the builders took
into account earlier structures that were still
visible on the surface.
Within the burial structures, secondary
interments were made in a variety of
receptacles, including small cists, a number of
adjoining cells aligned in a row (chain burials),
stone (and one clay) ossuaries, and burial jars
(see Appendix 1). The cists and chain-burial
cells were mostly quadrangular in shape, hewn
into the bedrock or built above ground. Some of
the hewn examples were lined with thin kurkar

Fig. 16. Pavement 204 abutting the rock-hewn imprint of a missing
circular structure (L201), looking southwest.
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Fig. 19. Two parts of Chain Burial 380 (Cells 381,
382) within Circular Structure 248, looking east.

Fig 17. Circular Structure 233 constructed atop Cist
264, looking south; in the foreground, Structure 254
(later stage of Structure 240).

Fig. 20. Small Circular Structure 210 with Cist 376
inside, looking south.

Fig. 18. Small burial Cist 255 hewn in the kurkar
bedrock between Structures 227 and 254, looking
west; postcranial bones were retrieved from its
bottom.

slabs (Figs. 18–20). Cists and chain burials
sometimes appear inside structures (e.g., L210,
L223, L224, 235, 236, L245, L247; Figs. 19–
21), attached to an exterior wall (e.g., L255,
L265), or between two structures (L124–L125
between L101 and L126; Plan 7: Section 1–1,
Fig. 22). In some cases, they were presumably
part of structures that have not survived (e.g.,
L263, L264, L282, L283). Nevertheless, many
of the cists and cells were seemingly scattered
throughout the area with no connection to
structures, as their density would hardly have
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Fig. 21. Rectangular Structure 224 with Chain
Burial 397 inside, looking northeast.

Fig. 22. Cist 124–125, installed between Circular
Structures 101 and 126, looking south.

Fig. 23. Two barrel-shaped ossuaries in vaulted
Rectangular Structure 100, prior to opening,
looking south.
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Fig. 24. Barrel-shaped ossuaries in Structure 100,
after opening, looking south.

Fig. 25. Barrel-shaped ossuary in vaulted Circular
Structure 233, prior to opening, looking south; the
cover disintegrated during removal.

left space for built structures. This phenomenon
is particularly evident in the area excavated in
the 2011 season (Gorzalczany et al. 2012: Figs.
2, 3, 16, 18).
Apart from the cists and chain-burial cells,
portable burial containers were recovered inside
tomb structures, including kurkar ossuaries
(one or two per structure; Figs. 23–26), one
clay ossuary (Fig. 27) and burial jars (Figs. 28,
29). In some structures, combinations of burial
containers were revealed, a good example of
which is Structure 223 (Plan 3; Fig. 30), which
contained three hewn cists, one stone ossuary and
three burial jars. The overwhelming majority of
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Fig. 26. A pair of ossuaries in Structure 200, the
left one is barrel shaped, the right one is piriform,
looking east.

Fig. 27. A clay ossuary in Rectangular Structure
237, the only example found at the site.

Fig. 28. A burial jar in Circular Structure 220, looking north; to its left,
the sealed Cist 398, and to the right, cultic Niche 268, embedded in the wall.

the stone ossuaries (17 of 19) are barrel shaped,
while two are piriform in shape. It is noteworthy
that while the width of the ossuaries would
have allowed them to be brought into the tombs
through the doorjambs of the small openings, the
size and weight of the ossuaries, and the sandy
ground, would have made this a difficult task.

An interesting feature common to most of
the tombs are the orthostats attached within a
recess on the eastern side of the rounded tombs,
or on the northeastern side of the rectangular
tombs. The orthostats vary in size and shape,
including rectangular, trapezoidal and ovoid
examples (e.g., Fig. 31).

The Chalcolithic Cemetery at Palmahim (North)
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Fig. 29. A pair of burial jars in Circular Structure 206, looking southeast;
in the foreground is the tomb’s entrance.

Fig. 30. Rectangular Structure 223 with three burial
cists (L273, L390, L393), one ossuary, three burial
jars and two ex-situ orthostats in the rubble inside,
looking south.

As noted, when the cemetery was abandoned
(or perhaps even before, during the final stages
of use), the process of sedimentation had already
begun to cover the site with sand, and thus most
of the tombs remained undisturbed. One of the
outstanding features of this cemetery is the
striking contrast between the fine preservation of
the funerary chambers on the one hand, and the
scarcity of funerary offerings and osteological
remains on the other––the latter represented

Fig. 31. A smooth, well-polished, rectangular
orthostat attached to the eastern wall of
Structure 100, looking west.

mainly by sporadic bone fragments and teeth
(see Nagar, this volume). The meager pottery
finds were in such a poor state of preservation

Plan 3. The northern area of the cemetery, plan and sections (on opposite page).
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that many disintegrated on touch or shortly
thereafter. The lack of finds can be attributed to
the highly adverse environmental conditions at
the site––salt, humidity and abrasive particles
transported by strong winds—as well as to the
poor quality of the raw material used to produce
the ceramic vessels (see below). Therefore, the
pottery assemblage unearthed at the site may
not represent the full range of original funerary
offerings, and some types may be seriously
under-represented.
Burial Structures
Fifty-six features were identified as burial
structures, or tomb chambers, in various states
of preservation. The structures can be divided
into two main types based on shape, size
and attributes: rectangular structures (n = 9)
and circular structures (n = 34). The circular
structures can be subdivided into large circular
structures (n = 23), circular structures with
protruding walls (n = 6) and small circular
structures (n = 5). Structures of unclear shape
(n = 13) were found as well. Also included
in this discussion are niches of undetermined
function (n = 3). The structures will be described
in sequential order according to locus numbers,
and finds will be noted.
Rectangular Structures
Nine rectangular burial chambers (e.g., Fig. 32)
were excavated in the cemetery (L100, L200,
L223, L224, L225, L236, L237, L247, L388).
Based on orientation, these tombs fall into two
groups: L100, L224 and L225 were oriented
along a northwest–southeast axis, while
L223, L236, L237 (in which two stages were
observed), L247 and L388 deviate slightly
to a north-northwest–south-southeast axis.
Structure 200 constitutes a category of its own,
as it is oriented north–south. The rectangular
structures measure 2.5–3.0 m in length and
2.0–2.5 m in width (outer dimensions), while
L223 is somewhat larger (3.0 × 3.5 m). The
walls are thick (up to 0.5 m) with rounded
corners. The entrances are located in the

Fig. 32. Rectangular Structure 100 with two
ossuaries inside, after opening, looking southeast;
in the foreground is the broken kurkar lid of one of
the ossuaries.

northwestern short wall. One to four vertical
kurkar slabs (orthostats), varying in shape and
size, were attached to the exterior face of the
northeastern long wall. It is noteworthy that
most of the human remains in this cemetery
were retrieved from the rectangular tombs,
mainly in Structures 223 (7 individuals: 4 in
burial jars, 1 in an ossuary, 1 in Cist 273, 1 in
Cist 390) and 224 (3 individuals: 1 in the main
chamber and 2 individuals in Cells 257 and
259). Human remains were also uncovered in
Structure 246 (of unclear shape), L255 (cist
between two structures), L270 (cist within
a circular structure) and L278 (cell within
isolated Chain Burial 275), totaling a minimum
of 14 individuals (see Nagar, this volume). A
few small, non-diagnostic bone fragments were
found within Rectangular Structure 236, in Cell
250 which was part of Chain Burial 600.
Structure 100. This undisturbed, rectangular
tomb founded on bedrock (2.0 × 2.5 m; Fig.
32) perhaps best represents this type. It is
located in one of the main rows of tombs in the
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central part of the cemetery (Plan 7: Sections
12–12, 13–13). The walls, 0.4–0.5 m thick, are
constructed of irregular, undressed or poorly
dressed kurkar stones of various sizes and
preserved up to 7–8 courses high (0.95 m). The
chamber was found full of stone rubble, clearly
the remains of a collapsed roof. Based on the
inclination of the surviving walls, the chamber
was evidently roofed with a corbeled vault.
The floor was paved with flagstones (L118;
7–8 cm thick), preserved mainly in the southern
end. A small, squarish doorway (0.40 × 0.45 m)
was located in the middle of the northwestern
short wall. A niche was located in the center of
the exterior face of the northeastern long wall
of the chamber, containing a vertical stone slab
(0.5 × 0.7 m, 8 cm thick; Fig. 30). This slab
can be interpreted as an orthostat as it does
not block a corridor or entrance, but rather is
embedded in a recess that corresponds to the
shape and size of the slab. This arrangement
resulted in the wall behind the orthostat being
narrower than the other walls of the structure.
No artifacts or offerings were found inside
this chamber, apart from a pair of wellpreserved ossuaries fashioned in smooth, wellfinished kurkar stone. Both ossuaries were
empty, although they were found sealed with
fitted stone lids; apparently, the bones had
disintegrated due to the humid environmental
conditions (Figs. 23, 24).
Structure 200 (1.8 × 2.1 m; Plan 2: Sections
5–5, 7–7). This rectangular structure is part of a
mortuary complex composed of a large circular
structure attached on the south (L206, see
below) and a constructed quadrangular burial
cist lined with flat stone slabs attached on the
north (L265). Structure 200 contained two stone
ossuaries (one, of the ubiquitous barrel-shaped
type, and the other, a rare piriform-shaped
container, see below). Outside this mortuary
complex, a pebble pavement abutted it from
the west (L266), and a similar pavement from
the east (L261, L267). The general orientation
of L200 is north–south, slightly different from
the other rectangular structures. It is unclear
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if this detail is of any significance, although
the fact that Structure 200 is clearly related
to a circular structure may indicate that it is
somewhat later than the other rectangular ones
(see Stratigraphy, below).
Structure 223 (2.7 × 3–3.5 m, preserved up to
0.7 m high; Plan 3; Figs. 30, 33, 34). This
structure is particularly interesting. Its southern
end is straight with rounded corners, while
its northern end, with an entrance (0.6 m
width), is rounded. The burial methods are
diverse, including three hewn cists adjoining
the western wall (L273, L390, L393), one
stone ossuary near the eastern wall, and three
burial jars near the southern wall (Fig. 30).
The jars were poorly preserved and could not
be completely restored (Fig. 67:6, 7, 9, 10).
The remains of at least seven individuals were
retrieved, including one in the stone ossuary,
four individuals in the three jars, one in Cist 273
and another (40–60 years old) in Cist 390 (see
Nagar, this volume). This tomb also contained
two fallen ovoid orthostats inside the chamber,
and four additional ones, in built-in recesses in
the exterior face of the northeastern wall (Fig.
34). It is noteworthy that this is the only tomb
in the cemetery with so many orthostats. In
shape, Structure 223 apparently represents an
intermediate form between the rectangular and
circular tombs and combines cists that appear
in the earliest stage, with the apparently later
phenomena of ossuaries and jar burials. It is
thus attributed to Stage IIb (see Stratigraphy,
below). The offerings within L223 include a
cornet and a shell of the Muricidae family (see
Ktalav, this volume).
Structure 224 (1.8 × 2.8 m) is situated in one
of the main rows of structures in the center
of the cemetery (Plan 7). Two orthostats were
embedded in recesses in its northeastern long
wall, and a quadrangular entrance was installed
in the short wall facing north. The curvature of
the preserved walls suggests a corbeled roof.
Inside the structure, along its long axis and
close to the eastern wall, was Chain Burial
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Fig. 33. Rectangular Structure 223 and Circular Structure 220, looking south;
behind 220 is isolated Cist 274.

Fig. 34. Rectangular Structure 223, the only one with four orthostats
attached to the eastern wall, abutted by Pavement 261, looking west.

397, comprising four quadrangular cells
constructed in a row (L257–260; c. 0.4 × 0.5
m). The covering slabs in L257 and L259 were
found in place, but the cells were not sealed.
Nevertheless, scanty human remains were
found in both cells.

Structure 225 (2.1 × 2.6 m) was erected as a direct
continuation to the southeast of Structure 100,
aligned on the same axis and almost touching
it (Plan 7: Section 15–15). Two orthostats were
embedded in a recess in its northeastern wall,
and the entrance to the structure was located in
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the short northwestern wall. The fact that L100
blocked this entrance, or at least hindered its
use, suggests a chronological gap between the
two structures, i.e., when L100 was erected,
the entrance to L225 was probably no longer
in use.
The curvature of the walls indicates a
corbeled roof. An open stone ossuary, leaning
on its side, and a holemouth jar were found
on the interior flagstone and pebble floor,
which was much better preserved in the
northern part of the structure. It is possible
that two of the large flagstones were actually
fallen orthostats.
Structure 236 (1.80 × 2.83 m). This poorly
preserved rectangular structure is located on
the northeastern fringes of the excavated area
(Plan 4: Sections 1–1, 2–2). Due to its poor
condition, its dimensions and orientation could
only be estimated. Nevertheless, a chain burial
was clearly constructed inside the structure
(L600), in which three cells (L250–L252) were
discerned. The cells are rather irregular in shape,
but due to the poor condition of the structure
it is possible that they were distorted by postdepositional forces. In addition, the presence
of two small orthostats was ascertained, and
offerings inside the structure include a cornet
and a holemouth jar.
Structure 237 (2.1 × 2.3 m) is located at the
eastern end of one of the main rows of tombs
(Plan 4: Section 7–7), and is relatively wellpreserved, although most of its floor is missing,
except for the paved northeastern corner. Two
construction phases were discerned in it. A
fragmentary clay ossuary was retrieved from
this tomb, as well as a cornet.
Structure 247 (1.8 × 2.3 m) is located on the
eastern fringes of the excavated area, to the
south of Structure 236 (Plan 4: Sections 3–3,
4–4). Nevertheless, it is better preserved than
the others. The walls survived to a height of
several courses, and a flagstone floor was
discerned inside. Two cists (L253, L377)
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were dug into the floor and lined with small
stones and flat slabs. The structure had a small
rectangular orthostat attached on the exterior
face of the northeastern wall, and there was
probably a fallen orthostat inside.
Structure 388 (c. 1.7 × 2.5 m) is located in the
southeastern part of the excavation area (Plan
8). It was exposed in the first soundings during
the trial excavation, but remained outside the
salvage excavation. Little can be said of L388,
except that it seems to have had an ovoid plan,
although based on its similar orientation to
Structures L223, L236, L237 and L247, it may
have been a rectangular structure.

Circular Structures
The most common type of structure in the
Palmahim (North) cemetery is the circular
burial chamber (n = 34), some of which have
additional architectural features, such as niches,
benches and protruding walls.
The circular structures vary in size (outer
diam. 1–3 m), and appear singly or in pairs
(e.g., 101, 126; Fig. 35). Most of the structures
are built of undressed kurkar stones of different
sizes, although in some cases flat stones were
carefully selected to fit in. Their entrances face
north, some apparently with blocking stones,
most of these chambers were found filled
with stone debris from collapsed roofs; three
corbeled roofs were found intact (L107, L114,
L220; Figs. 12, 13). The circular structures
can be divided, in general, into three subtypes:
large circular tombs, large circular tombs with
two protruding short walls on the eastern side
and small circular tombs.
Large Circular Structures
Twenty-three large burial chambers (diam. over
1.5 m) were discerned in the excavated area
(Loci 101, 102, 105–107, 112–114, 126, 201,
206, 209, 211, 216, 217, 220, 227, 230, 235,
240, 248, 254, 271). Most of the large circular
structures have recesses containing orthostats
in their eastern walls.
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Plan 4. The eastern area of the cemetery, plan and sections (on opposite page).
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Fig. 35. Circular Structure 101 with two ossuaries
inside, the lid of one of them lying on the paved
floor, looking west; in the background, Circular
Structure 126 with one ossuary, between the two
structures is Cist 124–125, built of slabs.

Structure 101 (diam. 2.9 m) is a well-preserved
circular structure located in the central part
of the excavated area (Figs. 35, 36; Plan 7:
Sections 3–3, 4–4). It is part of a burial complex
comprising Structure 126 to its west and Cist
124–125 embedded between them (Fig. 35).
Structure 101 is delimited by a thick wall (0.4–
0.5 m in width) built of two rows of undressed
stones and preserved to a height of 0.15–0.20
m (one to two courses). The thickness of the
wall created a small, c. 2 m inner diameter. The
structure is paved with irregular flagstones, and
an entrance with a stone-paved threshold (0.6 m
wide) can be discerned facing north. Inside the
structure, two ossuaries rested on the floor, one
sealed with a fitted kurkar lid, the other open and
filled with sand (Fig. 36). No human remains
were retrieved from either of the ossuaries. Cist
124–125 is a rectangular compartment (0.55 ×
1.02 m), built of thin, upright kurkar slabs upon
a stone pavement. It is larger than the average
cist, and as it was found empty, it is unclear if
it served for interment or as a receptacle for
offerings. On the floor alongside the ossuaries

Fig. 36. Circular Structure 101 with two ossuaries and Chain Burial 123 inside,
before opening, looking south.
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was another rectangular compartment (L123;
0.55 × 1.20 m), also built of thin upright slabs
(5 cm thick) and sealed by three fitted slabs
of different sizes. After opening, it became
evident that the space was divided into three
small cells by shallow partitions of thin upright
slabs, thus creating a ‘chain burial’ (see below).
This compartment was also found empty. It is
possible that all the cists and chain burials were
originally sealed like this one, although this
could not be corroborated. Another cist inside
L101 (L270), also built of thin slabs, yielded
human teeth.
Structure 102 (diam. 2.4 m; Plan 6) is only
partially preserved in its southern part. Its wall
is 0.45–0.50 m wide, and one large flagstone
near the wall is all that remains of the pavement.
Structure 105 (diam. 1.7 m; Plan 5: Section
4–4) is delimited by a wall (0.4 m wide) of
undressed stones and preserved up to 0.57–
0.60 m. What appears to be an entrance (0.5
m wide) can be seen on the eastern side. A
flat, trapezoidal stone inside the tomb (0.5 ×
0.7 m), which seems too large to be a paving
stone in such a limited area, could have been a
fallen blocking stone, or a fallen orthostat. As
the stone apparently faced east when it stood
upright, it seems to have served as an orthostat
in a recess in the eastern entrance.
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preserved, roofed by an intact corbeled vault.
Although this structure was not excavated
due to the limitations of the project, a small
sounding through the vault revealed a burial
vessel, most probably a jar or a clay ossuary.
Structure 112 (diam. 1.6 m) is delineated by a
narrow wall (0.25 m wide, preserved up to 0.32
m). It cut into Structure 113, which was badly
damaged and clearly belongs to an earlier phase
(Plan 5: Section 2–2).
Structure 113 (diam. 1.5 m) was poorly
preserved and damaged by Structure 112 (Plan
5: Section 2–2). Near the remains of its northern
wall (up to 0.3 m wide, preserved 0.15–0.18
m high) was a broken jar probably used for
funerary purposes. A large quadrangular slab
inside the chamber was most probably a fallen
orthostat rather than a paving stone.
Structure 114 (diam. 1.6 m; Fig. 37), just west
of Structures 112 and 113, survived with an
intact corbeled vault (Plan 5: Section 3–3).
While it remained unexcavated due to project
limitations, it could be discerned that its

