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Memory and its Demolition:
Ancestors, Animals and Sacrifice at Umm el-Marra, Syria

Glenn M. Schwartz

At Umm el-Marra in western Syria, a sequence of Bronze Age ritual installations
facilitates the investigation of how Syrian elites employed memory, ancestor veneration,
and animal (and perhaps human) sacrifice to reinforce their position, and how others used
countermemory to contest it. Relevant data derive from an Early Bronze Age complex
of elite tombs and animal interments and a Middle Bronze Age monumental platform
and shaft containing animal and human bodies deposited ritually. Analysis of the spatial
landscape, with patterns of access or inaccessibility, facilitates additional insights, as does
the consideration of the intentionality or lack of it in ancient references to the past.

Ongoing since 1994, archaeological research at Umm
el-Marra, an early urban centre of western Syria, has
acquired a rich data set on elite mortuary behaviours
and subsequent ritual activities localized on the
site acropolis. Results stem from a large complex
of elite tombs as well as installations for the burial
of animals in the mid/late Early Bronze Age (EBA)
(c. 2550-2200 Bc), and a monumental platform and
shaft containing the bodies of ritually killed humans
and animals in the Middle Bronze Age (MBA)
(c. 1900-1600 BC). From the associated data and their
interpretation, we derive new insights on how elites of
Syrian complex societies employed memory, ancestor
veneration and sacrifice to legitimate their authority,
and how others contested such ideologies. In the
following discussion, I present the evidence for this
centrally situated, ritualized behaviour in Early and
Middle Bronze Age Umm el-Marra and discuss its
relevance — or lack thereof — to social memory and
the uses of the past.

How people in past societies perceived their own
past and manipulated it to accomplish aims in their
own present has been a subject of extensive interest
in recent archaeological research (Van Dyke & Alcock
2003; Yoffee 2007; Mills & Walker 2008; Bori¢ 2010;
Lillios & Tsamis 2010). Through reference to past
events and individuals, present-day concerns are
communicated, negotiated and contested. Although
attention to the uses of the past has been extensive,

scrutiny has most often focused on how the past was
employed to legitimize and naturalize power and
authority. Less common have been attempts to study
how perceptions of the past were contested and modi-
fied in order to change people’s understandings of
reality (e.g. Crawford 2007; Nielsen 2008, 210ff.). In
this article, I am concerned with how a constructed
past was offered and transmitted materially, and how
efforts were made to deconstruct it — on forced for-
getting, the erasure of memory (Connerton 1989, 15).

The perception of the past on the part of large
numbers of people is often termed ‘social memory’
(Chesson 2001; Van Dyke & Alcock 2003). This variety
of memory refers to conceptions of what happened
in the past held in common by a group of people in
a given space and time: ‘the construction of a collec-
tive notion (not an individual belief) about the way
things were in the past’ (Van Dyke & Alcock 2003, 2).
It differs from ‘collective memory” (Halbwachs 1992)
in its emphasis on the role of individual actors in the
making of memories (Olick & Robbins 1998; Mills &
Walker 2008). Social memory need not involve the
remembering of past events that were bodily experi-
enced by an individual, although such bodily memo-
ries can be involved (Halbwachs 1992; Jonker 1995;
Moshenska 2010).! Instead, social memory entails
understandings of the past that people share with one
another, regardless of their personal experience of the
events or lack of it.
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Figure 1. Western Syria, with Jabbul plain in inset. (Map by Sarah Yukich.)

The uses of social memory to accomplish politi-
cal goals have been discussed extensively in recent
archaeological literature (Mills & Walker 2008; Yoffee
2007; Roddick & Hastorf 2010; Schortman & Urban
2011). Particularly influential has been the work of
Connerton (1989), who refers to the inscription (e.g.
through monuments, written texts) and incorporation
(through habitual, bodily practices) of social memory,
although scholars have pointed out that the two
categories are by no means discrete and can manifest
substantial overlap (Hamilakis 2010, 191-2). Modify-
ing this model, Van Dyke (2009) proposes a typology
of discursive (intentional) as opposed to practical
(habitual) social memory.

