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The 11th working season of the Syria-Japan Archaeological Joint Mission to the Bishri Region
was undertaken from October 11 to October 25, 2009. The members of the joint mission from the
Syrian and Japanese parties are as follows.

Syrian party: Mohamad Sarhan (Director) and ‘Aid ‘Aisa.

Japanese party: Shogo Kume.

Before describing our activities, we would like to express our sincerest thanks to Dr. Bassam
Jamous, the Director General of the Syrian Directorate General of Antiquities and Museums, and
Dr. Michel Al-Maqdissi, the Syrian Supervising Adviser for this joint mission and the Director of
Archaeological Excavations and Research at the Syrian Directorate General of Antiquities and
Museums, who made available their generous help and heart-warming cooperation. Our sincerest
thanks also go to local staff at Ragqga Museum. Especially, generous supports from Mr. Jajan and
Mr. Sale were very helpful for us.

In this working season, we undertook cleaning and survey of an Early Bronze Age cemetery located
at the Wadi Daba area near the site of Tell Ghanem al-‘Ali. The following is the results of the season.

Cleaning and survey of Early Bronze Age shaft graves at Wadi Daba cemetery near Tell Ghanem
al-‘Ali

Hirotoshi NUMOTO (Professor, Kokushikan University, Tokyo)
Shogo KUME (Co-operative Research Fellow, Kokushikan University, Tokyo)

Introduction

The fourth season of the field researches focused on Early Bronze Age (EBA) cemeteries near
Tell Ghanem al-‘Ali was conducted from 11th to 18th October 2009. Previous seasons including
survey, cleaning and sounding of the cemeteries in the area defined four unique associations of types
of graves, which contain distinctive land use patterns across the landscape, i.e. 1) hilltop burial cairn,
2) hilltop cist/stone-chamber graves, 3) inland cist/stone-chamber graves with shaft graves, and 4)
lowland shaft graves (Numoto and Kume 2009a, 2009b, n.d.).

Amongst them, this season targeted on the lowland shaft graves named Wadi Daba cemetery located
at the modern village of Ghanem al-‘Ali in the Euphrates Valley, approximately 650 m southwest
from Tell Ghanem al-‘Ali (Fig. 1). Our primary goal was to develop funerary dataset in the area
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towards an attempt to explain relationships between the cemeteries, which should allow us to
understand the nature of burial practices of the EBA communities in the middle Euphrates Valley.

Survey of Wadi Daba cemetery

Wadi Daba, a tributary wadi of the Euphrates, flows into a dwelling area of the modern village
of Ghanem al-‘Ali. In the area, fluvial processes have formed steep slopes on the both sides of the
wadi course, eroding a terrace of the Euphrates (Fig. 1). The 2007 pilot survey documented two
clusters of seriously plundered EBA shaft graves, excavated into the western slope of the course
(Tsuneki 2008). Apparently, many shaft graves were also found just northwest of the cemetery, where
a slope of the Euphrates terrace was formed, but recent house constructions seriously destroyed the
archaeological loci.

In this season, one-day quick survey targeted on the slopes of the wadi bank and the river terrace
was conducted to document spread of plundered graves. In particular, the slope of the river terrace
was carefully examined, since preserved slopes in the area potentially imply EBA burial places. Most
parts of the slopes have severely been destroyed by modern activities of house, road and canal
constructions, etc (Fig. 1). However, well-preserved part of the slopes was located between a modern
road and a small wadi, where several depressions excavated by robbers were identified. Combined
the burials with the results of previous research, three units of grave-clusters were thus far defined
in the Wadi Daba cemetery area (Fig. 1):

Unit A (Fig. 2) is located at the western slope of Wadi Daba, stretching c. 55 x 11 m. Some 20
entrances of plundered shaft graves and many depressions dug by robbers were identified. At the
present, part of the slope has been cut, probably for borrowing soils. In addition, these seriously
plundered graves have often been used as garbage pits by locals.

Unit B (Fig. 3) is also located at the western slope of Wadi Daba, covering an area of c. 20 x
30 m. Approximately 15 plundered shaft graves were identified. Southern edge of the area has been
cut by modern road, suggesting these graves were principally part of Unit A. However, the cluster
has currently been defined as an independent Unit for the reason of convenience of the investigations.
The pits have also been used for garbage purpose.

Unit C (Figs. 4a and 4b) is located at the slope of the terrace of the Euphrates, some 150 m northwest
of Unit B. This unit contains six to seven depressions excavated by grave robbers, covering an area
of 15 x 20 m. Although a modern house and courtyard has occupied on the terrace immediately
above the slope, the plundered area itself has retained original surface of the slope.