Structure 106 (2.2 × 2.5 m) has a slightly
oval shape, and its wall is 0.6 m wide and
preserved up to c. 0.6 m high (Plan 5: Section
1–1). The southern part of the structure is wellpreserved, with remnants of a paved floor, and
upon it, attached to the enclosure wall, was a
kurkar ossuary without a lid. An entrance in
the northern wall was found sealed by a flat
rectangular stone, and an orthostat was attached
to the outer face of the eastern wall. Another
orthostat was found inside.
Structure 107 (diam. 2.4–2.5 m; Fig. 12)
is located in the southeastern sector of the
excavated area, close to the steep slope that
encircles the cemetery (Plan 8). It is fully

Fig. 37. Circular Structure 114, preserved to the
roof, looking northwest.
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Plan 5. The southeastern area of the cemetery, plan and sections (on opposite page).
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construction cut into and damaged an earlier
structure (L117), of which only a short segment
of an enclosure wall built of two rows of kurkar
stones (0.4 m wide, 0.15–0.20 m high) and a
small section of pavement remained.
Structure 126 (diam. 2.4 m), located to the
west of L101, is an almost mirror image of it,
although slightly smaller. The wall is similarly
thick (0.4–0.5 m wide) and preserved to a
height of 0.15–0.30 m (Plan 7: Sections 1–1,
2–2). The thickness of the wall created a small
(c. 1.5 m) inner diameter. An entrance
resembling that in L101 also faced north.
Structure 126 was filled with stone rubble from
a collapsed roof. A single, smoothly finished
stone ossuary was found inside, resting on a
well-preserved flagstone floor, without a lid
and full of sand. One cist (L280; 0.35 × 0.67
m) was hewn in the bedrock, and covered by an
almost circular flat stone (0.43 × 0.50 m, 5 cm
thick). While dismantling Structure L126 for
preservation and reconstruction (see above), a
small ossuary (0.30 × 0.42, 0.25 m high) was
found in the wall in secondary use as a building
block. Remains of a jar that could not be
restored were also discovered underneath the
floor, probably another burial.
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Structure 201 (diam. c. 3 m) is located on the
western side of the excavated area, close to
the eroded slope, and found almost completely
destroyed (Plan 2). The surrounding pebble
floor (L204) that abutted it allows for the
reconstruction of a rounded shape.
Structure 206 (diam. 2.65 m) is located in the
western portion of the excavation and seems
to be part of a larger architectural complex,
together with Rectangular Structure 200
and Cist 265 (Plan 2: Sections 6–6, 7–7; see
above). Structure 206 was paved with small
flagstones; one stone ossuary and two burial
jars were retrieved within, along with a cornet.
Outside this mortuary complex, the pebbles
of Pavement 266 abutted it from the west and
Pavement 261–267 abutted it from the east.
Structure 209 (diam. 1.8 m), on the western
edge of the excavation area, survived mainly in
its eastern part (Plan 2). Two small orthostats
were attached to the outer wall; two large slabs
inside (0.3 × 0.4 m) may have been flagstones
or orthostats.
Structure 211 (diam. 2.4 m) is located on
the northern edge of the excavation area. It
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Fig. 38. Circular Structure 216, looking southeast; to the left
is the entrance with a stone threshold.

was heavily damaged on its eastern side and
preserved to one or two stone courses on its
western side (0.3–0.5 wide), together with the
scant remains of a pebble floor (Plan 2; Section
1–1). Due to the poor condition of its eastern
part, the occurrence of orthostats could not be
determined. Two holemouth jars were found
in this tomb, one of them small, as well as a
Chalcolithic sickle blade (see Marder, this
volume)
Structure 216 (diam. 2.35–2.50 m; Fig. 38) is
delimited by a wall (0.4 m width) preserved three
to four courses high, and has an entrance (0.6–
0.7 m wide) facing north. The structure seems
to be coupled with slightly larger Structure 232
(Plan 3: Sections 4–4, 6–6). It is fairly wellpreserved, and has a recess in the eastern wall
where a rectangular orthostat was attached. It
is possible that a few stones located on either
side of the recess are remnants of missing
protruding walls that were destroyed by the
construction of later Structure 232 to the north
and Structure 220 to the south. This hypothesis
seems reasonable and suggests a chronological
sequence in this part of the cemetery, although
no definite conclusion can be reached based on
the available data. Two large flat stones (0.41 ×

0.66 and 0.46 × 0.50 m), lying close to the
inner face of the wall, may have been flagstones
or fallen internal orthostats. A cornet was also
retrieved from inside this tomb.
Structure 217 (diam. c. 2.8 m) is a large tomb
situated very close to the steep northern slope,
and therefore, badly eroded (Plan 3). Only
its southern part was preserved, allowing
its identification as a circular structure, and
remains of a pebble floor inside. A cornet was
retrieved from this structure.
Structure 220 (diam. 2.2 m; Fig. 39), situated in
the center of the excavated area (Plan 3: Section
4–4), is fairly well-preserved up to a height of
seven to eight stone courses. An entrance (0.4–
0.5 m wide, 0.65 m high) with doorjambs was
installed in its northern wall. A rectangular cist
(L398; 0.4 × 0.5, 0.2 m deep) was hewn in the
bedrock inside the tomb, close to its southern
wall, and lined with thick slabs (7 cm); it was
found open and empty. A holemouth jar was
retrieved from the floor close to the cist, along
with a kurkar ossuary. An external niche in the
eastern wall yielded the remains of a small,
unidentified vessel (perhaps a bowl or a jar)
containing burnt, gray, organic material (L268;
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Fig. 39. Structure 220 with Cist 398 found sealed inside, looking west;
bottom left, Niche 268 embedded in the wall, containing the remains
of a vessel in which burnt organic material was found.

Fig. 40). This vessel seems to be related to a
small attached orthostat (0.18 × 0.30 m) in a
nearby wall. Traces of burnt material, probably
a hearth or fireplace, were detected to the north,
on Pavement 267, close to an orthostat in the
eastern wall of Structure 232 (Figs. 41, 42).
These features appear to be associated with
cultic activities performed in relation to the
structures.
Structure L227 (diam. 2.7 m; Plan 7), located in
the center of the excavation area, was damaged
in its southern part. Three large, flat stones
found inside could have been fallen orthostats
or flagstones from the pavement. Two
construction stages were discerned in the wall
of the structure, particularly in its southwestern
section. This tomb seems to be connected with
L233 and L240–254 (unclear if during one or
both phases), and several cists are also related
to them (see below). A stratigraphic sequence
was observed in this area, but it is possible that
at a certain point all the features were in use
together.

Fig. 40. Stone-built Niche 268 in the eastern wall of
Structure 220, with a vessel and burnt material.
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Structure 235 (diam. 2.5 m) is located close to
the steep northern slope, near L217 (Plan 3:
Sections 1–1, 8–8). It exhibits an orthostat in
the eastern wall, an entrance facing north with a
threshold, and a hewn cist lined with thin slabs
(L391) close to the eastern doorjamb. The base
of a cornet was retrieved from the fill above this
structure (L215).

Fig. 41. General view of the central excavated
area, looking south; to the right, Structure 232, in
the background, Structure 220; on Pavement 267
are traces of a hearth near the attached orthostat of
Structure 232 and probably related to it.

Fig. 42. Close-up of the remains of a hearth on
Pavement 267, close to the attached orthostat in
Structure 232, looking southwest.

Structure 230 (diam. 3.0–3.1 m) is a heavily
damaged circular tomb in the southern part of
the excavated area (Plan 6: Section 1–1). This
zone was covered by a thin layer of sand, and
the tombs were uncovered very close to the
present-day surface, which could explain their
poor state of preservation. Only the northern
part of the structure survived to some extent,
and a few stones still remain in situ on the
southern side, enabling the reconstruction of its
shape.

Structure 240 (Plan 7) is the early phase of
Structure 254 (see below), represented by
remains of a rounded wall protruding beneath
L254.
Structure 248 (diam. 2.4 m) was damaged on its
northern side, close to the slope; the existence
of an entrance could not be ascertained (Plan 3:
Section 5–5). The floor was paved with small
pebbles. In its center was a chain burial (L380),
consisting of two cells (L381, L382), of which
only the floor slabs and the low upright partition
slabs survived.
Structure 254 (diam. 2.85 m) is located in
the central area of the excavation (Plan 7).
Its northern part is better preserved, and its
pebble floor incorporated a few flagstones in
the western part of the structure. The structure
seems to be associated with Structures 227 and
233 (see below), with which it forms a triad
around a few apparently earlier cists (L263,
L264). An additional cist (L255) is incorporated
between L227 and L254, and appears to be
contemporary. This kind of configuration has
no parallels elsewhere in the cemetery. One
burial cist was found hewn in the floor of the
structure (L395).
Structure 271 (diam. 2.6 m) is a poorly
preserved rounded structure in the southern
part of the excavation (Plan 6: Section 2–2).
As in the case of L230, the proximity of this
tomb to the present-day surface caused heavy
damage. Cist 262, located to its west, is better
preserved and seems to have been related to it
in some way.
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Plan 6. The southern area of the cemetery, plan and sections.

Large Circular Structures with Protruding
Walls
The six structures in this group (L202, L226,
L228, L232, L233, L243) range in diameter
between 2.3 m (L243) and 3.1–3.2 m (L226),
and are characterized by two short narrow walls
(0.4–0.5 m long, 0.2–0.3 m wide) that protrude
from the eastern side of the tomb wall. These
walls are narrow, arranged in a fan shape at
an angle between 25° (L202) and 45° (L226),
creating a trapezoid open to the east. One or
more orthostats were attached to the outer
perimeter between the two protruding walls
(e.g., Fig. 14). The general layout of these
circular structures and protruding walls can be
compared to that of the tombs in the necropolis
at Ala Safat in Transjordan (Stekelis 1961:61;
Fig. 11: círculo de piedras No. 9), albeit dating
to the Early Bronze Age.

Structure 202 (diam. 2.4–2.7 m) has a perimeter
wall built of two rows of undressed stones (0.5
m wide) preserved up to three courses high
(0.65 m), with an entrance (0.4–0.5 m wide)
facing north (Plan 2: Section 4–4). It was paved
with small, undressed stones, abutted on the
east by Pavement 266. In the eastern space
between the protruding walls (outer width 1.9
m, inner width 1.4 m, each wall 0.3 m long)
were three orthostats. The northern orthostat
is trapezoid (0.30–0.38 × 0.65 m, 0.1 m thick,
widening upward); the middle and southern
ones are broken—one is missing the upper twothirds (0.47 m wide, 0.1 m thick), the other, the
upper end (0.37 m wide, 0.1 m thick). Inside the
structure, a cist (L399) was dug into the floor.
It was found open and empty. To the north of
Pavement 266 are two small circular structures,
L210 and L214, that seem to be related to it.

Plan 7. The central area of the cemetery, plan and sections (on next pages).
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Structure 226 (diam. 3.1–3.2 m) is one of the
largest circular tombs. Its wall was built of
two rows of undressed stones (0.5 m wide)
and preserved up to four–five courses (Plan 7:
Sections 18–18, 20–20). The interior was paved
with small stones, and a small rectangular cist
(L245; 0.4 × 0.5 m, 0.31 m deep) was hewn into
the floor. A pair of flat stones was incorporated
into the pavement, close to the entrance, lying
together and parallel. As in other cases, these
stones can be interpreted as either part of the
pavement, or as a pair of small inner orthostats
that had fallen together. Between the protruding
walls to the east was a single rectangular
orthostat set on its long side (0.35 × 0.50 m,
0.1 m thick). The northern projecting wall was
well-preserved and retained its original shape,
while the end of the southern one was slightly
eroded. Pavement 241 abutted the structure and
the orthostat. Inside were recovered a ceramic
bowl, a cornet and a holemouth jar.
Structure 228 (diam. 2.6 m), built of two rows
of undressed stones (0.6 m wide), had a 0.5
m wide entrance facing north with a blocking
stone in situ (Plan 7: Sections 14–14, 17–17).
The northern protruding wall was preserved,
while the southern one was missing, or
perhaps this tomb had only one protruding
wall. However, the northern wall is positioned
at a similar angle to those of the other, betterpreserved tombs, and therefore, it seems that a
southern projecting wall can be reconstructed
to form a trapezoidal space 0.5 m wide. One
rectangular orthostat was attached to the
eastern wall of this tomb. Two ossuaries were
found inside this structure (0.40 × 0.65 m; 0.4 ×
0.7 m), and inserting them through the entrance
would have been a rather difficult, but possible
task. Offerings include two bowls and a juglet.
Structure 232 (diam. 3.1 m; Fig. 43) has a
0.6 m wide opening in the northern wall, and
two eastern protruding walls, the northern one
better preserved than the southern one (Plan

3: Sections 2–2, 3–3). A dressed orthostat was
embedded between them (0.35 m wide, 0.1 m
thick; Fig. 63), and a stone-built shelf (0.4 ×
0.9 m) was attached to the southern protruding
wall and the structure’s perimeter wall, above
which was a small niche (L269), presumably
for offerings or some other ceremonial activity
(Fig. 44). Further evidence of cultic practices is
seen in a similar niche in the immediate vicinity
(L268 in Structure 220), which contained a
vessel with remains of burnt organic material
inside (Fig. 39; see also Niche 119, below—
Fig. 45). Pavement 267, to the east of Structure
232, bore traces of a hearth—ashes and burnt
stones—very close to the orthostat and the
bench (Figs. 41, 42).
Evidence of two construction phases was
discerned in the western wall of Structure 232,
in which an earlier wall had been replaced by
a wider wall. Structure 232 abutted Structure
216 to the southwest, and it is conceivable that
they were planned and constructed together,
a phenomenon also observed in Structures
101 and 126, 200 and 206, and the triad 227,
233 and 254. However, it is unclear to which
construction phase Structure 216 was related.
Structure 233 (diam. 2.5 m) is missing the
northern projecting wall (Plan 7: Sections 16–
16, 17–17, 19–19). It was paved with flagstones
and contained one stone ossuary. Underneath
the floor, a small cist (L272) was hewn into the
bedrock and seems to be earlier than the tomb
wall that is located above it. Structure 233
also cut into two additional earlier burial cists
(L263, L264; Fig. 17), which were clearly no
longer in use when L233 was built. Two other
cists (L282, L283) are situated outside Structure
233 at the same level as Cist 272, and probably
contemporary with it. Structure 233 is close to
and appears to be associated with Structures 227
and 240–254. Cist 255, incorporated into the
walls of Structures 254 and 227 and linking the
two structures, may be contemporary with them,
and therefore, later than Cists 272, 282 and 283.
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Fig. 43. Structure 232, looking south.

Fig. 44. A stone bench attached to the southern
projecting wall of Structure 232, looking northwest;
atop the bench, a small stone niche (L269) was
created, presumably to hold offerings.

Structure 243 (diam. 2.3 m) was preserved
up to the first row of stones and traces of the
protruding walls remain (Plan 4: Sections 6–6,
8–8). It was paved with flagstones and small
pebbles, and a flat stone in the north, close to
the entrance, could be interpreted as a threshold
or a fallen blocking stone. In addition, two
fallen orthostats lay on the floor. A bowl and a
cornet were also found inside.

Fig. 45. Niche 119 with a vessel (offering?) in it,
looking southwest.

Small Circular Structures
Five small circular burial structures (diam. less
than 1.5 m) were discovered scattered over
the excavated area (L210, L212, L214, L229,
L242). In general, the layout of these features is
similar to the large circular structures, although
smaller. When they have an entrance, it faces
northward, and sometimes an orthostat is
attached to the outer eastern wall, but without
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the protruding walls that characterize some of
the larger structures. In several cases (L210,
L212, L214), one or two fallen orthostats were
found inside. The small circular structures
are apparently later than the larger structures,
although they seem to be related to them, or
‘satellites’ thereof.
Structure 210 (diam. 1.3 m) is located in the
northwestern sector of the excavated area,
north of L202 to which it seems to be related as
a satellite (Plan 2: Section 2–2). Structure 210
had two small attached orthostats on the eastern
exterior wall. Inside L210, a large rectangular
stone may have been a fallen orthostat, and
in the center of the structure was a small cist
(L376; 0.70 × 0.80 × 0.17 m) lined with kurkar
slabs (8 cm thick).
Structure 212 (diam. 1.5 m.) is badly damaged,
but its rounded shape can still be discerned
(Plan 2). Two rectangular slabs found inside
were probably fallen orthostats, although their
use as flagstones cannot be ruled out.
Structure 214 (diam. 1.2 m) is similar in shape
and preservation to L210, and also appears
to be related to the larger Structure 202. One
orthostat was attached to the eastern wall. A flat
stone (0.30 × 0.55 m) found on its floor may
have been a flagstone or a small, fallen internal
orthostat (Plan 2: Section 2–2).
Structure 229 (diam. 1.2 m) is located
immediately south of rectangular Structure
224, and probably related to it. It appears to be
later than the larger tomb, as it was built upon
a sandy fill, while L224 was founded directly
on bedrock (Plan 7: Sections 9–9, 10–10, 11–
11). It is well-preserved, and inside were two
rectangular slabs, either flagstones or small
orthostats.
Structure 242 (diam. 0.9 m) is located in the
eastern sector of the excavation, west of
rectangular Structure 247 and possibly related
to it. It was clearly later, as it was built on a

sandy fill, while L247 was founded on bedrock
(Plan 4). It is relatively well-preserved, and was
found empty.
Cist 265, which is larger than the other cists,
can perhaps be considered a small circular
structure. Its addition to the wall of Structure
200 (Plan 2: Section 7–7) can perhaps be
regarded as the attachment of a satellite to an
existing tomb.
Features of Unclear Shape
In 13 cases (L108, L115, L117, L207, L208,
L213, L218, L219, L238, L239, L244, L246,
L387) the plan of the features could not be
ascertained, although they appear to have been
tomb structures. In most cases, these features
are located close to the limits of the excavated
area, exposed to erosion and deterioration. In
addition, a short wall and a well-paved floor
of large flagstones with two kurkar ossuaries
upon it (L117; Plan 5: Sections 2–2, 3–3), are
attributed to this category. In the central area,
Structure 244 is a severely distorted feature,
perhaps disturbed by later tombs. Nevertheless,
remains of a pebble pavement were observed
in it, with a stone ossuary upon it (Plan 7:
Section 5–5). Structure 387 (Plan 8) was noted
during the first stages of the excavation, but not
excavated due to the limits of the excavation,
and thus its shape is unknown.
Other Burial Features: Cists, Chain
Burials and Niches
A number of constructed, receptacle-like
features in the cemetery probably functioned
as repositories for bones of secondary burials,
such as individual cists, groups of sometimes
smaller, adjoining cells arranged in rows,
termed here ‘chain burials’, and niches that
served to hold funerary offerings.
The cists and cells are quadrangular
compartments, with one roughly pentagonal
occurrence (L260, inside Chain Burial 397 in
Tomb 224; Plan 7), and are large enough to
contain long bones. Some of them were hewn in
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Plan 8. The southeastern corner of the cemetery.

the bedrock, while others were built of upright
slabs, c. 5 cm thick. A number of examples
were found covered with a flat slab. Both cists
and chain burials existed as isolated features, or
within burial structures.
Cists.— The cists vary in size (0.7–0.9 × 0.9–
1.0 m, 0.2–0.4 m deep; Figs. 11, 17, 18) and
were scattered throughout the excavation area.
The isolated examples (Loci 124–125, 127,
128, 234, 249, 255, 262, 263, 264, 265, 274,
282, 283, 385) were sometimes located close
to burial structures (e.g., L274 near L220), or
attached to their perimeter walls (e.g., L265
to L200). Other cists were found within burial
structures (L245 in L226; L270 in L101; L273,
L390, L393 in L223; L280 in L126; L376 in
L210; L253, L377 in L247; L391 in L235;
L395 in L240–L254; L398 in L220; L399 in
L202), usually circular in plan (10 out of 13).
Most of the cists were found disturbed and
open. In only a few cases were human remains
retrieved inside, enabling their identification as
burial containers.