Recently, some have cautioned against an archae-
ological overreliance on social memory (Herzfeld
2004; Berliner 2005; Van Dyke 2009; Moore 2010).
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Such critics fault the tendency to see every instance of
continuity as memory and every instance of change as

erasure of memory. Van Dyke (2009) proposes a solu-
tion to this problem by stipulating that social memory

is best studied when it entails self-aware, intentional

reference to the past. The inclusion of intentionality
can effectively distinguish social memory studies from

those of tradition or culture change.

Umm el-Marra in the third and second millennium sc:
early societal complexity in western Syria

Located in the Jabbul plain of western Syria between
Aleppo and the Euphrates valley (Fig. 1), Tell Umm
el-Marra is a site of some 20-25 hectares occupied
primarily in the third and second millennia sc (the
Bronze Age), when Syrian complex societies experi-
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Figure 2. Umm el-Marra, with excavated areas indicated.

enced their formation and early centuries of develop-
ment (Curvers & Schwartz 1997; Schwartz et al. 2000;
2003; 2006; 2012).2 Although far larger than any other
Bronze Age mound in the vicinity, Umm el-Marra is
considerably smaller than the major cities of early
urban Syria such as Ebla (c. 56 ha) and Leilan (90 ha)
(Schwartz et al. 2000). As a result, we have interpreted
Umm el-Marra as a regional centre subservient to
larger and more powerful cities such as Ebla or
Aleppo. If Umm el-Marra was ancient Dub or Tuba
(Matthiae 1979; Schwartz et al. 2003; Schwartz 2010,
376, n. 3), it would have been head of a small kingdom
in the Early and Middle Bronze Ages (mid-late third
to early-mid second millennia Bc). Given these data,
work at Umm el-Marra permits the study of a large
but ‘second tier’ settlement and thus provides a com-
plement to research from the amply studied primary
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centres. Whether Umm el-Marra is best interpreted
as a political and economic centre, or a ritual centre,
is explored below.

Topographically (Fig. 2), Umm el-Marra is a rela-
tively low mound (maximum height c. 89 m) whose
main features are fortifications ringing the edges of
the site and a low but distinct ‘acropolis” or higher
mound in the south centre. The majority of the research
discussed in this article focuses on the site acropolis,
which has the lengthiest occupation sequence and the
most salient evidence of specialized public activities.

The main periods of site occupation at Umm
el-Marra coincide with the emergence of large-scale
societal complexity in Syria and its early episodes of
centralization and decentralization. In the mid-to-
late third millennium Bc, states, cities, monumental
architecture and intensified economic specialization



Glenn M. Schwartz

appeared across Syria and upper Mesopotamia in a
process sometimes referred to as the ‘second urban
revolution” (Akkermans & Schwartz 2003, 233-87; Ur
2010). According to the Palace G cuneiform archives
from Ebla in western Syria, elites employing aspects
of both exclusionary and corporate strategies (Blanton
et al. 1996) presided over the newly developing urban
societies, with kings, queens and ‘elders’ overseeing an
extensive administrative organization and engaging
in frequent inter-polity warfare (Archi & Biga 2003;
Matthiae 2008; Porter 2012a).

By the latter centuries of the third millennium,
evidence of urban and state disintegration appears
throughout Syria and upper Mesopotamia. Although
the concept of ‘collapse’ has been critiqued (Aim-
ers 2007; McAnany & Yoffee 2010; Middleton 2012)
and it is clear that some urban centres persevered
during this period, major transformations involving
decentralization and deurbanization were patently
underway (Kuzucuoglu & Marro 2007; Laneri et al.
2012; Schwartz 2007b). Umm el-Marra may have been
abandoned for as long as three centuries during this
period (Schwartz et al. 2012).

After this period of instability, powerful new
polities such as Yamhad, Qatna and Shamshi-Adad’s
upper Mesopotamian kingdom emerged in the early
second millennium Bc (Middle Bronze Age). These
entities are distinguished from those of the third mil-
lennium, among other ways, in that the main politi-
cal actors are identifiable as Amorites, an enigmatic
group that can be defined in ethnic or other terms
(Charpin 2004; Fleming 2004; Jahn 2009; Porter 2012a).
Archaeological study of the origins and workings
of these “second generation’ states has only recently
commenced, with one focus being the regeneration
of complex societies after periods of decentralization
(Schwartz & Nichols 2006; Ristvet 2012a).