Cleaning of a plundered shaft grave at Unit C of Wadi Daba cemetery

Following the survey, we selected Unit C as an area for cleaning because of the well-preserved
condition of the slope and robbers’ pits. As a research procedure, a 4 x 4 m square was laid out,
enclosing a large robbers’ pit, to uncover plundered graves. At the same instance, a 1 x 11 m narrow
square attached to the main square was also opened to attest spread of graves. Because several
grave/robbers’ pits were successfully indentified in the narrow square, the main square was enlarged
to the west. Consequently, the research area was composed of the main 4 x 10 m square and 1 x
5 m sub-square (Fig. 5). Amongst the identified grave/robbers’ pits, cleaning was concentrated on
a shaft grave because of one-week limited time of the field season.

The rectangular entrance of the grave measures ¢. 1.2 x 0.8 m in length and width. The orientation
of the grave indicates the NE-SW direction. The 2.5 m deep shaft was excavated with a slope toward
the SW, then a pair of stairs were set, leading to the burial chamber. The height of the stairs measures
some 0.8 m. The bottom of the stairs was constructed using two mud bricks. Three undressed gypsum
stones were additionally laid on the bricks. Two monolithic gypsum stones were also used to seal
the entrance of the chamber (Fig. 6 and 7). Very few artefacts were recovered from the shaft, but
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collected an A/ Hamra cigarette package suggest the grave was plundered within some twenty years.

The oval burial chamber measures c. 2.2 X 2.8 m in length and width, and c. 1.0 m in height.
The chamber produced a massive pile of sherds at the SE quadrant (Fig. 8). They are including 14
complete vessels (Fig. 9) and many semi-complete sherds. Although intensive refitting has not yet
been carried out, more than 30 individuals might have been placed there, suggesting multiple
inhumations were performed. The sherds include both of fine and plain wares. In particular, a
recovered vessel of so-called Black Euphrates Ware with spiral burnishing (Fig. 10) indicates that
the burial is dated to Phase 4 (c. 2450-2300 BC) defined by A. Porter (Porter 2007).

Immediately beneath the pile, fragmented elements of human remains were attested. Damaged
condition of the remains only allowed us to document a concentration of fragmented cranial bones
at the eastern edge of the chamber. So far, no information of the bones has been obtained, since analysis
of the human remains is still in progress.

The artefacts recovered from the pile also included a zoomorphic (probably sheep/goat) pendant
(Fig. 11), fragments of bronze pin with mushroom-shaped head (Fig. 12) as well as various beads
made of bone, shell and stone (Fig. 13).

Although there were no built-in features in the chamber, four postholes dug into the bottom were
unearthed at the eastern edge. The interval of each hole measures c. 0.9 x 0.5 in major and minor
axes. The location of the postholes, situated just beneath of the pile of sherds and human remains,
may suggest a wooden coffin or a table for grave goods, or the like was laid out (Fig. 14).

Some remarks

The fourth season produced relatively rich funerary dataset of “lowland shaft graves”, which would
allow us to assess backgrounds of this type of cemetery and relationships with other categories. Of
particular note is obtained concrete evidence of pottery sherds, dated the grave to c. 2450-2300 BC,
since dating of graves was often disturbed by the scattered nature of the salvaged collections in our
past researches. Intensive future work is still required at the cemetery, which possibly contains several
well-preserved graves.
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Tell Ghanem al-Ali

‘.j\pproximate line of river terrace
Google

Fig. 1: Research area and distribution of plundered graves (Satellite image after Google Earth, partly
supplemented by Quickbird).

-

Fig. 2: Plundered graves at Unit A, looking west. Fig. 3: Plundered graves at Unit B, looking northwest.
Graves are used as garbage pits.
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Fig. 4a: Traces of depressions dug into the slope by grave  Fig. 4b: Distant view of Unit C, looking south. Eastern edge
robbers at Unit C, looking west. of the slope of the Euphrates terrace is cut by

modern road.
&
House and couryard

Fig. 5: Location of square laid out at Unit C. 1 m interval
contour lines were reproduced from a 1/5000
topographic map published in Syria.

Fig. 6: Shaft of the grave. Two monolithic stones seal the
entrance of the chamber.

Fig. 7: A pair of stairs, leading to the chamber. The bottom SR .
of the stairs is constructed using two mud bricks. Fig. 8: A pile of pottery in the burial chamber.
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Fig. 9: Complete vessels recovered from the chamber. Fig. 10: So-called Black Euphrates Ware. Spiral burnishing
is clearly observed.
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Fig. 11: Zoomorphic (probably sheep/goat) pendant. Fig. 12: Bronze pin with mushroom-shaped head.
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Fig. 13: Examples of recovered beads. Fig. 14: Postholes unearthed from the bottom of the chamber.
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