Chain Burials.— These relatively uncommon
burial features consist of two to four small, cistlike cells (measuring c. 0.5 × 0.5 m) arranged
in a row with adjoining walls, forming a
ladder-like structure (e.g., Fig. 21). While
five occurrences of this kind of burial were
recognized in this excavation,5 they are still
unknown in other clearly stratified, well-dated
Chalcolithic cemeteries. The five examples of
this feature uncovered at Palmahim (North)
are: L123 (in L101, including Cells 379, 383,
384), L275 (isolated, including Cells 276–279),
L380 (in L248, including Cells 381, 382), L397
(in L224, including Cells 257–260; Fig. 46)
and L600 (in L236, including Cells 250–252).
One of the chains (L275) is isolated (Fig. 47),
two (L123 and L380) appear inside circular
structures and two (L250 and L397) inside
rectangular structures. The possibility that all
of these features were originally located inside
structures at some point cannot be ruled out.
The finds in the southern part of the cemetery
uncovered in the 2011 excavation season,
however, suggest that the cists and the chain
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burials first appeared alone, and the surrounding
structures belong to a later stage.
Chain Burial 397 inside Structure 224,
and isolated Chain Burial 275, contain four
cells— the highest number of cells in this
excavation. It should be noted that in the
southern part of the cemetery (Area B2),
excavated in 2011, a chain was uncovered
that apparently contains nine cells; however,
this chain has a broken axis and a gap
between the two sections. In the gap are the
remains of another cell, and another partially
preserved cell is located at the southern end
of the chain. Therefore, this feature can
either be considered a long chain burial with
nine cells, with a bent longitudinal axis,
or two shorter chains of five and four cells
respectively, perhaps purposely attached at
their ends (Gorzalczany et al. 2012: Plan 2).
It is noteworthy that up to eight cells in a
row were also documented in chain burials at
Ashqelon, although their chronological and
cultural attribution at this site could not be fully
ascertained (Golani and Nagar 2011:88–89,
Figs. 7.3, 7.4).
Chain Burial 123 (Plan 7; Fig. 36), inside
Circular Structure 101, comprises a long
compartment, partially hewn and partially
built. It was found covered by stone slabs. After
opening, it was revealed that the compartment
was divided by short upright stone slabs into
three separate cells (L379, L383, L384).
Nevertheless, the feature was found empty.
Chain Burial 275 (Plan 3: Section 7–7; Fig.
47), consisting of four cells (L276–279), was
hewn in bedrock below a pebble pavement
without a surrounding superstructure. Human
remains in L278 are attributed to a 15–25
year old (see Nagar, this volume). This chain
burial was clearly cut by the construction of
Structures 126 and 216, and the possibility that
it was originally part of a structure that has not
survived cannot be ruled out.
Chain Burial 380 in Structure 248 is poorly
preserved, with only the flat slabs used as the
floor and part of an upright slab that divided it
into two cells (L381, L382; Plan 3).

Fig. 46. Chain Burial 397 (four cells in a row)
inside Structure 224, prior to opening, looking
south.

The most representative example of a
chain burial is L397, which comprises four
contiguous cells (L257–260) arranged along
the longitudinal axis of Structure 224, close
to the eastern wall (Plan 7: Sections 7–7, 8–8;
Fig. 46). The four cells (c. 0.4 × 0.5 m) are
trapezoidal in shape (perhaps originally square),
except L260, which is roughly pentagonal, built
of thin kurkar slabs and covered with fitted
slabs. The scanty osteological remains inside
Cells 257 and 259 included cranial bones and
a few fragments of long bones of two mature
individuals of indeterminate age (see Nagar,
this volume).
Chain Burial 600 in Structure 236 comprises
three contiguous cells (L250–252) arranged
along a somewhat irregular axis (Plan 4).
In Cell 250, non-diagnostic bone fragments
were recovered (see Nagar, this volume),
further evidence that this feature contained an
interment.
In the vicinity of an Early Bronze Age site
at Ashqelon, similar structures with up to eight
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Fig. 47. Chain Burial 275 (four cells in a row) found covered by a pebble pavement and
canceled by later Circular Structures 126 and 216, looking north.

cells in a row were discovered, but without
any datable finds (Golani and Nagar 2011:86–
91, Figs. 7.3, 7.4), although the general EB I
context of the surrounding remains is clear.
Golani and Nagar suggest associating these
burials with a putative earlier Chalcolithic
entity that could have existed in the Ashqelon
area and eventually merged with the new Early
Bronze Age inhabitants (Golani and Nagar
2011:95).
It is interesting to note that the osteological
evidence from Ashqelon, much better preserved
than in our excavation, reveals that cranial bones
were always located on the western side of the
burial cell (Golani and Nagar 2011:89–92, Figs
7.3, 7.4). This is consistent with the finds of
dental and cranial remains on the western sides
of all the cists and cells at Palmahim (North), in
which human remains were retrieved.
Palmahim (North) is the first site in the
Southern Levant where the method of chain
burial has been discovered in an unequivocal
Chalcolithic context. Burials in interconnected
cists in similar chain-like structures also appear
at EB I(?) sites in Transjordan. For example, at

Adeimeh over 160 stone cists were reported in
EB I contexts (Stekelis 1935:51–65), usually
formed by several large slabs standing on their
narrow ends and roofed with additional stone
slabs. Nearly all these cists were singular,
although Cist No. 31 was double (Stekelis
1935:53). At Teleilat Ghassul (the eponymous
Chalcolithic-period site), burials were
reported that consist mainly of single cists,
but sometimes in interrelated series of two,
three or even ten in a row (Mallon, Köppel and
Neuville 1934:153–154, Pl. 59.3). Additional
cases were reported at Wadi ‘Ein Musah north
of the Adeimeh necropolis, where alignments
of up to 13 interconnected cists were noted,
but remained unexcavated (Mallon, Köppel
and Neuville 1934:154, map on p. 148).
While most of these structures in Transjordan
cannot be dated with certainty, according to the
excavators and surveyors, some of them could
belong to the Chalcolithic period.
Niches
Three features were termed ‘niches,’ as they do
not appear to be burial receptacles. Two niches
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were embedded in the external faces of tomb
walls: Niche 268 in Structure 220, and Niche
269 above a bench in Structure 232; both seem
to be related to some kind of cultic activity,
including offerings (Plan 3; Figs. 40, 44). A
small square niche (L119; 0.5 × 0.5 m, 0.25
m deep; Plan 5; Fig. 45) was found northeast
of Structure 105, hewn in an almost vertical
slope of the kurkar bedrock, the opening facing
south. It was paved with a single slab, and its
walls were lined with small slabs. A complete,
but poorly preserved jar (B1012; not illustrated)
was found inside the niche. Niches in walls
where oblations were deposited are known in
the Chalcolithic period, as at Kissufim Road
(Goren and Fabian 2002:10, Fig. 2.6, Plan 2.5).
Chronological Stages
The stratigraphy discerned during the
excavation indicates that the earliest burials
were small cists hewn into the bedrock, either
single or in chains (Stage I). At a later stage,
rectangular structures were erected on bedrock,
in some cases around the cists and chains (Stage
II), then large circular tomb chambers appeared
(Stage III). Among both the rectangular and
the large circular structures, at least two phases
were observed. The final stage of the cemetery
(Stage IV) is represented by small circular
structures built upon a thick fill of sand, which
appear to be related to the already existing
tombs.
Stage I
The earliest constructions in the cemetery were
small single cists (c. 0.5–0.7 × 0.7–0.9 m) hewn
into bedrock, sometimes delineated by flat
kurkar slabs. Some of these cists appear isolated
and some were found inside burial structures.
In a number of cases, the cists were cut by later
structures, for example Cists 263 and 264 were
cut by Structure 233, which was built over Cist
255. These single cists may have developed
into series of adjoining cells, termed here
chain burials. Chain Burial 275, formed by the
contiguous, bedrock-hewn Cells 276–279, was

clearly cut by Circular Structures 126 and 216,
which were founded on bedrock (Plans 3, 7).
Stage II
Rectangular structures founded on bedrock are
stratigraphically later than the single cists and
chain burials hewn into bedrock, based on the
fact that the rectangular structures were built
on bedrock and some of them encompass chain
burials; for example, Structure 224 contains
contiguous Cells 257–260, and Structure 236
contains Cells 250–252. It should be noted
that in the southern sector of the cemetery,
excavated in the 2011 season, the chain burials
were hewn in compact rows, leaving no room
for encompassing structures (Gorzalczany
et al. 2012; Figs. 2, 3, 14–18). However, the
possibility that isolated chain burials were
surrounded by structures, as in the northern
sector of the cemetery discussed here, cannot
be ruled out.
At some point in this stage, the use of
ossuaries and burial jars became customary,
and rectangular structures with various
combinations of cists, contiguous cells,
ossuaries and burial jars are found.
Structure 223 (Plan 3; Fig. 30) differs from
the other rectangular tombs as its northern end
is rounded, while its southern end exhibits
two corners. For this reason, Structure 223 is
interpreted as a hybrid type and ascribed to an
intermediate phase (Phase IIb) between the
rectangular and rounded structures. However,
the most outstanding attribute of this tomb is
the variety of burial methods inside it, namely
three cists (L273, L390, L393), a stone
ossuary, and three burial jars. It is unclear if
this variability of burial methods in a single
tomb bears any significance. This tomb also
yielded the most human remains (see Nagar,
this volume), and two fallen orthostats were
found inside.
In Rectangular Structure 237 (Plan 4), two
construction phases were discerned in the
western wall, labeled Phases IIa and IIb. The
new wall of Phase IIb slightly modified the
general orientation of the structure.
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Stage III
It should be noted that in no case did we discern
a circular structure of Stage III directly cutting
through a rectangular structure of Stage II.
The large circular structures were occasionally
based on bedrock (Phase IIIa) or were built on
a natural sandy fill, c. 0.20–0.25 m thick (Phase
IIIb), which may indicate that the latter were
stratigraphically later. Stratigraphic evidence
of two phases in Stage III is seen in Circular
Structure 240, which was modified in Phase
IIIb and thus re-labeled L254 (Plan 7). Both
phases of Structure 240–254 cut Cists 263 and
264, as did Structure 233. Structure 227 also
cut an earlier structure of unclear shape (L115).
A similar phenomenon is observed in the case
of Structure 112, which disturbed Structure 113
(Plan 5), although no fill separated the two. This
complex stratigraphy would seem to indicate a
relatively long timespan for the existence of the
cemetery.
There is evidence of rebuilding in some
cases, for example the western side of Structure
232 (Plan 3) was originally based on bedrock,
and then a later wall was built upon it. The use
of cist burials seems to decrease in this stage,
and the prevalent form of interment in the
circular structures is a combination of ossuaries
and burial jars.
Stage IV
In the final stage of the cemetery, smaller
circular structures were erected in close
proximity to larger ones as satellites. In a few
cases, orthostats were attached to the eastern
wall, or found fallen inside.
Evidence for the later date of these smaller
circles is the thick layer of fill (0.3–0.4 m)
upon which they were built, which is thicker
than the fill on which the tombs of Phase IIIb
were erected. This fill is suggestive of a long
timespan, therefore they are attributed to a
separate stage rather than an additional phase of
Stage III. For example, the two small structures,
210 and 214, stand upon a thick layer of fill
close to circular Structure 202, which was
based on bedrock (Plan 2).
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The Finds
The finds from the cemetery comprise mainly
stone ossuaries, orthostats and ceramic burial
jars. The funerary offerings are few, and most
of them are poorly preserved. They include a
small pottery assemblage, a stone pendant,
a bead, four shells (see Ktalav, this volume)
and perhaps two flint blades (see Marder, this
volume). A scarcity of flint items has been
noted at other Chalcolithic sites related to
non-mundane activities, such as the cemetery
at Kissufim Road (Marder 2002:42) and the
‛En Gedi shrine (Ussishkin 1980:25; Gilead
2002:111), in sharp contrast with the abundant
lithic assemblages found at Chalcolithic
habitation sites (Marder 2002:42).
The pottery and other small finds retrieved
from the excavation correspond to assemblages
attributed to the Ghassulian culture,6 which has
been thoroughly discussed (e.g., Macdonald
1932; Mallon, Köppel and Neuville 1934; Ory
1946; Dothan 1959a; 1959b; Kaplan 1963;
Kochavi 1969; Ussishkin 1980; CommengePellerin 1987; 1990; Porath 1989–1990; 2006;
Gilead and Goren 1995; Oren and Scheftelowitz
1998; Goren 2002; Commenge 2005b; 2006;
Yannai and Porath 2006).
Burial Containers
Stone Ossuaries
The most outstanding finds are 19 stone
ossuaries, skillfully crafted from the friable
kurkar rock, and smoothed and polished to
varying extents (Table 1; Figs. 48, 59). Most of
them were found inside burial structures, both
rectangular and circular, never more than two
specimens in a tomb. In a few cases, they were
found ex-situ, sometimes broken in several
fragments.
The ossuaries average 40–50 × 60–70 cm and
35–45 cm in height. In most cases, the bottom
of the ossuary is relatively thick, up to 10 cm,
but not as thick as in parallels known from
sites such as Azor, where the bottom is 25–28
cm thick (Perrot 1961: Fig. 41:16). The ready
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Table 1. Ossuaries According to Locus
Locus

Basket

IAA No.

Type

Length
(cm)

Width
(cm)

Height
(cm)

Thickness of Comments
Base (cm)

100

1015

1209.05

Barrel-shaped

60–70

40–55

45

6–7

In situ, sealed
Cover 40 ×
55 × 7

23, 24, 30,
31, 32, 54

100

1016

1219.05

Barrel-shaped

55–65

40–50

45

6–7

In situ, sealed
Cover 45 ×
58 × 8.

23, 24, 31,
32, 51

101

1017

1211.05

Barrel-shaped

60–70

40–45

40

5–6

In situ, sealed

20, 22, 34,
35, 36, 49

101

1018

Barrel-shaped

55–65

35–45

35

5–6

In situ, sealed

35, 36

106

1019

Barrel-shaped

80

60

25

8–10

In situ, open

117

1025

Barrel-shaped

70

35

?

5–6

Ex situ,
broken

117

1026

1218.05

Piriform

70

45

45

9–9

In situ, open

59

126

1027

1217.05

Barrel-shaped

60–72

42–50

45

6–7

In situ, open

35, 48

126

2164

1331.05

Small barrelshaped

45

30

23

6–8

In secondary
use

57

200

2027

1215.05

Piriform

70

30–60

45

7–10

In situ, open

11, 26, 58

200

2024

1216.05

Barrel-shaped

In situ, open

11, 26, 56

206

2034

Barrel-shaped

In situ, sealed

220

2039

In situ, open

28

223

2041

1214.05

Barrel-shaped

60

35

30

5

In situ, open

30, 33, 52

225

2072

1213.05

Barrel-shaped

70

40

45

7

In situ, open

50

228

2063

1212.05

Barrel-shaped

65

40

36

5

In situ, open

53

228

2064

1210.05

Barrel-shaped

70

50

30

6–8

In situ, open

10, 55

233

2038

Barrel-shaped

75–80

60–65

5

In situ, sealed

25

244

Barrel-shaped

Barrel-shaped

availability of the kurkar stone is probably
what determined its use for manufacturing the
ossuaries. The majority of the ossuaries are
roughly rectangular, with rounded ends, and
somewhat convex walls. The base and cover
are flat, and thus they are reminiscent of a squat
barrel. Two ossuaries are slightly different,
exhibiting a narrower end and a more piriform
shape, and it seems that the original kurkar
blocks dictated their final configuration.
It is noteworthy that during the excavation, four
strong workers were needed to carefully remove
the heavy yet fragile stone ossuaries from the
tombs for transportation to the IAA laboratories.
Consequently, the reverse movement of pulling
or pushing a heavy ossuary through the narrow

Figs.