The evolution of an Early Bronze Age elite
mortuary complex

Umm el-Marra was founded in the early third mil-
lennium sc. By at least c¢. 2500 Bc, the centre of the
site acropolis was devoted to a mortuary complex
associated with elite, possibly royal, individuals.
Study of this complex has allowed for documentation
of elite mortuary practices and their socio-political
implications, patterns of mortuary treatment relative
to gender and age, and the mortuary role of animals
(Schwartz 2007a; 2012b). In this section, I present a
summary of the main results from the complex, a
proposal for the history of its development, and a
discussion of the diverse ways that social memory
was employed in that history.
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Human tombs, animal tombs

As exposed thus far, the Umm el-Marra mortuary
complex included ten tombs® containing human
interments, ten features (‘installations’) devoted to
the burial of equids located centrally in the midst of
the tombs and additional structures. Given available
stratigraphic and artefactual evidence, I propose that
the tombs and nearby installations were built and
employed sequentially from c. 2550 to 2200 sc (EBA
I-IVB/Umm el-Marra late period VI to period IV).

The tombs were rectangular and usually had
an entryway on the east that had been blocked with
stones.* Most had a substructure of limestone boul-
ders and a superstructure of mudbricks; the tombs
were at least partly if not completely above ground.’
Some of the tombs had remarkably well-preserved
remains that included human skeletons inside the
vestigial remains of coffins. These were often accom-
panied by ornaments of gold, silver and lapis lazuli
suggesting the elite character of those interred. At the
same time, nearly all tombs suffered some degree of
disturbance and robbery.

In general, we can observe significant commo-
nalities in the material constitution of the complex.
Most tombs, with the exception of those in the latest
phase (see below), consisted of one-room rectangu-
lar structures of mudbrick above stone. Within the
tombs, the human bodies were enclosed in coffins
and accompanied by objects such as beads, pendants,
toggle pins, torques, daggers and pottery. These data
imply that there was a common understanding of the
proper way to build and outfit an elite tomb. At the
same time, variability among all these factors indicates
the propensity to display a degree of individuality
(Torres-Rouff et al. 2012). For example, Tomb 8 had
two rooms, not one, and unique objects such as a
slotted bronze spearhead or ivory handle are attested
in individual tombs.

When human bodies interred in the tombs could
be sexed, adult females usually were associated with
more personal ornaments made of costly materials
than adult males (Batey 2011; Schwartz et al. 2006).
Despite this gender-based differentiation, object types
were not usually restricted to one sex or the other (for
a similar result in southern Mesopotamian elite tombs,
see Torres-Roulff ef al. 2012).

Not only were human tombs present, but the
complex also included separate interments for animals.
Oriented north-south in the centre of the complex is
a line of subterranean installations that contained the
skeletal remains of equids, other animals and human
infants. The equids are often arranged symmetrically,
as if to present a tableau, most likely a team intended
to pull a vehicle. Jill Weber’s work on the zoo-
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archaeological data has revealed that the equids are
all male, likely to be donkey-onager hybrids, and are
very probably to be identified with the highly-valued
kunga (anse-BAR.AN) equids mentioned frequently in
third-millennium Syro-Mesopotamian written sources
(Weber 2008; 2012). While diverse interpretations of
these installations have been advanced (Schwartz
2012a; Weber 2012), it is at least likely that the presence
of elite animals was intended to illustrate the nearby
humans’ lofty social position and wealth. It may also
be the case that the equids were expected to provide
transportation for the deceased elite individuals in
the afterlife. If so, the ritual killing of younger equids
can be understood as ‘retainer sacrifice’ in which liv-
ing beings are killed to serve high-ranking persons
beyond the grave (Schwartz 2012a), while the inter-
ment of aged individuals who died a natural death
may signify the inclusion of treasured steeds for use
in the afterlife. The presence of the human infants in
the installations is more difficult to interpret, and it is
not clear if they had been killed or had died a natural
death (Schwartz 2012a).