Ex situ,
fragments

opening over sandy soil would have been a
difficult undertaking. Due to the difficulties
involved, the possibility that the tombs were
actually erected around the ossuaries (as can also
be hypothesized for the cist and chain burials)
cannot be ruled out. If so, the later interments
were placed in jars, which were lighter and more
easily transportable through the openings into
the tombs. This scenario would also provide a
reasonable explanation for the wide variety of
burial methods and the relatively small number
of tombs that contain ossuaries.
Squat, Barrel-Shaped Ossuaries (Figs. 48–
57).— The most common type of stone ossuary
at Palmahim (North) has a squat shape with
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Fig. 48. Kurkar barrel-shaped ossuary (L126, B1027).
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Fig. 49. Kurkar barrel-shaped ossuary (L101, B1017).
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Fig. 50. Kurkar barrel-shaped ossuary (L225, B2072).
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Fig. 51. Kurkar barrel-shaped ossuary (L100, B1016).
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Fig. 52. Kurkar barrel-shaped ossuary (L223, B2041).
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Fig. 53. Kurkar barrel-shaped ossuary (L228, B2063).
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Fig. 54. Kurkar barrel-shaped ossuary (L100, B1015).
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Fig. 55. Kurkar barrel-shaped ossuary (L228, B2064).
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Fig. 56. Kurkar barrel-shaped ossuary (L200, B2024).
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Fig. 57. Kurkar barrel-shaped ossuary (L126, B2164).

slightly convex sides, a flat base and a flat lid
(n = 17). These ossuaries differ to some extent
from those reported at Kissufim Road, described
as box-shaped stone burial tubs with rounded
corners, but straight rather than convex walls
(Fabian and Goren 2002:47, Figs. 2.4, 6.5).7 In
six cases (Table 1), the ossuaries were found
sealed with matching kurkar slabs, 6–8 cm thick.
The lids were very fragile and disintegrated
when attempts were made to remove them.
A small example of an ossuary of this type
(20–30 × 42 cm, 25 cm high, base 6 cm thick;
Fig. 57) was found embedded in the wall of
Structure 126, in secondary use as a building
stone. It was too small to contain adult human
bones. Small ossuaries of similar size, of both

stone and clay, are rare, but have been reported
at Ben Shemen (Perrot 1967:47) and Azor
(Perrot 1961:9, Fig. 32), while miniature clay
ossuaries (15 cm long) are known from Bene
Beraq (Kaplan 1963:303, Fig. 3, Pl. 32 D) and
Giv‘atayim (Perrot and Ladiray 1980:139;
Ornan 1986:112). As these smaller boxes
could not contain human bones, not even of a
child, it is conceivable that they were intended
for the collection of bone fragments only,
in a symbolic, pars pro toto manner (Perrot
1961:29; Rubin 1994:250).
Piriform Ossuaries (Figs. 58, 59).— Two
ossuaries are slightly narrower from one
end, lending them a piriform or drop-shaped
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Fig. 58. Kurkar piriform-shaped ossuary (L200, B2027).
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Fig. 59. Kurkar piriform-shaped ossuary (L117, B1026).
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Table 2. Comparative Data on Stone Ossuaries from Selected Chalcolithic Cemeteries in Israel
Site

N

Average Size
(cm)

Raw Material

Remarks

Qula (West)

2

47 × 67 × 37

Limestone

2 with lids, not in situ

Palmaḥim
(North)

19

40 × 60 × 35

Kurkar

17 barrel-shaped (6 sealed; 1 small in secondary use),
2 piriform

Bene Beraq

1

70 × 100 × 53

Sandstone
(kurkar?)

Although Ory defined the raw material as sandstone,
in my opinion it is reasonable to assume it is kurkar

Palmaḥim
Quarry

2

64 × 38 × 32

Kurkar

Currently one of them is on display in Bet Miriam
Museum, Kibbutz Palmaḥim; dimensions courtesy of
Dror Porat

Giv‘atayim

2

30 × 50 × ?

Kurkar

Found sealed; dimensions based on published drawing

Azor

1

45 × 75 × 50

Kurkar

Ben Shemen

2

80 × 110 × 50
70 × 95 × 50

Limestone

Ḥ. Qarqar
(South)

-

-

Limestone, chalk

Kissufim

4

35 × 60

Kurkar

appearance. This particular shape of ossuary
seems to be unattested elsewhere, and was
probably a result of the constrictions dictated by
the shape of the chosen raw material, whatever
the motivations of the choice were.
Stone ossuaries have been recovered from
numerous Chalcolithic burial sites, made
of various types of stone (Table 2). Kurkar
ossuaries have been reported from Giv‘atayim
(Sussman and Ben-Arieh 1966:29–32, Fig. 5),
Bene Beraq (Ory 1946:57, Fig. 5) and Kissufim
Road (Fabian and Goren 2002:47, Fig. 6.5).
Ossuaries made of other kinds of stone (chalk,
limestone) are attested at Qula (Milevski and
Shevo 1999:40*, Fig. 77), Ben Shemen (Perrot
1967: Pls. XI.2, XII.1; Perrot and Ladiray
1980:28) and Horbat Qarqar (South) (Fabian
2012; Scheftelowitz, Fabian and Gilead 2013;
Fabian, Scheftelowitz and Gilead 2015).
Clay Ossuary
A single example of a chest-shaped, poorly
fired ossuary made of brown clay (Fig. 60)

From Caves 5, 8 and 14

was discovered in Structure 237. The clay was
well-levigated, with a gray core and few white
inclusions. The ossuary was made of coarse,
friable fabric and extremely degraded, as were
all the pottery vessels, and therefore, it was
drawn in situ. The vessel was rectangular (35 ×
60 cm, 20–25 cm high) with somewhat convex
walls (c. 1 cm thick), and a simple, rounded
rim, resembling the stone ossuaries from this
site. It was found without a cover, and there
were no human remains within it. Petrographic
analysis (see below) suggests a probable origin
for this ossuary in the Shephelah or the coastal
plain east of Palmahim. It is noteworthy that
in Structure 207, a sherd with traces of redpainted decoration and plastic decoration could
possibly be identified as part of a ceramic
ossuary. However, it could also be a small piece
of a cornet base; therefore, the issue remains
unsolved.
Clay ossuaries appear in a variety of shapes
at numerous Chalcolithic sites. The specimens
from Ben Shemen are rectangular, but unlike
the one from our excavation (Perrot and
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walls, could represent an intermediate type
between the rectangular clay boxes of the
coastal plain and the rounded clay tubs of the
Negev. Its apparent origin in the Shephelah
may shed light on this issue.
Orthostats (Figs. 61–66; Table 3)

Fig. 60. Clay rectangular ossuary (L237, B2103).

Ladiray 1980:28, Pl. I:a), while oval-shaped
ceramic tubs were recovered at Kissufim
Road (Goren and Fabian 2002:30–32), where
they sometimes appear with thickened rims,
red-painted or plastic decoration, and pierced
lug handles (Goren and Fabian 2002: Figs.
2.10, 4.6, 4.7). At Kissufim Road, these tubs
seem to be related to juvenile burials, and
petrographic analysis revealed that they were
locally made of the well-known loess and
coastal-sand petrographic family (Goldberg
et al. 1986; Porat 1986–1987:112–115;
Gilead and Goren 1989:7). Oval ceramic
burial tubs were also found in the cemetery of
Shiqmim (Levy and Alon 1987a: Fig. 13.17),
at Zumeili and Bir es-Safadi (CommengePellerin 1987: Fig. 52:7; 1990: Fig. 37:7).
Goren (2002:32) points out that oval ceramic
burial tubs seem to belong to the northern
Negev sphere, rather than the coastal plain
that is characterized by box-shaped clay
ossuaries (Porath 2006: Figs. 15–19; Yannai
and Porath 2006:3, Nos. 1–4). If we accept
Goren’s classification, then the specimen
from Palmahim (North), which is rectangular
with rounded corners and slightly convex

The characteristic orthostats from Palmahim
(North) resemble artifacts found in both burial
and mundane contexts at Chalcolithic sites, and
probably had some ritual significance (Kaplan
1963:302; Sussman and Ben-Arieh 1966:35,
Fig. 2, Pl. 32.B; Fabian and Goren 2002:44–46).
Orthostats, like the rounded stone structures,
apparently first appeared in the desert regions,
where there are many examples in proximity to
habitation sites or tent camps (Uzi Avner, pers.
comm.). The tradition also lingered longer in the
peripheral environments than in densely settled
areas, further suggesting that they were basically
a desertic cultural element (Avner 1993:176); for
an alternate suggestion, see below.
These stone slabs, often referred to in the
literature as stelae, or by the Hebrew term
mazzevot,8 are assumed to have had a cultic
or symbolic significance. The 58 orthostats
found at Palmahim (North) were either in
situ: free standing (n = 1; Fig. 61) or attached
to the exterior walls of the burial structures in
various configurations (n = 34; Figs. 62, 63);
or ex situ: apparently fallen inside a burial
structure (n = 21; Figs. 64, 65) or scattered
over the site––perhaps originally freestanding
(n = 2). In some cases, those inside structures
may have been simply flat stones used to pave
the interior of the tombs. Nevertheless, if they
had a rectangular shape and were larger in size
than the pebbles in the surrounding pavement,
it was assumed that they were fallen orthostats.
The orthostats appear in a wide range of sizes
and shapes and can be roughly equated with
the three-fold typology established at Kissufim
Road by Fabian and Goren (2002:44–46):
rectangular, trapezoidal and oval. In most cases
the vertical axis is longer than the horizontal,
that is to say, the orthostats stood upright
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Table 3. Orthostats According to Locus
Locus

No. of
Orthostats

Shape; Location

Dimensions
(cm)

Remarks (Fig.)

99

1

Rectangular, rounded top, very
worn; isolated

45 × 65 × 12

Freestanding in situ (Fig. 61)

100

1

Rectangular; attached

50 × 70 × 8

105

1

Trapezoidal; fallen inside

30–35 × 45 × 8

106

1

Rectangular; attached

50 × 60 × 10

1

Rectangular; fallen inside

2

Oval; fallen outside

30 × 65 × 10

Found close to the structure, could
have been freestanding

107

1

Rectangular; attached

10 × 36 × ?

Not fully excavated

113

1

Trapezoidal; fallen inside

30–25 × 35 × 8

114

1

Trapezoidal; attached

200

1

Trapezoidal; attached

20–29 × 40 × 5

202

3

Trapezoidal; attached

30–37 × 64 × 9
? × 47 × 10
? × 37 × 10

206

1

Rectangular; attached

40 × 45 × 8

209

2

Rectangular; attached

30 × 40 × 5

2

Trapezoidal; fallen inside

20–30 × 55 × 5

2

Trapezoidal; attached

26 × 45 × 5

1

Trapezoidal; fallen inside(?)

30 × 40 × 5

211

1

Rectangular, top rounded;
attached

18 × 25 × 5

212

2

Trapezoidal; fallen inside(?)

30–35 × 40
35–40 × 45

214

1

Rectangular; attached

30 × 55 × 5

1

Rectangular; fallen inside(?)

25 × 35 × 8

1

Rectangular; attached

16 × 36 × 0

2

Fallen inside(?)

40 × 66
46 × 50

220

1

Rectangular; attached

18 × 30 × 5

223

4

Small rectangular; attached

16 × 32 × 4
17 × 45 × 4
30 × 50 × 5
15 × 26 × 3

(Fig. 34)

2

Oval; fallen inside

35 × 90 × 10
37 × 80 × 12

(Fig. 64)

224

2

Attached

225

2

Rectangular; attached

2

Rectangular; fallen inside(?)

1

Rectangular; attached

210

216

226

2

Fallen inside(?)

227

1

Rectangular; fallen inside(?)

228

1

Attached

232

1

Rectangular; attached

233

1

Rectangular; attached

(Fig. 65)

In fully preserved structure
Upper end broken
Upper end broken
(Fig. 66)

35 × 50 × 10

25 × 50 × 7

Not fully excavated (Fig. 63)
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Table 3. (cont.)
Locus

No. of
Orthostats

Shape; Location

236

2

Rectangular; attached

237

2

Attached

243

2

Trapezoidal; fallen inside(?)

247

1

Attached

1

Trapezoidal; fallen inside

Fig. 61. Freestanding orthostat (L99),
looking southwest.

Fig. 62. Three out of the four orthostats attached to
the wall of Rectangular Structure 223 (see Fig. 34)
and abutting Pavement 261, looking west.

Dimensions
(cm)

Remarks (Fig.)

35–40 × 50
25–35 × 40
30–20 × 35 × 7

Fig. 63. Rectangular orthostat between the
protruding walls of Circular Structure 232,
looking southwest.

on their narrow end. They were associated
with all the above-described types of burial
structures: rectangular, large circular, circular
with protruding walls, and even the small
circular structures. In the last type, they were
lying inside the tomb, except for two small
rectangular orthostats attached to Structure 210.
No correlation was found between the number
of orthostats and the number of ossuaries,
burial jars or cists in each tomb (Appendix 1).
Orthostats that were still in situ in recesses in
the outer walls of the burial structures always
face east or northeast in the circular structures,
and northeast in the rectangular structures.
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Fig. 64. Two orthostats originally found fallen
inside Structure 223.

Fig. 65. Fallen rectangular orthostat inside
Structure 105, looking southeast.

Fig. 66. Triad of upright orthostats (two of them
broken) attached to Circular Structure 202,
looking west.
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They usually appear singly or in pairs, except
for one example of a triad in Structure 202
(Fig. 66), and another of four attached to the
eastern wall of Structure 223 (Figs. 34, 62),
with two more orthostats retrieved from inside.
Occasionally, the position of a fallen orthostat
on the floor inside a structure suggested an
east-facing orientation when it was upright and
still attached to the inner wall, as in Structure
105 (Fig. 65). However, it should be noted
that in most cases, the fallen orthostats inside
structures were found close to the eastern wall,
as in Structures 113, 216, 223, 226 and 243.
As no orthostat was found freestanding inside
or attached to an inner wall, it is possible that
they had originally been located in a putative
outer, east-facing niche, and had collapsed
inward, together with the wall, when the tomb
decayed and collapsed.
The only in situ, freestanding orthostat (L99;
Fig. 61) is a large, worn-down, somewhat
irregular rectangular example (0.45 × 0.65 ×
0.12 m), facing north (Plan 7). Its orientation
may suggest that it was once part of a structure,
probably of the circular type, that did not
survive. This possibility is further reinforced
by the large size of the standing orthostat,
which better corresponds with those attached
to circular structures rather than rectangular
ones. The two oval-shaped orthostats lying
close together south of Structure 106 (Plan 5)
were either freestanding or attached to
Structure 106, and may have collapsed in their
original location, facing northeast. The two
oval orthostats found among the debris of the
collapsed roof at the northern end of Structure
223 had been carefully shaped by chipping and
flaking, and then smoothed, presenting one flat
and one slightly convex face. The flat side is
smoother than the convex one. Both ends were
tapered and rounded, perhaps to stand them
easily in the ground. They are similar to those
found in Cave 4 at Shoham (van den Brink and
Gophna 1997:85; Rowan 2005:116, Fig. 9.20),
and examples from Modi‘in (van den Brink
2005:183) and Horbat Qarqar South (Dagan
1992:54*; Fabian 2012; Fabian, Scheftelowitz
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and Gilead 2015:22; Fig. 14). All of the attached
orthostats and most of those fallen inside were
rectangular or trapezoidal, while two oval ones
were found fallen outside, and two, inside.
Therefore, the spatial location and shape of the
orthostat may have had a functional or symbolic
significance (commemoration, protection,
ancestor cult, spiritual passage, etc.).
In several structures, evidence was noted of
what could be interpreted as cultic practices
associated with the orthostats. Against the
outer wall of Structure 232, on Pavement 267,
were remains of a hearth or fireplace (ashes and
burnt stones; Fig. 42), very close to an attached
orthostat and a shelf or bench with a small
niche above it, apparently intended for funerary
offerings (Fig. 44). In an external niche in
nearby Structure 220, remains of a small
unidentified vessel (perhaps a bowl) containing
burnt gray organic material were recovered
(L268; Fig. 40).
The issue of ritual significance and
symbolism of orthostats has long been a subject
of research and debate among scholars, and
various interpretations include representation of
deities,9 ancestor worship and commemoration
of persons deceased, demarcation of boundaries,
delimitation of tombs (Burrows 1934; AviYonah 1950; Albright 1957; Broshi 1968;
Avner 1984:117–119) and commemoration of
events (Dietrich, Loretz and Mayer 1989:135–
137).
In his comprehensive research of cult places,
Avner (1984; 2002:55–98; pers. comm., 2007)
has compiled over 300 occurrences of ‘standing
stones’ without inscriptions and unattached to
structures in the Negev and eastern Sinai, and
96 sites in the rest of the ancient Near East,
covering a timespan from the Natufian to
EB IV. Avner makes two important observations:
(1) Most of the orthostats in the Negev and
Sinai (72.1%) face eastward. This percentage
however, declines sharply to 42.9% in the
ancient Near East in general. It would appear
that orientation in desert environments was
more meaningful than elsewhere (Avner

2002:88). An eastward orientation suggests
a sacred orientation related to life, renewal,
rebirth, strength and fertility, as noted by
Mellaart (1967:104), concepts prevalent as
early as the seventh millennium BCE.
(2) In the Negev and Sinai, the standing stones
appear in singles or in groups with a limited
number of variations: singles comprise 49% of
the occurrences, pairs 8%, triads 12%, quintets
4%, septets 9%, enneads 2%, and groups of 16
3% (Avner 2002: Table 11)––other groupings
are practically non-existent (Avner 1984:118).
Such repetitive numbers of orthostats are
suggestive of aniconic representations of
groups of deities with fixed numbers that
are well-attested in the art, mythology and
iconography of the ancient Near East (Avner
1984:119). Avner recognized similar groupings
of standing stones (1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 9) at sites
identified by him as sanctuaries. Thus, in his
opinion, the attached orthostats in tombs and
caves were also related to deities, similar to
those in the sanctuaries (Avner 2002:96).
At Palmahim (North), the predominant
orientation is to the east–northeast, while
the group frequencies are similar to those
discerned by Avner, but vary somewhat. Taking
into account only the 35 attached orthostats
(Table 3), singles comprise 61%, pairs 30%,
triads 4.5% and quartets 4.5%. A quartet is
an uncommon number, as reported by Avner
(2002:96).10
The attached orthostats in the eastern
walls could also be interpreted as sealed
doorways, perhaps to allow the passage of
a divine, supernatural entity, resembling the
phenomenon of the ‘false door’ known in
Egyptian burial practices (Brovarsky 2006). It
should be stressed, however, that the earliest
false doors appear in Egyptian mastaba tombs
of the Protodynastic period (c. 3250 BCE;
Dreyer 1998: Table 6:a–d), much later than the
Palmahim (North) cemetery.
Another possible interpretation of the
significance of the orthostats at Palmahim
(North), and the most likely one in my opinion,
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given their close association with the burial
structures, is that they served as grave markers
or devices to commemorate the deceased.
However, as pointed out above, there is no
correlation between the number of orthostats
and the number of burials in each tomb. It may
be that only some of the interred merited such
commemoration, indicative of a ranked society.
Thus, it can be proposed that higher-ranked
individuals were buried in certain tombs
(marked by orthostats), while those of lesser
rank were interred in the same tomb without
an orthostat of their own, or in smaller circular
structures (the ‘satellites’) without orthostats,
but in close association to the tombs of the
former, in order to benefit from their prestige.
Notably, Structure 223, one of the largest and
by far the most sophisticated of the tombs
excavated at Palmahim (North), contained the
largest number and variability of interments,
and also had the largest number of attached
orthostats.
On the other hand, the orthostats that were
deposited inside a burial structure cannot be
interpreted as grave markers, as they were
not visible from the outside (cf. Avner 2002:
Table 13:26–33). These could be aniconic
representations of deities who protected the
tombs and the people buried within. Such a
phenomenon is seen in the burial caves at Bene
Beraq and Giv‘atayim, where the stones were
erected inside, before the entrances were sealed
(Avner 1984:119). Unfortunately, not a single
orthostat was standing in situ inside a tomb
at Palmahim (North) due to the rubble of the
collapsed roofs that filled the tombs.
A similar but opposite distinction was put
forth by Avner (2002:97). He viewed the
orthostats inside Chalcolithic caves and tombs
as representing ancestors, while orthostats
attached to the outside of burial structures
represented deities, based on his hypothesis
that the attached slabs occurred in the same
numbers and configurations as standing stones
in sanctuaries.
Orthostats have been found at other
Chalcolithic burial sites in various contexts,
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such as freestanding, attached to walls and
inside caves, as at Bene Beraq (Ory 1946:57,
Fig. 5; Kaplan 1963:302–303, Pl. 32b),
Giv‘atayim (Sussman and Ben-Arieh 1966: Fig.
7), Azor (Perrot and Ladiray 1980: Fig. 77:5),
Shoham (van den Brink 2005:182–183; Rowan
2005:116, Figs. 9.19, 9.20), Ben Shemen
(Perrot 1967:48*, Fig. 1; Perrot and Ladiray
1980:76, Figs. 117; 134:3), Modi‘in (van den
Brink 2005:183), Kissufim Road (Fabian and
Goren 2002:44–46) and Gilat (Alon and Levy
1989:182–184; Rowan et al. 2006: Fig. 12.34);
and also at non-burial sites, such as Ramot Nof
(Nahshoni et al. 2002:16*, Fig. 9). In some
cases, the orthostats were made of limestone
rather than kurkar, depending on the locally
available raw material (Kaplan 1963:302), and
some were painted red, perhaps to symbolize
blood (Elliot 1977:23).
Pottery Vessels (Figs. 67, 68)
The pottery assemblage from the Palmahim
cemetery is small (n = 23 vessels) and consists
mainly of coarse wares. Most of the vessels
were damaged beyond restoration, and we
were compelled to draw them in situ, prior to
any attempt at removal, which in most cases
was unsuccessful and resulted in the vessel’s
disintegration.
It has been pointed out by researchers
(e.g., Goren 1991:121, 125) that Chalcolithic
ceramic funerary assemblages from the coastal
plain of Israel are friable and tend to crumble,
as they were not intended for daily use, but
rather were purposely created only as mortuary
offerings. Thus, the vessels should be regarded
in a symbolic, ideological light, rather than as
utilitarian tools (Binford 1962). This, together
with the unfavorable environmental conditions,
could explain the poor quality and fragility of
the vessels from Palmahim (North) and the
phenomenon of vessels crumbling upon touch.
The vessels are simple types very common in
the Ghassulian Chalcolithic culture. The only
decorated vessels are two cornets (Fig. 68:1, 2),
one of which bears a red-painted band around
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Fig. 67. Chalcolithic pottery.
No.

Object

Locus

Basket

Description

1

Bowl

226

2101

Coarse orange clay, small white inclusions, poorly fired

2

Bowl

228

2122/1

Coarse orange clay, small and medium, white and gray inclusions,
poorly fired

3

Bowl

228

2122/2

Coarse orange clay, small and medium, white and gray inclusions,
poorly fired

4

Four-handled
jar

211

2017

Reddish clay; drawn in situ

5

Small
holemouth jar

211

2032

Orange-buff clay, small white and gray inclusions, poorly fired;
drawn in situ

6

Holemouth jar

223

2105

Coarse orange-buff clay, very few gray inclusions, poorly fired

7

Holemouth jar

223

2106/2

Coarse orange-buff clay, abundant small white, and rare medium gray
and black inclusions, poorly fired; lug handle, not pierced

8

Holemouth jar

223

2107

Coarse orange clay, few small white and medium gray inclusions

9

Lug handle of
holemouth jar

223

2016/1

Coarse orange-buff clay, abundant small white and rare medium gray
and black inclusions, poorly fired; lug handle, not pierced

10

Lug handle of
holemouth jar

223

2017/1

Coarse orange-buff clay, abundant small white and rare medium gray
and black inclusions, poorly fired; lug handle, not pierced
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the rim, the other shows almost-imperceptible
traces of paint. This stands in contrast to other
Ghassulian assemblages in which the decorated
pottery constitutes up to 75% (CommengePellerin 1987:46; Gilead and Goren 1995:186–
187). Due to the ubiquitous nature of the
vessels retrieved from our excavation, in most
cases we refer to a few updated publications
with discussions therein.
Bowls (Fig. 67:1–3)
Three bowls, represented only by flat bases,
were most probably of the V-shaped type so
common in Chalcolithic assemblages of the
Southern Levant (e.g., Commenge 2006:414).
Similar V-shaped bowls were found in the
burial caves at Palmahim Quarry (Gophna and
Lifshitz 1980: Fig. 4:2–4), and at many other
Ghassulian sites (e.g., Yannai and Porath 2006).
A number of functions have been proposed for
this bowl, such as eating and drinking (Gilead
and Goren 1995:153); scoops, because they
could pass through the openings of holemouth
jars (Commenge-Pellerin 1987:49); and lamps
(de Contenson 1956:173). In the funerary
context of Kissufim Road, the excavators
proposed that these bowls most likely
contained food offerings, based on the large
amount of burnt vegetal sediments revealed
by micromorphological examinations (Goren
2002:21); for example, Trigonella arabica
seeds were found in a bowl from the mud-brick
funerary chamber (Kislev and Melamed 2002:
Table 9.1).
Four-Handled Jar (Fig. 67:4)
This small jar with an upright rim and rounded
shoulders has four small vertical lug handles,
pierced horizontally and attached to the
shoulders. The jar was uncovered in a very poor
condition and drawn in situ.
Four- and multi-handled jars that resemble
this one were recovered at Abu Matar
(Commenge-Pellerin 1987: Fig. 34:1, 3, 9–11).
Similar vessels from Bir es-Safadi have a
shorter, sometimes flaring rim (CommengePellerin 1990: Fig. 53:1–11), and examples
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from Kissufim Road (Goren 2002: Fig. 4.4:4)
have handles on the side of the body. It should
be stressed that our vessel was drawn in
difficult field conditions, therefore the drawing
is perhaps inaccurate to a certain extent. A
different type of four-handled jar is known from
Gerar (Gilead and Goren 1995: Fig. 4.15:5, 6)
and Kissufim Road (Goren 2002: Fig. 4.4:3).
Holemouth Jars (Fig. 67:5–10)
In all, 16 holemouth jars were recorded at
Palmahim (North), three of which were
restorable and certainly used as burial
containers as they contained human remains
(L223). The remaining holemouth jars, which
probably also served as burial containers, were
in such friable condition that they disintegrated
upon discovery (see, e.g., Figs. 28, 29). Most
of the jars (n = 10) were retrieved from circular
structures (L107, L113, L114, L126, L206[×2],
L211[×2], L220, L226), five in rectangular
structures (L223[×3], L225, L236), and one,
in a structure of unclear shape (L246). In most
cases, the possibility that the jars were placed
in the tombs as offerings must be considered,
especially as additional oblations were present
in three of the tombs (L206, L220, L223).
Holemouth jars are an important component
in almost all Ghassulian Chalcolithic
assemblages, for example Shiqmim (Levy and
Menahem 1987: Figs. 12:11, 12), ‘En Gedi
(Ussishkin 1980: Fig. 10:4), Gilat (Commenge
2006:420, Pl. 10:13–17) and Gerar (Gilead
and Goren 1995:171–175; Fig. 4.14, and see
references therein). In the northern Negev sites
they constitute c. 15% of the ceramic household
repertoire (Goren 2002:25–26). Several
subtypes have been defined in the past, based
on rim shape, decoration, overall form (de
Contenson 1956:168–170) and size (Gilead and
Goren 1995:171). At Palmahim (North), only
a few rim fragments can be related to the size
classification, and they are all of the large type,
over 20 cm in diameter. The three large vessels
found in Structure 223 are nearly identical, all
of them (Fig. 67:6, 9, 10) bear non-functional
lug handles. The use of holemouth jars as
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Fig. 68. Chalcolithic pottery: cornets.
No.

Locus

Basket

Description

1

206

2037

Dark orange clay, well-levigated, vertical scraping marks, traces of red paint; drawn
in situ

2

215

2014/1, 3

Two fragments of dark orange clay, well-levigated, few small white inclusions,
horizontal red-painted band under rim

3

207

2005

Orange-gray clay, well-levigated, few small white inclusions; this might be a plastic
decoration of an ossuary

ad hoc burial containers is known during the
Chalcolithic period, for example at Nahal
Sekher (Goren and Fabian 2002:2).
Cornets (Figs. 68, 69)
Eleven fragmentary cornets, retrieved from
various tombs, were in such fragile condition
that most could not be restored or drawn. One
example (Figs. 68:1; 69), drawn in situ prior
to removal, bears vertical scraping marks and
traces of a red-painted decoration. Another
cornet (Fig. 68:2) exhibits a red-painted band
(7 cm wide) around the rim. A sherd found in
Structure 207 may also belong to a cornet (Fig.
68:3).
The cornet is perhaps the most characteristic,
and least understood, vessel in the Ghassulian
assemblage (Gilead and Goren 1995:158;
Garfinkel 1999:219–221), known since the
excavations at Gezer, where it was described as
a Y-shaped cup (Macalister 1912: Pl. CXLIII:1,
2). Cornets appear in several types and in a
wide range of sizes, some of them quite large
(Gilead and Goren 1995: Fig. 4.8:3). Most of
the cornets from Palmahim seem to belong

Fig. 69. Cornet exposed in Structure 206
(see Fig. 68:1).

to the ‘elongated’ type (Gilead and Goren
1995:158, Fig. 4.8:1–3). They usually have
simple rims decorated with red stripes and redpainted horizontal stripes on the body; some are
red slipped on the exterior, and others display
shaving marks on the surface.
Cornets are common at settlement sites in the
Beʼer Shevaʽ Valley and the northwestern Negev
(Gilead and Goren 1995:162; Goren 2002:38;
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Yannai and Porath 2006:39), and also at cultic
sites, such as ‘En Gedi, where they were the
most common vessel in the shrine (Ussishkin
1980:20, Fig. 7.10–28); however, they are rare
at Shiqmim (Gilead and Goren 1995:158–163).
Their southernmost occurrences are reported
from the Sinai Peninsula (Oren and Gilead
1981: Fig. 7:17). Cornets are less frequent
at northern sites. They are known at Meser
(Dothan 1959b: Fig. 7:1–6), Megiddo (Loud
1948: Pl. 96:11–17), el-Fureidis (Yannai
2007: Fig. 1:10), and in the Galilee at ‘Enot
Kaukab (Getzov 2016: Fig. 16:14, 15) and
Ard el-Samra, close to Kibbutz Ya‘sur (Getzov
2011; the vessel is as yet unpublished, Nimrod
Getzov, pers. comm).11 However, they do not
appear at Tel ‘Ali, Tell Dalhamiya and Abu
Hamid (Garfinkel 1999:219; Gilead and Fabian
2001). The cornet apparently does not occur
in cave burials, apart from Peqi‘in Cave in the
Galilee, which is the northernmost occurrence
of this vessel known to date.
A gas chromatography (GS) residue analysis
recently carried out on cornets from ‘En
Gedi, Moringa Cave and Gerar (Namdar et
al. 2009; see also Evershed, Heron and Goad
1990), detected lipid chains––characteristic
components of beeswax––suggesting a possible
use as lighting devices. Other uses of wax, as in
the ‘lost wax technique’ (Noble 1975), which
was widely employed in the Chalcolithic copper
industry to manufacture prestige items (Levy
2007), cannot be ruled out. However, following
a thorough discussion, the illumination option
was favored by the researchers (Namdar et
al. 2009:635), and similar conclusions were
reached by other researchers, in cases of albeit
later cone-shaped vessels from Minoan Crete
(Evershed et al. 1997; 1999).
Petrographic Analysis
In order to ascertain the provenance of the
vessels, samples of the pottery assemblage
underwent petrographic analysis,12 and
according to the results, they can be divided
into four petrographic groups:
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Group 1.— A jar from Niche 119 (Fig. 45) and
two cornets, one from Structure 206 (Fig. 68:1)
and the second from a fill above Structure 217
(Fig. 68:2), are attributed to this group, which
is characterized by ferruginous clay. The nonplastic components comprise quartz sand and
a significant amount of sand-sized grains of
other minerals, mainly feldspar and amphibole
groups, as well as rare chert fragments.
The composition of this petrographic group
is dominated by hamra soil (Ravikovitch
1969:22–25; 1981:136–152; Gorzalczany
2003:30–31) found along the coastal plain
of Israel, including Palmahim, and further to
the east. The quartz sand points, however, to
a coastal origin. Pottery produced of coastal
hamra is known from Chalcolithic sites of the
central coastal plain, such as Azor, Bene Beraq,
Giv‘at Bet Ha-Mitbaḥayim (Abattoir Hill)
and Jabotinsky Street (Goren 1991:119–122),
and also from later MB IIA workshops in the
vicinity of Palmahim (Singer-Avitz and Levy
1992:12*).
Group 2.— Three holemouth jars from
Structure 223 (Fig. 67:6–8) are attributed to
this petrographic group, which is characterized
by fine, optically active clay, with a few poorly
preserved foraminifera that are often oxidized.
The non-plastic components include poorly
sorted, crushed calcite up to 3 mm in diameter,
and rare dolomite fragments. This clay is most
probably marl of the Paleocene Taqiye Formation
(Bentor 1966; Goren 1996:52–53), although
identification of the foraminifera is necessary
to define it more precisely. Nevertheless, these
vessels were not produced on-site.
Group 3.— The clay ossuary from Structure
237 (Fig. 60) and a bowl from Structure 228
(Fig. 67:2) are attributed to this petrographic
group, characterized by carbonatic clay with
silty quartz grains and some foraminifera.
The non-plastic components comprise fine
quartz grains of 200–300 µm in diameter and
fragments of chalk, calcrete (nari) and rare
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Fig. 70. Stone objects.

quartz geodes and crushed calcite. This clay
is an unidentified soil of the Shephelah or the
coastal plain.
Group 4.— This group includes one bowl from
Structure 226 (Fig. 67:1). The clay is optically
active with some poorly preserved foraminifera
and abundant silty carbonatic particles, as well
as silty quartz grains and a few silt-sized heavy
minerals. The non-plastic components comprise
well-sorted quartz grains and carbonatic rock
fragments, including coarse chalk and chert up
to 2 mm in diameter. This clay is identified as
a soil, and the non-plastic components suggest
the coastal plain as a likely source.
Ethnographic research provides much evidence
that in traditional societies around the world,
artisans will walk only a few kilometers to
gather ceramic raw materials (e.g., Vita-Finzi
1978; Arnold 1985:39–49, Tables 2.1–2.3).
Thus, the vessels associated with Groups 1
and 4 can be regarded as local products, while
Groups 2 and 3 appear to be close-range imports
to the site (for differences in import range,
see Gorzalczany 2003:10–13, and discussion
therein).
Small Stone Objects
Stone Pendant (Fig. 70:1).— A stone pendant
from Structure 238 is trapezoidal in shape
(2.0–2.3 × 2.7 m), fashioned from a flat (4
mm thick) piece of limestone. Its upper edge
is straight, the lower edge is slightly convex,
and two holes were biconically drilled in the
upper end. The stone was carefully smoothed

and exhibits a reddish color due to the presence
of iron oxides.13
Rectangular and trapezoidal pendants are
well-known from a number of Chalcolithic sites,
such as el-Fureidis (Yannai 2007: Fig. 1:17),
Bene Beraq (Kaplan 1963:312, Fig. 9.15), the
Cave of the Treasure (Bar-Adon 1971:158,
No. 126), Gerar (Gilead 1995:349), Abu Matar
(Perrot 1955:171, Fig. 20:1–7, 10), H. Beter
(Dothan 1959a: Fig. 26.11) and Shiqmim
(Levy 1987: Fig. 6.12:1, 2). They are made of
a variety of materials, including bone, marble,
limestone, turquoise, clay (Bar-Yosef Mayer
2002:49), green stone (schist? Gilead 1995:349)
and mother-of-pearl (Perrot 1955: Fig. 20:1–6,
9, 12; Bar-Yosef Mayer 2002:50, Fig. 7.1:6–11).
At Gilat, 9 of 59 such pendants were fashioned
from similar limestone (Rowan et al. 2006:583,
Fig. 12.24:1, 3, 4).
Three stone pendants from the burial caves
at Palmahim Quarry (Gophna and Lifshitz
1980:8, Fig. 4.12), made of limestone with a
reddish painted decoration and incised crossed
lines, are the closest parallels for the example
here, despite the decoration. It is tempting
to compare the general shape of this kind of
pendant with that of the stone orthostats (see,
e.g., Figs. 30, 33, 67).
Stone Bead (Fig. 70:2).— One small, flat,
circular stone bead (diam. 1 cm) was retrieved
from Cist 234. The bead was manufactured from
a black stone (basalt?), smooth in the center and
rough toward the edges. It was perforated by
unidirectional drilling at a slightly diagonal
angle. The initial perforation is well-centered,
whereas the exit perforation is closer to the