Drawing on patterns in architecture and the
age of the interred equids, Weber (2008; 2012) has
identified four types of equid installations. Type I
installations, three in number (A, E and F), consist of
a subterranean mudbrick or stone structure contain-
ing four young or prime aged equids suggestive of
a team of sacrificed animals (on the problems of the
definition of sacrifice and its archaeological recogni-
tion, see Schwartz 2012a). The three Type II installa-
tions (B, C and D) are mudbrick structures with two
compartments, each containing a standing, aged equid
facing west in addition to a spouted jar and remains
of at least one human infant. Only one installation
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Figure 3. Acropolis Centre
mortuary complex, phase

1 (EBA IlI/Umm el-Marra
VI later, c. 2550-2450 Bc)
(schematic plan, T = tomb,
R =room, S = shaft, MP =
mudbrick platform).

(G) falls in the Type III category, which entails four
equids each buried in two sequentially deposited pits.
Finally, Type IV refers to three individual skeletons
found outside of other features, located against the
east wall of Tomb 8, south of Installation E, and in a
pit beneath Installation G.

The mortuary complex at Umm el-Marra was
not a static entity but changed through time. New
tombs were added adjacent to pre-existing tombs,
expanding in a horizontal fashion, until the latest
period of use, when new tomb constructions were
dug into earlier ones. Likewise, equid installations
were either added near earlier installations or were
placed above them. In the following discussion, I
endeavour to present an understanding of the evo-
lution of the complex and its immediate environs,
reviewing how the mortuary landscape and its visual
or emotional effect, its accessibility or openness,
changed through time. The four proposed phases are
correlated to the Early Bronze Age relative chronol-
ogy currently in use in western Syria (Matthiae 1981;
Akkermans & Schwartz 2003).
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Figure 4. Tomb 8. Looking east.

Phase 1: the original line of tombs — Early Bronze Age
NI (Umm el-Marra late VI)

In the earliest period (perhaps c. 2550-2450 Bc),®
three tombs, 5, 6 and 8, were established in a south-
west-northeast line across the centre of the acropolis,
with Tomb 6 at least partly enveloped by structures
suggesting an enclosure wall (Fig. 3).

Tomb 6: Given their ceramic contents, it is most likely
that either Tomb 6 or 5 was the earliest of the tombs. I
have hypothesized that Tomb 6, the largest of all the
Umm el-Marra tombs (c. 9.6 x 4.5 m), was the earliest,
because of its size and central location (Schwartz 2012b).
Also indicative of the special status of this tomb are the
constructions to its west and south that enclose the
feature. We might construe Tomb 6 as the tomb of the
founder of a new social order who became an ancestor
of extraordinary significance (Helwing 2012).
Although a large segment of Tomb 6 had been
destroyed by the subsequent construction of Tomb 7,
still extant were the skeletal remains of an adult male
(age probably 45-50 years) partly inside the vestiges of
awooden coffin (Batey 2011 and pers. comm.). Among
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the associated artefactual materials were gold and
silver toggle pins and beads of lapis lazuli, gold and
carnelian (Schwartz et al. 2006).

Tomb 5: Just east of Tomb 6, Tomb 5 was much dis-
turbed but contained the bones of an adult male and
an infant (Schwartz et al. 2006).

Tomb 8: West of Tomb 6, Tomb 8 (Fig. 4) is a substantial
two-room structure (Schwartz et al. 2012). Remains of
an infant and two adult males that were found in the
western room probably had been removed from two
superimposed coffins whose impressions and bitumen
coating were identified in the eastern room.

Equid installations: Between Tombs 8 and 6 were two
Type I equid installations (Schwartz et al. 2012).” Instal-
lation F, the earlier of the two, was a stone construction.
Installation E (Fig. 5) included four standing equids
whose fore and hind limbs had been placed in eight
compartments, while their skulls rested on a ledge.?
Toe bones from an additional two equids were also
found.



Memory and its Demolition: Ancestors, Animals, and Sacrifice at Umm el-Marra, Syria

Figure 5. [nstallation E. Looking northwest.

Outside the tombs: Excavations beyond the phase 1
tomb area reveal architectural remains with evidence
of ritualized activity. Northwest of Tomb 6 were two
rooms inside a curvilinear wall, the southern, burned
example having the skeleton of a puppy in the south-
west corner, another puppy in the northeast corner,
and a piglet in the southeast corner. An additional
puppy skeleton was located in the southeast corner of
the large area west of the burned room, whose south
wall contained a human infant inside it. Likewise, the
burned space west of Tomb 6 and pre-dating Instal-
lation E included a puppy skeleton and two puppy
skulls. Such interments could be linked ritually to the
animal and infant inclusions in the equid installations
and to those that superseded them in later periods.
The burning of these rooms with animals in situ might
be interpreted as the result of a ritual closure of the
space (Oates et al. 2001, 41; Way 2011, 138; Walker et
al. 2000).