The Chalcolithic Cemetery at Palmahim (North)

edge of the disc. This deviation appears to be a
manufacturing mistake.
In the sanctuary at Gilat, up to 105 discshaped stone beads, fashioned of diverse raw
materials, probably belonged to necklaces
(Rowan et al. 2006:589). Similar beads,
although made of carnelian, were found in
Cemeteries 1 and 3 at Mezad Aluf (Shiqmim;
Levy and Alon 1981–1983:131, Fig. 10,
bottom row) and at Giv‘atayim (Kaplan
1993a:521).
Discussion
The beginning of the Ghassulian culture
can be dated to c. 4500 BCE (Gilead 2003),
based on Carbon-14 evidence from the key
site of Teleilat Ghassul (Mallon, Köppel
and Neuville 1934).14 This is supported by
a profusion of radiometric dates, especially
from the northern Negev (Gilead 1994;
2011). The end of the Ghassulian culture is
attributed by some researchers to 4000–3800
BCE (Mellaart 1979; Gilead 1994; 2011;
Bourke 2001; 2004), while others postpone it
to c. 3700–3500 BCE (‘Terminal’; Joffe and
Dessel 1995:512), or even 3300 BCE (Burton
and Levy 2001:1237), which seems unlikely.
For an updated and comprehensive discussion
concerning both the beginning and end of the
Ghassulian culture, see Gilead 2011.
Comparative Burial Practices
Chalcolithic Period

in the

The Chalcolithic period in the Southern
Levant is characterized by innovations in
various aspects of society and material culture,
such as the emergence of pastoral–sedentary
subsistence strategies, a remarkable cultural
regionalism, as well as advances in pottery and
metallurgic technologies. Chalcolithic burial
practices have been discussed thoroughly (e.g.,
Perrot and Ladiray 1980; Joffe 2003), and
their outstanding characteristics include the
establishment of specialized burial grounds,
the practice of secondary burial, and the
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performance of developed burial rituals and
mourning ceremonies.
Chalcolithic cemeteries in Israel can be divided
into four main types: (1) stone-built structures;
(2) natural or hewn caves; (3) nawamis;
and (4) mud-brick burial chambers, of which
only one occurrence is known.
Stone-Built Structures
This type of Chalcolithic cemetery, like that
in the present excavation, comprises interment
in stone-built, round or ovoid structures, often
paved and containing various features, such as
cists and orthostats. The characteristic finds
include secondary-burial containers of stone
and clay of different types. These rounded
structures are clustered in groups of several
dozen and have diameters of 1–3 m. This type
of mortuary site, which is meager in finds, is
considered by researchers (e.g., Goren and
Fabian 2002:1; van den Brink 2005:184) to
be typical of arid, peripheral regions, such
as the Sinai desert, the northern Negev and
Transjordan. It is important to note, however,
that the term ‘peripheral’ may be inaccurate
in describing these southern, now arid and
semi-arid regions in those early periods. This
definition is clearly influenced by our own
geographical conception of the Southern
Levant (Gorzalczany 2016:73–75), and
while it reflects our reality, it is perhaps not
applicable to the Chalcolithic period, when the
Negev may have had a moister climate (Gilead
1995:14–20; Goren and Fabian 2002:5; Lisker
et al. 2007). However, it should be stressed
that dendroarchaeological analyses of wood,
seeds and fruit remains from Chalcolithic sites
do not seem to corroborate the occurrence of
a climatic change, indicating rather that the
macroclimate has remained more or less stable
for the last 10,000 years (Liphschitz 1988;
2005:196).
Examples of such cemeteries are known, for
example, near Serabit el-Khadim in the Sinai
Peninsula, where an oval-shaped structure of
the Ghassulian culture, associated with several
pits and cists, is strongly reminiscent of the
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circular tombs at Palmahim (North) (BeitArieh 1980:48–50, Figs. 4–6), although it was
defined by the excavator as a ‘dwelling’. In the
Negev desert several occurrences are known,
as at Shiqmim and Mezad Aluf (Levy and
Alon 1982; 1985; 1987a; 1987b), and perhaps
at Nahal Sekher, 2 km south of Ramat Hovav
(Gilead and Goren 1986; Goren and Gilead
1986; Goren and Fabian 2002:6), although no
bones were recovered there. Similar circular
stone structures with orthostats, dated to the
Chalcolithic period, are also reported at Har
Karkom, north of Nahal Paran (Anati 1983:42;
1985:43; 1986:47). Although Anati states that
these structures were not associated with burial
practices, their architectural similarity to the
burial structures discussed here is evident. In the
central Negev, groups of circular Chalcolithic
structures are evocative of the general layout
of the Palmahim necropolis, although they
were apparently for dwelling purposes. A few
of these sites have been excavated (e.g., Nahal
Mitnan, Cohen 1999:30–31), while others
were only surveyed (from north to south: Har
Dimona, Nahal Mingar, Horbat Talma, Har
Yeruham, Makhtesh Hatira, Ramat Saharonim,
Nahal Neqarot, Har Massa, Nahal Beroqa;
see Cohen 1999:16–31, 33–34, 47*–49*). In
Transjordan, the site at Adeimeh stands out,
although its date is uncertain (Stekelis 1935).
Thus, it seems that rounded structures, both
dwellings and tombs, were deeply rooted in the
architecture of the southern peripheral regions
of the Negev, Sinai and Transjordan, and are
reminiscent, perhaps even a continuation, of
the earlier tradition of rounded dwellings in the
Pre-Pottery Neolithic period in these regions.
They continued to appear in these desert, arid
peripheral zones in later periods, at least until
MB I (Cohen 1999:48*).
Burial Caves
In natural and hewn caves, secondary
burials were interred in ceramic jars, tubs
and ossuaries, and accompanied by a wide
range of offerings; stone ossuaries were less
common (de Miroschedji 2000:62, Fig. 3). The

clay ossuaries in these caves are sometimes
profusely decorated with painted, plastic,
or three-dimensional anthropomorphic and
zoomorphic motifs. The decorations show a
wide range of combinations, including human
eyes, noses and mouths. The rectangular
domiform ossuaries have openings in one of the
short sides, the front or the back, and some have
attached lids made of flat pottery slabs that are
also decorated with schematic or symbolic
facial features.
To date, dozens of Chalcolithic cave
cemeteries have been discovered and excavated
in different regions of the Southern Levant (van
den Brink 1998; van den Brink and Gophna
2005:177–178; Fig. Exc.1.2). Among the
many examples, suffice it to name the Peqi‘in
Cave in Upper Galilee (Gal, Smithline and
Shalem 1997a; 1997b; 1999); Horbat Qastra
on Mt. Carmel (van den Brink 2000a); Hadera
(Sukenik 1937), Tel Ifshar, Ma‘abarot (Porath
2006), et-Taiyiba (Yannai and Porath 2006),
Bene Beraq (Ory 1946) and Azor (Perrot
1961; Perrot and Ladiray 1980; van den Brink
1998; 2005:175–179; van den Brink and
Gophna 2005) in the coastal plain; Giv‘at Bet
Ha-Mitbahayim (Abattoir Hill ) in Tel Aviv
(Kaplan and Ritter-Kaplan1993:1453); Nahal
Qana in western Samaria (Tsuk and Gopher
1993; Gopher and Tsuk 1996; 1997); Shoham
in the Lod Valley (van den Brink and Gophna
2005); the nearby site of Palmahim Quarry
(Gophna and Lifshitz 1980); and Umm Qatafa
cave in the Judean Desert (Perrot 1992:101*,
Fig. III.4:1).
The distribution of this type of mortuary
site is roughly the central coastal plain, Mt.
Carmel and the Shephelah, delimited by the
drainage systems of Nahal Soreq and Nahal
Ḥadera (see van den Brink and Gophna
2005:177–178, Fig. Exc.1.2). However, the
presence of one clay ossuary in the Umm
Qatafa Cave in the Judean Desert, and many
ossuaries in the Upper Galilee site of Peqi‘in
(see above), prove that the distribution of this
phenomenon was much more extensive than
previously thought, and perhaps related to the
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availability of natural caves or the feasibility of
hewing one, in accordance with the geological
environment.
Nawamis
The nawamis of the Sinai Peninsula (Bar-Yosef
et al. 1977; 1983) may be considered a third
type of Chalcolithic burial site (although many
of them are dated to EB I), albeit closely related
to the rounded burial structures of the first
type. They are large, well-built, circular stone
structures made mostly of thin slabs of volcanic
rock or sandstone. They have been found often
preserved to the roof, reaching a height of
2 m or more, and have openings formed by
thick slabs used as doorjambs and lintels. It
is noteworthy that their openings usually face
west or southwest, a feature much discussed by
researchers. It seems that the general direction
was important, rather than aiming toward a
particular landmark (Bar-Yosef et al. 1977:67–
70; 1983). In Sinai, 21 clusters of nawamis are
known, with several more in the central Negev
(Cohen 1999:34).
Rectangular, Mud-Brick Burial Chamber
The cemetery at Kissufim Road, located in what
the excavators term a contact zone between
the northern Negev and the coastal plain, can
be regarded as a fourth type of Chalcolithic
cemetery, which is unattested elsewhere (Goren
and Fabian 2002). It comprises a rectangular,
mud-brick mortuary structure (2.5 × 4.0 m) in
which stone and clay ossuaries were found,
surrounded by burial pits, all used for secondary
burial. However, the burial pits are circular, dug
into the soil, and unlined; therefore, they differ
from those in Palmahim (North). This cemetery
also yielded a large collective burial (diam. c. 4
m, 1 m deep).
The reasons for the sharp dichotomy that
existed in the Chalcolithic interment patterns
between the burial caves in the central
Mediterranean climatic zones, and the stoneconstructed tombs typical of the now semiarid and desertic southern regions, have been
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debated for decades (Goren and Fabian 2002:1;
van den Brink 2005:184). Perrot (1961:27) put
forth the hypothesis that the cave cemeteries
in the coastal plain represent semi-nomadic
populations that dwelled in certain areas, but
were buried in others.
The Practice of Secondary Burial in the
Palmahim Cemetery
Perhaps the most distinctive characteristic
of Chalcolithic burial practices is secondary
burial, although it should be noted that primary
(articulated and flexed) interments have also
been reported from several sites, generally
not accompanied by funerary offerings, and
therefore, perhaps constituting the first stage
of the process of secondary burial (Mallon,
Köppel and Neuville 1934; Perrot 1955:173;
1984; Levy 1992; Levy and Alon 1985; 1989;
Gilead 1995:76, 94–95; Gilead and Fabian
2001; Zagerson and Smith 2002:58, 65; Smith
et al. 2006). A number of Chalcolithic sites
containing primary burials have been uncovered
in the central area of Israel, including Giv‘at HaOranim (Scheftelowitz and Oren 2004:28–33);
Kikar Ha-Medina (Sigal Golan, pers. comm.
2006) and Namir Road (van den Brink 2006)
in Tel Aviv; the Cave of the Warrior (Wadi elMakkukh) near Jericho (Nagar 1998; Schick
1998); and Horbat Govit, near Qiryat Ata
(van den Brink 2000b:117; van den Brink and
Commenge 2008:2). The last two sites provide
a rare opportunity to relate funerary gifts to a
single, primary Chalcolithic burial. It must
be emphasized that despite the discovery of a
growing number of primary burials in recent
years, primary burial in the Chalcolithic period
is still relatively uncommon.15
Secondary burial, as defined by Hertz
(2004:201), is composed of two essential
phases separated by a period of time in which
the corpse is purposely moved, manipulated
and altered, activities that are accompanied by
ritual practices. The main evidence of secondary
burial in the archaeological record is the
disarticulation of the skeleton, and sometimes
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the lack of small bones. Apart from newborns
and infants, and perhaps adults who died in
exceptional circumstances, the overwhelming
majority of the burials were regrouped in extramuros burial grounds. A variety of methods of
preparation and defleshing of corpses prior to
the continuation of the burial ritual are attested
in prehistoric and traditional societies around
the world, e.g., platform burial, temporary
burial, exposure of the body to birds of prey
on the tops of trees or towers, cannibalism,
incineration, embalming (Hertz 2004; Chénier
2009:27–28), disarticulation (Murphy and
Mallory 2000), and even sarcocannibalism
in South America and New Guinea (Rubin
1994:257–258; Conklin 1995).16
All the interments at Palmahim (North)
comprise the second and final phase of
secondary burial, consisting of selecting the bare
bones and reburying them in cists, ossuaries or
jars and vessels, most probably accompanied by
complex rituals. No traces of the first phase of
primary inhumation or defleshing activities were
detected. This could be due to the poor state of
preservation and the small amount of retrieved
bones (14 individuals; see Nagar, this volume),
or such activities could have taken place
elsewhere. In the Chalcolithic cemeteries at Ben
Shemen and Kissufim Road, there is evidence
that bones were occasionally exposed to the
elements or scavengers, whether on purpose
or accidentally, or deliberately manipulated in
ways that accelerated the defleshing process,
such as punctures, boring and perforation, all
leaving distinctive marks on the bones (Le Mort
and Rabinovich 1994:93–95; 2002:68–79; Oren
and Scheftelowitz 1998:80; Zagerson and Smith
2002:64).
The cemetery at Palmahim (North) displays
a well-planned and organized layout that was
probably determined by protocols of burial
and mourning rituals and ceremonies. The
outstanding characteristics recorded during
the excavations include the rectangular and
circular stone-built tombs, the chain burials,
the quantity and variety of orthostats, and the
stone ossuaries.

The symbolism behind Chalcolithic
mortuary features has been much debated
since the first ossuaries were uncovered by
Sukenik in 1934 at Ḥadera (Sukenik 1937).
Researchers have argued that the rectangular
clay ossuaries imitate, or were inspired by,
such mundane features as silos (e.g., Bar-Yosef
and Ayalon 2001) and dwellings (e.g., Sukenik
1937:27; Perrot 1961:28–32; Mastin 1965, and
discussion therein). I tend to accept the latter
identification, that the clay mortuary chests
are reminiscent of the customary Chalcolithic
house plan. In addition, the general plan of the
tomb chambers at Palmahim (North) is strongly
reminiscent of the broad-room house common
in Chalcolithic dwelling sites (Porath 1987:41–
42; Fabian and Goren 2002: Figs. 6.1–6.4). In
the same vein, if we view each cell in the chain
burials as a single burial container, then they can
perhaps be related to the house chains common
to the Chalcolithic culture of the Golan Heights
(Epstein 1998:59–60; Figs. 7, 78, 80, Pl. 3).
However, the point should be stressed that there
is no cultural relationship between the site of
Palmahim (North) and the Golan Chalcolithic
culture; rather, the data from Palmahim (North)
suggests a southern cultural influence.
In the portion of the necropolis that was
excavated, a number of apparently cultic
features associated with the tombs were
revealed, including orthostats embedded in the
eastern walls, niches with offerings, evidence
of fires near orthostats and niches, burnt organic
matter in a vessel, and a niche above a stonebuilt shelf. All of these features were probably
related to the funerary practices associated
with secondary burial, perhaps festive meals or
offerings.17
The ritual activities were apparently
performed on a specifically designated paved
surface between the tombs (L261, L266, L267)
that seems to have been free of other features
(Plans 2, 3). While this pavement appears
to be centrally located, we cannot be certain
of this, as not all of the cemetery has been
uncovered. Other parts of the cemetery are less
well-preserved, and therefore, the possibility
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remains that each family or group conducted
individual or collective ceremonies in which
offerings were presented.
It should be kept in mind that the interpretation
of sophisticated human behavior such as
mortuary practices is highly problematic,
especially in the case of secondary burial, when
the interment itself is only the final stage of a
chain of related events that may well have taken
place over a long period of time, possibly in
locations far distant from the actual cemetery.
Hence, the tomb and its funerary gifts only
represent part of a long, complicated ritual
protocol. One can speculate that the choice of
burial container and burial style was dependent
upon certain criteria, such as age, gender,
social role, rank, cause or circumstances of
death, or some other demographic, social or
economic parameters now obscure. The level
of complexity and sophistication of grieving
rules is evident in ethnographic studies (e.g.,
Miles 1965:161–163). Such long, elaborate,
time- and effort-consuming rites, performed
ostensibly for the welfare of the dead, but no
less for the benefit of the living (Firth 1951:63),
can eventually drain community resources and
threaten a society’s welfare (Poyil 2009:37; see
also Metcalf 1981).18
As in many Chalcolithic burial grounds, no
infant or child burials were found at Palmahim
(North), a situation consistent with secondaryburial sites in the Levant, irrespective of period
and cultural affiliations (Smith, Bar-Yosef
and Sillen 1984; Smith 1989). The scarcity of
child burials in cemeteries of the Chalcolithic
period is apparently to be attributed to the
inhumation of children in the dwelling sites,
for example, at the habitation site of Abu Matar
most of the twelve inhumations belonged to
young individuals (Perrot 1955:173) and at the
Chalcolithic sanctuary at Gilat many child and
juvenile burials were uncovered (Smith et al.
2006:328–335). In recent years, a remarkable
preference for child burial within the boundaries
of dwelling sites has been noted (Golani and
Nagar 2011:86–92, Table 71). Researchers
have postulated an age-dependent burial ritual

73

for the Chalcolithic period (Mallon, Köppel
and Neuville 1934:49–50), which assumes that
burials in dwelling sites resulted from a ritual
that emphasized the importance of children,
or the performance of a sacrifice. In contrast,
Nagar and Eshed (2001:32) concluded that in
the Chalcolithic period, young individuals were
‘left behind’, reflecting a lesser worth in the
world view of Chalcolithic society. While it can
be argued that the presence or absence of child
bones in an excavation could be a direct result
of the excavation methods, such as incomplete
sieving, Golani and Nagar (2011:86) correctly
pointed out that the growing number of
child interments documented in habitational
sites versus their conspicuous absence in
designated cemeteries must be a result of
cultural preference rather than demographic or
taphonomic phenomena.
An important question is raised by the
finds from Palmahim (North) regarding the
existence of evidence for social hierarchy. It
has been argued that in Chalcolithic society,
different kinds and qualities of ossuaries (open
versus closed, domiform) were believed to
assure different fates in the afterworld (Mastin
1965:156). Interments in stone ossuaries at
Palmahim (North) were present in only 14 of
the 56 excavated structures (5 pairs, 8 singles
and 1 small example in secondary use), and
they were sparsely distributed throughout the
cemetery. In terms of invested effort, the stone
ossuaries were by far the most time-consuming
containers to produce, and therefore, they
represent a prestigious burial artifact. This
suggests the social importance of the buried
individuals, although the possibility that it
merely reflects personal choice, or familial/
tribal tradition, cannot be ruled out. The
presence of diverse types of inhumation in the
same burial structures at Palmahim (North)
may be an indication of social hierarchy (cf.
Commenge 2005a:45).19
Another interesting question is whether
the deceased who were buried together in a
single burial structure were kin-related. If so,
it is conceivable that a highly ranked person––
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perhaps a respected forefather––was buried
in an ossuary in a structure (as a prestigious
way of burial), flanked by lesser-ranked family
members (in less prestigious containers, e.g.,
jars). Such an arrangement could be interpreted
as an attempt to preserve kinship relations and
social structures in the afterlife. As no more
than two ossuaries were inserted into one
tomb, perhaps they represent a husband and
wife, or two forefathers, alone or surrounded
by their offspring (e.g., Structures 200, 228).
It is noteworthy that studies of Chalcolithic
mortuary populations, based on dental metric
and epigenetic variations, have suggested high
levels of consanguinity among deceased in the
same tombs (Smith and Sabari 1995:131–134;
Agelarakis et al. 1998:439). Regrettably, the
absence of DNA research at Palmahim (North)
precludes any further speculation on this matter.
It appears that the chain burials and the
single, hewn cists were the earliest methods
of interment in the cemetery, as in a number
of cases they were damaged by later circular
structures. Since the small size of the rockhewn cists probably precluded the internment
of more than one individual in each, Nativ
(2010:103–111; 2014:88–94) interestingly
argues that in the inception phase of this
cemetery, the focus could have been on
the deposition of human remains per se,
while later on, the site acquired a more
complex function, representing internal
social differentiations that developed later.
In the first phase, this was reflected in the
juxtaposition of cells creating chain burials. In
the next phase, larger structures encompassing
the cells were erected, signifying particular
subgroups (e.g., Structures 224, 236, 247). If
so, the surrounding walls thus defined a clear
distinction from without and identification
from within. Golani and Nagar have suggested
that chain burials in the vicinity of an EB I
site at Ashqelon, with up to eight cells in a
row and no datable finds, be associated with
a putative, earlier Chalcolithic entity that
could have existed in the Ashqelon area and
eventually merged with the new Early Bronze