Northwest of Tomb 5, a rectangular platform of
mudbricks might have played a role related to the
rituals taking place in the tomb proper. To the west
and southeast of the tomb area is evidence of multiple
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architectural phases of small-scale architecture now
attested by fragmentary stone substructures.

Phase 2: tomb additions to north and south — Early
Bronze Age IVA (early) (Umm el-Marra early V)

In the next phase of activity in the mortuary complex
(perhaps c. 2450-2350 Bc), tombs and associated fea-
tures were added to the north and south of Tomb 8,
forming a line of early EBA IVA mortuary structures
perpendicular to the original southwest-northeast line
of the phase 1 (EBA III) tombs (Fig. 6).° Other tombs
were added south of Tomb 6.

Tomb 4: South of Tomb 8 is Tomb 4 (Schwartz et al.
2006), containing two layers of funerary deposits, the
earlier of which is datable to this phase on the basis of
its ceramic contents. Included were a disturbed adult
female and male, both apparently primary burials, and
the secondary interment of an adult female (Schwartz
et al. 2006). Accompanying them were artefacts of
gold, silver, bronze and ivory, numerous vessels, and
miniature basalt tables, the latter perhaps used for
processing cosmetics.
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Tomb 3: Tomb 3 is situated north of Tomb 8 (Schwartz
et al. 2006). Although the tomb suffered disturbance,
the remains of numerous ceramic vessels were still
present, as were the bones of an adult and an ado-
lescent.

Tomb 10: Partly demolished by Late Bronze Age intru-
sive activities, Tomb 10 to the east of Tomb 4 included
at least two individuals (Schwartz et al. 2012). Given
the location of Tomb 6 and its southern enclosure wall,
Tomb 10 could not have been as large as most of the
other tombs and may have had a square shape like
Tomb 1 (see below).

Tomb 9: To the southeast is Tomb 9, which had been
substantially looted but still contained the remains
of at least three individuals (Schwartz et al. 2012).
Considering the marginal location of Tomb 9, it is
likely that additional tombs or related structures
had been built between it and Tomb 6, but the phase
4 (EBA IVB) tombs 7 and 11 obscured or destroyed
evidence of them.

Equid installations: 1 tentatively assign three equid
installations to this phase. Installation C (below
Tomb 1 on Fig. 6) was a Type II variety.!” To the north
was Installation A, an above-ground chamber later
converted into a Type I installation. The Type III
Installation G, east of Installation A, contained two pits
stratified one atop the other, each with a set of four
equids and as well as bones from an additional two
equids. Linking Installations A and G chronologically
and functionally are sherds from a single incised ‘cult
stand’ found in both features.!!
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PIT

Figure 6. Acropolis Centre
mortuary complex, phases

2 and 3 (EBA IVA/ Umm
el-Marra V, c. 2450-2300 Bc)
(schematic plan, T = tomb,

R =room, S = shaft).

Ancillary structures: At least three additional struc-
tures might also be related to the mortuary activities
of the complex in phase 2. Room 1, south of Tomb
4, duplicates the plan of the latter structure and
includes a mudbrick podium against its eastern
wall. Another duplicate structure is Room 2, north
of Tomb 3. Finally, the “U’-shaped Room 3 northwest
of Tomb 5 contained a bovid skeleton and broken
remains of at least two wavy line jugs, perhaps used
for ritual purposes (Schwartz et al. 2012). Activities
in these structures are likely to have been related to
the rituals attending those interred in the tombs and
installations nearby.

Also worth noting are incomplete segments of
walls in complex sequences of construction in this
and other phases (see, for example, in the vicinity
of Installation A, Fig. 6). These may have been the
remains of temporary emplacements constructed for
ritual events that required the building of individual
shelters.
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Figure 7. Tomb 1. Looking east, with top level of bodies visible.

Outside the tombs: Southeast of the tomb complex was
small-scale domestic architecture. To the west were
small rooms of unclear function.