Age inhabitants (Golani and Nagar 2011:86–
91, 95, Figs. 7.3, 7.4).
A remarkable phenomenon at the Palmahim
(North) cemetery is the scarcity of burial
goods. The few funerary gifts are evenly
distributed in all types of burial structures, and
most of the cists and cells were found sealed
by stones; therefore, looting of graves should
be discounted. The humid climate, the salty
environment and the proximity to the sea
severely affected the human remains. However,
this does not explain the paucity of ceramic
funerary gifts, despite the poor quality of the
raw materials. This situation stands in sharp
contrast to the finds from the excavation in
the burial-cave cemetery in nearby Palmahim
Quarry. Both cemeteries yielded stone and
clay ossuaries, although in reverse ratios: at
Palmahim (North) there were mostly stone
ossuaries, with one clay ossuary, while in the
burial caves the opposite seems to have been
the rule.20 Nevertheless, the burial caves were
rich in ceramic finds. One possible explanation
is that these two burial grounds were separated
by a temporal gap, albeit of only a few
generations, which is reflected in the burial
customs, but not in the material culture that falls
within the Ghassulian cultural range in both
cases. Such apparent chronological differences
were observed in the past at the Chalcolithic
cemeteries of Azor and Ben Shemen (Perrot
and Ladiray 1980:73, 117–118). It may be that
a shortage of space to hew new caves in the
proximity of the settlement was the catalyst
for the adoption of a new pattern of burial at
Palmahim (North), i.e., in constructed features
that somehow imitated or resembled the burial
cave.
It should be emphasized that the location of
the settlement associated with the deceased
in both cemeteries at Palmahim remains
unknown. Hypothetically, a village could have
existed in the earlier phases of the settlement
at Palmahim Quarry, where there are hints
of activities prior to EB I (Gophna 1974:48;
Braun 1997:87). However, a comparison with
the topographical situation at Shiqmim (Levy
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and Alon 1981–1983:121) would suggest
that the settlement be sought on the banks of
nearby Nahal Soreq, presumably close to a
perennial water source such as ‘Ein el-Meliḥa.
While this spring is now dry, reports from the
1960s describe a steady flow of water, and it
seems reasonable that during the Chalcolithic
period it was sufficient to supply the needs of a
small village (Issar 1998:116; Bar-Matthews,
Ayalon and Kaufman 1998:210–211). An
ancient village there could well be hidden
under a thick layer of alluvial fill, awaiting
future discovery.
Another plausible explanation is that the two
Palmahim cemeteries were contemporary, each
comprising a specialized area that focused on
a particular method of interment, reflecting a
ranked, non-egalitarian society.21 In such a case,
individuals of wealth or high status, such as
healers, skilled artisans, magicians or shamans
(cf. Gilead 1993:89; 2002:113–120), were
buried in hewn caves, lavishly accompanied by
funerary gifts and prestige items, while lesser
members of society were interred in a separate
area of the cemetery, in stone-built structures
that presumably required less investment in
manpower, and with very few offerings.
The phenomenon of formally segregated,
peripheral mortuary areas where only part of
the population was interred has been reported
as early as the Natufian period (Algaze and
Fessler 2001:13). If we accept the existence
of dissociated cemeteries or segregated burial
grounds at Palmahim, this would contradict
Levy and Alon’s view (1982) that the stone
burial circles at Shiqmim represent an entire
social range, buried together in one cemetery.
Even within the stone-built structures of
the Palmaḥim (North) cemetery, rank-related
differences seem to exist to a certain extent.
For example, the large rectangular Structure
100 seems a disproportionate investment
for only two ossuaries, and the same can be
said for other structures, such as 106 and
228. Can conclusions related to an alleged
social hierarchy within the Palmaḥim (North)
cemetery be drawn from the amount of effort
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expended in the process of tomb building?
Attempts to rank tombs at Shiqmim based
on the quantity of chalk that was needed to
be quarried to build a tomb were carried out
using detailed statistical analyses (Levy and
Alon 1982; Levy 1995:235), and the results
constitute a basis for their ‘chiefdom’ model
that prevailed for nearly two decades in the
studies of the period (Levy and Alon 1987a;
1987b). Other scholars, however (e.g., Gilead
1988:147*–149*), strongly criticized these
conclusions, believing that the results do not
support social differentiation. Based on the
finds revealed in our excavation, I am of the
opinion that evidence for some degree of a
ranked society prevails.
A third (and not necessarily contradictory)
explanation of the striking dichotomy of burial
patterns at Palmahim should be considered:
the two cemeteries at Palmahim belong to
two different familial/tribal communities
characterized by different burial practices. It is
conceivable that two human groups inhabiting
the same space could share close cultural
backgrounds but harbor minor ideological
and religious variations and maintain different
traditions and concepts of life and death
(subcultures; Clarke 1978:252–253; Gilead
1988:146*; 1989:390–392; 1995:473–476;
2011). Perhaps one of the groups migrated
to the central coastal plain, bringing with
them burial customs alien to the area (i.e.,
inhumation in constructed tombs with few
burial offerings), but typical of their original
habitat––the arid regions to the south.
It should be stressed that an opposite
scenario cannot be ruled out: that these customs
originated in the central region, where they coexisted within the cave burials, and eventually
reached the south. Alternatively, they may have
begun in the south, but their distribution in
the Chalcolithic period reached much further
north than previously assumed. Taking into
consideration that Chalcolithic sites in the
coastal plain of Israel are buried under a thick
layer of alluvium, one can speculate that such
sites have not yet been discovered. A number
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of Chalcolithic dwelling sites, which were
hidden under several meters of fill, have been
discovered, for example in Tel Aviv (van den
Brink 2006; 2011). However, of particular
relevance to this discussion is a small trial
excavation inside a deep narrow channel, carried
out about 20 km to the northeast of Palmahim,
within the confines of Ben-Gurion Airport.
Below some 5 m of alluvial soil, a rounded
structure was unearthed, very reminiscent
of those discovered at Palmahim. Inside this
structure was a small compartment that could
be interpreted as a cist, and a few small, wornout sherds dated to the Chalcolithic period were
retrieved from the fill abutting the structure
(Itach 2017). Although this excavation was
carried out in a very limited area, it raises the
possibility that similar structures exist nearby,
perhaps constituting a burial ground similar to
that at Palmahim (North).
Migrations of people bringing with them
new and alien customs, who were attempting
to escape harsh or worsening environmental
conditions toward the end of the Chalcolithic
period, have been suggested in the past (BarMatthews, Ayalon and Kaufman 1998:210–
211, and references therein; Issar 1998:116–
117). Such migrations could partially explain
the enigmatic disappearance of the Chalcolithic
cultures that flourished in the northern Negev.
Hints of such a population movement toward
the north may be seen in the material culture
of the earliest EB I deposits at some sites to
the north of the Late Chalcolithic settlement
clusters in the Be’er Sheva‘ basin, for example
at Niẓẓanim, Tel Lakhish, Tel Ḥalif Terrace,
Nahal Ha-Besor, Wadi Ghazzeh Site H, and
Taur Ikhbeineh (Braun and Gophna 2004:228–
230).
Some scholars even postulate a migration of
Ghassulian people from the Southern Levant
to the Messara plain in southern Crete toward
the second half of the fourth millennium BCE,
based on the presence of elements characteristic
of the Chalcolithic culture, including pottery
and secondary burial in circular tombs (Jirku
1948; Weinberg 1965; Watrous and Hadzi-

Vallianou 2004; Besnard et al. 2013; Koehl
2016:473–474).
As migration is often related to a loss of social
status (Semyonov and Gorodzeisky 2004:21),22
it would be reasonable to assume, if we postulate
a migration northward, that the newcomers
occupied a lower socio-economic level than the
well-established, veteran society (in the case
that they did not overcome or dominate the
original population). At Palmahim Quarry, the
people buried in the caves apparently enjoyed
a period of affluence (presuming the presence
of prestige items among the burial goods is to
be interpreted as representative of a society’s
wealth; Rowan and Ilan 2013:103), which was
seemingly not shared by the population buried
in the Palmahim (North) cemetery, who may
represent less-privileged, or less-sophisticated
newcomers. However, a society capable of
organizing itself to erect dozens of stone-built
tombs should be able to produce burial gifts,
especially pottery, therefore it is possible, of
course, that the paucity of burial goods is a
cultural phenomenon (cf. Gorzalczany and
Sharvit 2010:106–109).
The hypothetical sharing of the natural
resources by two different entities (one of them
newcomers) coexisting in such a harmonic
way, is still to be probed (Gilead 1995:473–
476; Levy T.E. 1995:239), especially against
the backdrop of possible increasing social
instability during the final phases of the
Chalcolithic period. However, archaeological
evidence of any unrest or social struggle at the
present site or others is far from conclusive.23
Toward the end of the fifth–beginning of the
fourth millennia, a dissipation of the Chalcolithic
cultures in the Be’er Sheva‘ basin has been
discerned by numerous scholars (Perrot 1955;
Goldberg and Rosen 1987; Levy T.E. 1988;
1995:241; Joffe 1993:37; Alon 1995:242–
243; Grigson 1995a:415; 1995b:254–255).
Gilead (1993:90–93; 1994:12) has postulated
an occupational gap in the northern Negev
from 3900–3800 BCE until the beginning
of EB I. On the other hand, Joffe and Dessel
(1995:511–514) have argued that the northern
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Negev was not completely abandoned, and
based on radiocarbon dates from Shiqmim and
Nahal Mishmar, they coined the term ‘Terminal
Chalcolithic’ to define the period of c. 3700–
3500 BCE, which was characterized, in their
view, by a “fragmented and decayed character
of settlement and material culture after the
collapse of the main Chalcolithic centers in the
northern Negev” (Joffe and Dessel 1995:514).
In conclusion, as the material culture
at Palmahim (North) represents the Late
Chalcolithic Ghassulian culture, and apparently
reflects a northward population shift that took
place toward the end of the Chalcolithic period,
a date of c. 4300–4000 BCE seems most
reasonable for the cemetery.
Summary
The excavation at the site of Palmahim (North)
exposed part of a large, well-planned cemetery of
over 50 well-preserved, stone-built, rectangular
and circular tomb structures with a number of
various combinations of mortuary features.
Evidence of ritual behavior was documented,
including a large number of upright orthostats
that were attached to the outer tomb walls
in groupings of one to four per tomb and
associated with hearths and offerings, as well as
one upright, freestanding and numerous fallen,
apparently ex situ orthostats. The orthostats
attached to the circular tombs were oriented
eastward, and those of the rectangular tombs, to
the northeast. Smaller circular ‘satellite’ tombs
were also discovered, as well as stone-lined
burial cists and cells, some arranged in ‘chains’,
a burial style previously unattested in a clear
stratigraphic context of the Chalcolithic period.
There is some stratigraphic evidence to suggest
that the cists and chain burials were earlier than
the structures, while the smaller satellite tombs
were the final stage in the cemetery. The few
finds, although poorly preserved, fit well within
the material assemblages of the Chalcolithic
Ghassulian culture.
When we compare the burial methods and
the meager mortuary assemblages revealed at
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Palmahim (North) with the rich finds exhibited
in the nearby, contemporary burial-cave
cemetery at Palmahim Quarry (Gophna and
Lifshitz 1980), the differences are striking. In
the latter site, 11 burial caves yielded pottery
vessels, including two unique, bird-shaped
ceramic vessels; stone and clay ossuaries,
including rare animal-shaped examples;
flint tools; stone vessels; a stamp seal; and
copper artifacts, including a copper standard
reminiscent of finds from Nahal Mishmar
(Bar-Adon 1971:121; No. 177; for an updated
discussion, see Sebbane 2016, esp. 442–457).24
The nature of the relationship between the
two cemeteries remains, for the time being,
unresolved. The striking difference in the
apparent degree of affluence revealed by the
finds seems to contradict the conjecture that
Chalcolithic burials in the coastal plain reflect
an egalitarian society (Perrot and Ladiray
1980). Three possible scenarios are proposed
to explain this phenomenon (see above):
(1) The two cemeteries were separated
by a short chronological gap; (2) The two
cemeteries were contemporary, but specialized
burial grounds; (3) The cemeteries were two
separate entities, or subcultures, living side by
side as a result of a population shift northward
at the end of the Chalcolithic period. All
three possibilities are equally plausible and
applicable to the evidence from Palmahim
(North). However, when considering that the
mortuary architecture is mostly unknown in
the coastal plain and in view of the variety of
finds––e.g., the abundance of stone ossuaries
and rarity of clay ossuaries in our excavation
versus the opposite in the burial caves––the
hypothesis of a tribal migration northward
and settlement in the Palmahim area gains
precedence. Further support for this proposal is
the notable paucity of burial goods, which may
reflect the distress and privations of a migrant
population. This explanation also accords well
with the dissipation of the Ghassulian culture
toward the end of the Chalcolithic period, and,
together with the material finds, suggests a date
of c. 4300–4000 BCE for this cemetery.
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The surprising discovery at Palmahim
(North), in the central coastal plain of Israel,
of a large cemetery bearing characteristics
attributed until today to the peripheral, arid
regions, casts doubt on previous observations
of regionalism as reflected in the different types
of Chalcolithic cemeteries in the Southern
Levant. The traditional and almost axiomatic
classification of Chalcolithic cemeteries
consisting of burial caves in the Mediterranean
climatic zone versus rounded, stone-built burial
structures in the present-day arid and semi-arid
peripheral zones in the south, was apparently
based on insufficient data. It seems that the
stone-built cemetery at Palmahim (North)
constitutes a turning point in our understanding
of the geographical distribution of Chalcolithic
cemeteries in the Southern Levant. It can
no longer be stated that the rounded burial

structures were located exclusively in the nowperipheral southern zones, nor is it certain that
they originated there, although the tradition
there goes back to the Neolithic, reinforcing the
likelihood of a southern origin. The fact that
such cemeteries were first discovered in arid,
unpopulated regions by no means constitutes
definitive evidence of their exclusiveness to
those regions; rather, their discovery there
could be related to modern development in
those areas, or to the fact that open landscapes
more readily facilitate archaeological surveys
and research. It should be stressed that other
researchers (e.g., Goren and Fabian 2002:2)
cautioned against the reaching of premature
conclusions concerning the nature of cemetery
regionalism based on insufficient data. The
new evidence provided by our excavation
illuminates this issue better than ever.

Appendix 1: Loci List
Locus

Type of Locus/
Burial Structure

99

Selected Findsi

Remarks

Figure

Plan

1 orthostat

Isolated orthostat in situ

6, 8, 61

7

6, 8, 23, 24, 31,
32, 51, 54

7

8, 22, 35, 36, 49

7

100

Rectangular

2 ossuaries

101

Large circular

2 ossuaries
1 Stramonita haemastoma

102

Large circular

104

Floor

105

Large circular

1 orthostat

106

Large circular

4 orthostats
1 ossuary

2 ovoid orthostats fallen
together and parallel,
south of L106 (see
L110)

107

Large circular

1 orthostat
1 holemouth jar

Not excavated

108

Unclear shape

110

Orthostats

112

Large circular

113

Large circular

1 orthostat
1 holemouth jar

114

Large circular

1 orthostat
1 holemouth jar?

Chain 123 (Cells 379,
383, 385), see Cist 270
Partially preserved

6

Cists 127, 128

2 orthostats

5
65

5
5

12

8

Related to L117?

5

Related to L106?

5
5
5
37

5

For ossuaries, see Table 1; for orthostats, see Table 3; for human remains, see Nagar, this volume; for flint, see
Marder, this volume; and for shells, see Ktalav, this volume.
i
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Appendix 1. (cont.)
Locus

Type of Locus/
Burial Structure

Selected Findsi

Remarks

Figure

115

Unclear shape

117

Unclear shape

2 ossuaries

118

Fill under
pavement in
L100

1 Glycymeris nummaria
(pendant?)

119

Niche

1 jar

45

5

123

Chain burial

In L101 (Cells 379, 383, 36
384)

7

124–
125

Isolated cist

Between L101 and
L126

6, 8, 22, 35

7

126

Large circular

Cist 280, covered by
circular stone

6, 22, 35, 48, 57

7

127

Isolated cist

5

128

Isolated cist

5

200

Rectangular

201

Large circular

202

Large circular
with protruding
walls

204

Heavily damaged,
destroyed by L227

2 ossuaries
1 Tonna galea
1 holemouth jar

Heavily damaged,
related to L108?

Plan
7

59

5
7

Related to L105, L106?

1 orthostat
2 ossuaries

11, 26, 56, 58

2

Heavily damaged (only
rock-hewn imprint)

16

2

3 orthostats

Cist 399

66

2

Pavement

1 retouched blade (Marder,
this volume Fig. 2:4)

Abuts Loci 201, 209,
212, 213, 218, 219; =
L266

16

2

206

Large circular

1 orthostat
1 ossuary
2 holemouth jars
1 cornet (Fig. 68:1)
1 metamorphic
handstone (Marder, this
volume: Fig. 2:6)

29, 69

2

207

Unclear shape

1 ossuary or cornet (Fig.
68:3)

208

Unclear shape

209

Large circular

4 orthostats

210

Small circular

3 orthostats

211

Large circular

1 orthostat
2 holemouth jars (Fig. 67:4,
5),
1 sickle blade (Marder, this
volume: Fig. 2:3)

212

Small circular

2 orthostats

213

Unclear shape

214

Small circular

2 orthostats

215

Fill above L217

1 cornet (Fig. 68:2)

216

Large circular

3 orthostat
1 cornet

Damaged

2

Heavily damaged

2
2

Cist 376

20

2
2

Heavily damaged

2

Heavily damaged

2

Heavily damaged

2
3
6, 8, 38

3
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Appendix 1. (cont.)
Locus

Type of Locus/
Burial Structure

Selected Findsi

Remarks

217

Large circular

Heavily damaged

3

218

Unclear shape

Heavily damaged

2

219

Unclear shape

Heavily damaged
(rectangular?)

2

220

Large circular

1 orthostat
1 ossuary
1 holemouth jar

Cist 398; Niche 268
embedded in exterior
wall

6, 8, 13, 28, 33,
39, 40, 41

3

223

Rectangular

6 orthostats
1 ossuary
5 human bones (4 in burial
jars, 1 in ossuary)
4 holemouth jars (Fig. 67:
6–10)
1 cornet
1 muricid Bolinus brandaris

Cists 273, 390, 393

6, 8, 30, 33, 34,
52, 62, 64

3

224

Rectangular

2 orthostat
1 human individual in L224
(see also L257, L259)

Chain Burial 397 (Cells
257–260)

6, 8, 10, 21, 46

7

225

Rectangular

4 orthostats
1 ossuary
1 holemouth jar

8, 50

7

226

Large circular
with protruding
walls

3 orthostats
1 bowl (Fig. 67:1)
1 cornet
1 small holemouth jar

6, 8, 14, 15

7

227

Large circular

1 orthostat
1 Haparsa point (Marder,
this volume: Fig. 2:1)

17

7

228

Large circular
with protruding
walls

1 orthostat
2 ossuaries
2 bowls (Fig 67:1, 2)
1 juglet
1 retouched blade (Marder,
this volume: Fig. 2:5)

10, 53, 55

7

229

Small circular

10

7

230

Large circular

232

Large circular
with protruding
walls

1 orthostat

Niche 269 above
external bench; related
to hearth on Pavement
267?

6, 8, 41, 42, 43,
44, 63

3

233

Large circular
with protruding
walls

1 orthostat
1 ossuary

Cist 272

17, 25

7

234

Isolated cist

Stone bead (Fig. 70:2)

235

Large circular

1 cornet

Cist 391

3

236

Rectangular

2 orthostats
1 holemouth jar
1 cornet

Chain Burial 600 (Cells
250–252)

4

237

Rectangular

2 orthostats
1 clay ossuary
1 cornet

Two phases

238

Unclear shape

1 cornet
1 stone pendant (Fig. 70:1)

Heavily damaged

Cist 245

Related to L224?

Figure

Partially preserved

Plan

6

4

27, 60

4
7
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Appendix 1. (cont.)
Locus

Type of Locus/
Burial Structure

Selected Findsi

Remarks

Figure

Plan

239

Unclear shape

Heavily damaged

240

Large circular

Two phases (see L254)

17

7

241

Pavement

= L261

14, 15

7

242

Small circular

Related to L247?

4

243

Large circular
with protruding
walls

2 orthostats
1 bowl
1 cornet

Threshold or fallen
blocking stone

4

244

Unclear shape

1 ossuary

Heavily damaged

7

245

Cist in structure

Within L226

7

246

Unclear shape

1 human individual
1 holemouth jar

247

Rectangular

2 orthostats

248

Large circular

249

Isolated cist

250–
252

Cells in chain
burial

253

Cist in structure

254

Large circular

255

Cist

1 human individual

257–
260

Cells in chain
burial

2 human individuals (L257,
L259)

261

3

7
Cists 253, 377
Chain Burial 380 (Cells
381, 382)

4
19

2
4

1 human individual (L250)

Cells in Chain Burial
600, within L236

4

Within 247

17

4

Two phases (see L240)

17

7

Cist between Structures
227 and 254

18

7

Cells in Chain Burial
397, within L224; all
trapezoidal except 260,
which is pentagonal

6, 8

7

Pavement

Abuts Loci 223, 235,
248; = L241

14, 34, 62

3

262

Isolated cist

Related to L271?

263

Isolated cist

264

Isolated cist

Underneath L233

265

Isolated cist

Attached to L200

2

266

Pavement

Abuts Loci 200, 202,
206, 210, 214, 265; =
L204

2

267

Pavement

Hearth; abuts Loci 101,
126, 216, 220, 223, 232,
275; = Loci 204, 241,
261, 266

41, 42

3

268

Niche

Attached to L220

28, 39, 40

3

269

Niche

Attached to L232

44

3

270

Cist in structure

271
272
273

Cist in structure

274

Isolated cist

6
7

1 human individual (teeth)

17

7

Within L101

7

Large circular

Heavily damaged

6

Cist in structure

Within L233
1 human individual

7

Within L223

8, 30

3

Related to L220?

33

3
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Appendix 1. (cont.)
Locus

Type of Locus/
Burial Structure

Selected Findsi

275

Isolated chain
burial

276–
279

Cells in isolated
chain burial

280

Cist in structure

282

Isolated cist

283

Isolated cist

376

Cist in structure

Within L210

377

Cist in structure

Within L247

4

379

Cell in structure

Cell in Chain Burial 123

7

380

Chain burial

Within L248 (Cells 381,
382)

19

3

381,
382

Cells in chain
burial

Cells in Chain Burial
380, within L248

19

3

383,
384

Cells in chain
burial

Cells in Chain Burial
123

385

Isolated cist

387

Unclear shape

388

Rectangular?

390

Cist in structure

391
393

1 human individual (L27)
1 core blade/bladelet (Cell
276; Marder, this volume:
Fig. 1:2)

Remarks

Figure

Plan

Between L126 and
L216 (Cells 276–279,
see also L278)

6, 8, 47

3

Cells in chain Burial
275

3

Within L126; covered
by circular stone

7
7
7
20

2

7
5

Not excavated

8

Not fully excavated
1 human individual

8

Within L223

8, 30

3

Cist in structure

Within L235

30

3

Cist in structure

Within L223

8, 30

3

395

Cist in structure

Within L240–254

397

Chain burial

Within L224 (Cells
257–260, see also L257,
L259)

21, 46

7

398

Cist in structure

Within L220

28, 39

3

399

Cist in structure

Within L202

2

600

Chain burial

Within L236 (Cells
250–252)

4

7

Notes
The site (IAA site number 706/0) was discovered
by IAA inspector Dor Golan. It is included within the
official (legally declared) boundaries of the Kebaran
site called Triangulation Point A550, locally known
as Grass Hill (Gophna 1974:46; Braun et al. 2001:63–
1

65). The excavation (Permit No. A-4350/05) was
carried out on behalf of the IAA, under the direction
of the author. Marik Molokondov and Haim Alfredo
were area supervisors, Shulamit Levinboim was
the registrar, Abraham Hajian and Tania Korenfeld
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were the surveyors, and the plans and sections were
prepared by Elizabeth Belashov and Irina Brin. The
field photographs were taken by Tzila Sagiv and
the author, and the aerial photographs by Jimmy
Kdoshim. Aerial photographs of Nahal Soreq are
courtesy of the Survey of Israel. The finds were
photographed by Mariana Salzberger. The pottery
was restored both in the field and in the IAA facilities
by Elisheva Kamaisky, who also provided field
advice, and by Olga Shor (in the laboratory), and
drawn by Marina Shuiskaya. Oded Raviv advised
on treatment of the stone finds, and field treatment
of the ossuaries was performed by Galeb Abu Diab.
Anat Cohen-Weinberger conducted the petrographic
analyses of ceramic items, Yossi Nagar, the physical
anthropological examinations, and Inbar Ktalav the
archaeomalacological study. The flint tools were
studied by Ofer Marder and Hamoudi Khalaily, and
drawn by Michael Smilansky. Artistic reproductions
of the burial structures used for presentations
and lectures were skillfully prepared by Marina
Shuiskaya. Eli Bahar was the administrator and
Shlomo Ya‘aqov-Jam supervised the building of
the greenhouses that allowed the excavation to be
undertaken in stormy weather, and the tents that
provided shade in the summer. The author owes a
debt of gratitude to numerous people who contributed
to the many aspects of this excavation, including
Michael Sebbane (head of the IAA storerooms),
Galit Litani (curator of the Chalcolithic Collection
in the IAA), Nidal Diab (administrator of the IAA
warehouse), Dror Porath (director of the Beit Miriam
Museum at Kibbutz Palmahim), Moshe Ajami, Diego
Barkan, Sigal Golan, Uzi ʿAd, Felix Volynsky, Hen
Ben-Ari and Angelina Dagot (IAA Central District),
and members of Kibbutz Palmahim. The workmen
came from Rehovot and Tel Aviv. Hay Ashkenazi,
Shimrit Salem, Uri Davidovich, Erez Ben-Yossef
and Shay Gordin from the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem volunteered for the excavation, and Ofer
Marder was the liaison person with the volunteers.
Pinhas Petel and Yelena Kaliosny from Ishay Yakir
Engineering Company provided topographic maps
and surveying data. The excavation was financed by
the Via Maris Company.
The author greatly benefited from conversations
with Uzi Avner, Eliot Braun, Edwin C.M. van den
Brink, Peter Fabian, Ram Gophna, Yuval Goren,
Ianir Milevsky, Assaf Nativ, Dina Shalem and
Na‘ama Scheftelowitz, who generously shared their
expertise in the Chalcolithic period. Edwin van den
Brink, Raz Kletter, Ram Gophna, and in particular
Isaac Gilead, commented upon earlier versions of
the present report and made valuable suggestions, as
did an anonymous reader, but I alone am responsible
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for any remaining errors. The author is grateful to the
staff of the IAA Publications Department, especially
Judith Ben-Michael and Rachel Kudish-Vashdi, and
to Shelley Sadeh who edited the manuscript.
2
During the years 1950–1970, a series of surveys
in the vicinity revealed several Neolithic sites,
some of which were excavated in 1989–1990 by
Gopher, Friedman and Burian (1993; 1994; 2005).
Approximately 2 km southwest of the site is the
multi-period site of Yavne Yam (Dothan 1952;
Fischer 1991; 2005; Kaplan 1993b), and c. 0.5
km to the west is Grass Hill (Hebrew: Giv‘at Ha‘Esev) where Epipaleolithic (Kebaran) and EB I
sites were surveyed (Gophna 1974:46; Braun et al.
2001:63–65), and excavated (Sigal Golan, Permit
No. A-4330/04, as yet unpublished). Some 0.5
km to the southeast is the now-deserted Palmahim
Quarry, where a Chalcolithic–EB IA site was
excavated during several seasons (Braun 1991;
1997; 2000a; 2000b; Braun et al. 2001:66–73), as
well as a Chalcolithic cemetery, including 11 burial
caves hewn in the kurkar (Gophna and Lifshitz
1980). Close to the banks of Nahal Soreq, an EB I
settlement and LB I burial caves hewn in the kurkar
ridge were excavated (Reich and Levy 1990), as
were late Iron Age and early Persian-period tombs
(Singer-Avitz and Levy 1994). An extensive MB
IIA–B cemetery was excavated in the sand dunes
of Rishon Le-Ziyyon, northeast of the site (Levy Y.
1995; 2005). Some 3 km south of the site is the wellknown Iron Age fortress Mezad Hashavyahu (Naveh
1960; 1962; 2005; Ne’eman 2005; Fantalkin 2005),
and about 1.5 km to the northeast is Tel Ya‘oz, a cult
site of the Persian and Hellenistic periods (Dothan
1952:112; Kletter, Ziffer and Segal 2001; Fischer
2005; Tal, Fischer and Roll 2005; Segal, Kletter
and Ziffer 2006; Ziffer, Kletter and Segal 2006;
Gorzalczany 2006b).
In recent years, the vicinity of Palmahim has
undergone increasing development, and a large
number of salvage excavations have been carried out,
mainly by the IAA. Several Persian and Hellenistic
sites were discovered and excavated in the dunes
near Palmahim, e.g., Holot Yavne (Gorzalczany,
Barkan and Iechie 2010), Rishon Le-Ziyyon sand
dunes (Peilstöcker 1999; 2000; forthcoming; Levy,
Peilstöcker and Ginzburg 2004:94; Tal, Fischer and
Roll 2005; Tal 2014) and Gan Soreq (‘Ad and Dagot
2006; ‘Ad 2008).
3
These environmental conditions do not seem to
have changed since the Chalcolithic period. Our
field experience shows that after a few stormy days,
surface features can be easily covered by a thick
layer of sand brought from the seashore by strong
westerly winds.
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The conservation project was carried out under
the supervision of Jacques Nequer, and the site was
documented prior to the dismantling of the tombs by
Nicky Davidov.
5
During the 2011 excavation season conducted
by the author south of the present excavation, a
considerable number of chain burials was uncovered
(Gorzalczany et al. 2012: Figs. 2, 3, 14–18).
6
For a definition of the concept of archaeological
culture, see especially Clarke 1978:369; Gilead
1981:339; 1985; 1995:475; for a different approach,
see Lovell 2001:50–51.
7
The author had the opportunity to examine two
damaged kurkar ossuaries excavated by Ram Gophna
at Palmahim Quarry (Gophna and Lifshitz 1980),
one currently in the IAA Central District office in Tel
Aviv, the other on display in the Bet Miriam Museum
(Kibbutz Palmahim). Rather surprisingly, these two
artifacts are closer in shape to those from Kissufim
Road than to the group retrieved in this excavation.
8
In this report, the author has chosen not to use
the term stela in relation to the finds at Palmahim
(North). As stela is defined as “an upright slab
bearing sculptured designs or inscriptions” (The
Compact Edition of the Oxford English Dictionary
1971:3039), which hardly describes the smooth- or
rough-surfaced artifacts uncovered at the site, the
term ‘orthostat’ (Hebrew: mazzeva or mazzevot) was
preferred.
9
It is interesting to note that both in Judaism and
Islam, religions with desert roots, an aniconic
theology developed, while in Christianity, which
originated in more fertile areas, an iconic tradition
was adopted (Avner 1993:176).
10
For a rare example of a quartet formed by two
pairs of orthostats, see Avner 1993:169. The author
is grateful to Uzi Avner who kindly directed his
attention to these orthostats.
11
I am grateful to Nimrod Getzov, who called my
attention to the existence of this vessel, and kindly
allowed me to mention this unpublished data.
12
The petrographic analysis was carried out by Anat
Cohen-Weinberger, to whom the author is deeply
grateful.
13
The stone was kindly examined by Yuval Goren at
the Laboratory of Comparative Microarchaeology,
Tel Aviv University.
14
For an alternative date, see Joffe and Dessel
1995:511.
15
For an exhaustive list of sites in which Chalcolithic
primary burial has been documented, see van den
Brink 2005:185, and n. 16.
16
The author is grateful to Uzi Avner, who called his
attention to these ethnographic comparisons.
4

It should be pointed out that feasts and offerings
are not the only plausible explanation for the
presence of pottery vessels within the boundaries
of the necropolis. From Talmudic sources we
learn of treatment of bare bones prior to secondary
burial, such as coating them with oil or wine, once
or periodically, and the vessels could well have
been containers related to such treatments (Rubin
1994:267).
18
In order to grasp the complexity of such rites, it
is useful to examine additional mourning procedures
in primitive societies in which ceremonial
dismembering is well-attested, such as the Wari’
of Rondônia State, Brazil. This tribe, which only
abandoned its traditional endo- and exocannibalistic
practices in the 1960s, followed a highly complex
traditional system of rules and regulations that was
strictly adhered to. Every part of the ceremony was
carried out in a different location, and a great deal
of attention was paid to the treatment of the bones
(Vilaça 1998). It should be stressed, however, that
the ceremony was related to ceremonial cannibalism
rather than secondary burial, and I am far from
suggesting that the above was part of Chalcolithic
mourning behavior. However, as the rites include a
thorough manipulation of the bones, my intention is
to stress that mourning ceremonies can be long and
highly elaborate (Schroeder 2001; David, Crouch
and Zoppi 2005; Chénier 2009; Poyil 2009).
19
According to ethnographic research, certain
societies are known to provide a differential, selective
treatment of the body (e.g., mummification versus
inhumation), depending on certain parameters not
always comprehensible to us (Bittman 1982; Allison
et al. 1984; Arriaza et al. 2005; Aufderheide, Muñoz
and Arriaza 2005).
20
The exact numbers of ossuaries at Palmahim Quarry
is unavailable, although the excavator still recalls
the fact that the clay ossuaries were overwhelmingly
more numerous than the kurkar ones (Ram Gophna,
pers. comm. 2008).
21
For a definition of egalitarian societies, see Algaze
and Fessler 2001:9, and n. 1.
22
The ‘household theory of migration’ states that “…
migration is a strategy adopted by the household unit
to allocate family resources rationally to increase
the flows of income in order to raise the family
standard of living…” (Semyonov and Gorodzeisky
2004:5). According to this view, migration is better
understood as a rational response of individual
actors to a changing economic reality (Oberg 1977;
Stark 1984; Massey 1990; 1993; 1994; 1998).
Decisions to migrate, however, are “very seldom
reached by isolated individual actors. Rather, they
17
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are most likely to take place within the household
or the family unit…” (Semyonov and Gorodzeisky
2004:8).
23
Sites where finds have been interpreted by
researchers as clues of unrest at the end of the
Chalcolithic period include: Nahal Mishmar
Cave (Haas and Nathan 1973:144–145; Moorey
1988:182), the Wadi el-Makkukh caves near
Jericho (Agur, Arobes and Patrich 1988–1989) and
Ketef Jericho Cave (Patrich 1993). However, in the
Ketef Jericho cave nothing seems to suggest violent
death. The fact that the skeletons were found in a
mass burial is not proof of a massacre, as this
arrangement is the rule in numerous Chalcolithic
burial caves. Nor is there any reason to assume a
mass killing for the burials in the Wadi el-Makkukh
caves. In Cave 1, 23 of the 35 individuals bore
traces of cremation, which may be related to some
funerary ceremony. Three of five skulls show
marks of trepanation, although trepanation could
be regarded as a medical procedure performed
to relieve a variety of diseases, or as a magictherapeutic procedure to expel evil spirits (Starkey
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and Wilson Parry 1936; Campillo 1984; Arensburg
and Hershkovitz 1988; Zias and Pomerantz 1992;
Aufderheide and Rodríguez-Martín 1998:32).
Moreover, the fact that one of the skulls bore traces
of three trepanations indicates that the patient
survived the events (Smith 1990:90*; Aufderheide
and Rodríguez-Martín 1998:33). The assignment of
the Nahal Mishmar cave to the final Chalcolithic
period has lately been challenged and new
interpretations of the radiometric dates cast doubt
on the date of occupation (Aardsma 2001).
While the only site where interpersonal violence
in the Chalcolithic period has been clearly attested
is the village of Shiqmim, it is uncertain whether
the death––caused by multiple intentional blows––
occurred in combat or as a result of an isolated
murder (Dawson, Levy and Smith 2003:119).
24
The value of copper in Chalcolithic communities
may be assessed by its virtual absence in most
contemporary Chalcolithic tombs, with the exceptions
of Nahal Qana and Peqi’in caves. In other periods in
the ancient Near East, cemeteries are a major source
for metallurgic evidence (Moorey 1988:182).
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