Phase 3: space limitations and the last equid installations
— Early Bronze Age IVA (later) (Umm el-Marra late V)
In later EBA IVA (perhaps c. 2350-2300 Bc), the upper
layer of Tomb 4 was deposited and Tomb 1 was added
to the complex (Fig. 6). It is striking that Tomb 1 is
constructed in an area otherwise reserved for equid
installations, which might suggest that the availability
of space for new tombs was growing scarce. Such spa-
tial limitation may also be indicated by the addition
of the second layer in Tomb 4.

Tomb 4: In the upper layer of Tomb 4 were the primary
interments of an adult female inside the remains of a
coffin, a child and the secondary interment of an adult
male (Schwartz et al. 2006). As in the lower layer, the
woman had more ornaments than the man, including
gold, silver and bronze objects.
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Tomb 1: The contents of Tomb 1 (Fig. 7) are both the
best-preserved and the most resistant to interpretation
in the complex (Schwartz et al. 2003; Schwartz 2012a).
A small structure, Tomb 1, contained three layers of
bodies that had been interred in wooden coffins in two
episodes of deposition. In the first interment was an
adult of uncertain sex. In the second, two adult males
were placed side by side with a baby at some distance,
after which two younger women and two babies were
put in above the men. While the symmetry of two men,
two women and two babies dying simultaneously is
itself striking, also notable is the association of the
women with far richer and more abundant personal
objects than the men, including gold, silver and lapis
lazuli jewelry placed either on the body or in a group
to the side.

Equid installations: Phase 3 marks the culmination of
the construction of equid installations according to
the chronology proposed here, with two Type Il equid
installations added. North of Tomb 1, Installation B is
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Enclosure
Wall

distinctive for the three puppies placed in each of its
two chambers. While the relative dating of Installation
B could be contested,!? Installation D to the south of
Tomb 1 is clearly contemporaneous with the tomb and
post-dates Installation C.'3

Enclosure wall: Evidence of what could be interpreted
as a stone enclosure wall for the complex adjacent to
a heap of cobbles (= glacis?) was noted to the east of
Tombs 5 and 9, although no trace of such a feature was
evident elsewhere. A restriction and limitation of the
area available for tomb construction may be implied
by the addition of Tomb 1 above the area formerly
reserved for equid installations.

Phase 4: ideological disjunctures and the end of the
complex — Early Bronze Age IVB (Umm el-Marra IV)
Dating to the latter third millennium (c. 2300-2200 sc),
the last phase of the complex includes the construc-
tion of two new tombs, 7 and 11 (Fig. 8). Unlike the
tombs from preceding phases, the new examples were
completely subterranean, constructed only of stone,
and wrought damage to earlier tombs through their
subterranean construction.

Tomb 7: Tomb 7, the earlier of the two, had at least four
rooms and included the disturbed remains of three
adults and an adolescent (Schwartz et al. 2006; 2012).

Tomb 11: Excavated in 2010, Tomb 11 damaged the
architecture of Tomb 7 to its north. The tomb had two
chambers with a narrow roofed passageway between
them (Fig. 9). Although disturbed, the tomb still con-

0 2 4 6 8 10m
MB Cut
4—EBIVB Cut
Open zone
with pits
)

Figure 8. Acropolis Centre
mortuary complex, phase 4
(EBA IVB/Umm el-Marra 1V,
¢. 2300-2200 Bc) (schematic
plan, T = tomb, R = room,

S = shaft).

ﬂl_H
Lk
B

tained fragmentary remains of two individuals, recon-
structible pottery, a gold rosette and a gold perforated
(head?) band. A possible architectural comparison can
be made to the EBA III-IV monumental Tomb 302 at
Jerablus Tahtani on the Euphrates (Peltenburg 1999).
This structure consists of a long room with a small
chamber protruding to one side, comparable to the
two excavated rooms of Tomb 11.

Ash deposit: Phase 4 was distinguished by the depo-
sition of up to one metre of black ash layers in the
northeastern part of the complex, located above equid
installations from preceding phases. One might sug-
gest that these ash deposits are the result of activities
involving ritual purification to prepare for the installa-
tion of the EBA IVB phase tombs or to allow for ritual
closure of the entire complex (Walker et al. 2000).

Enclosure wall: In addition to tombs in a new architec-
tural style, an important landmark of this phase is the
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Figure 9. Tomb 11, passage between chambers, with roof slabs in situ. Looking southwest.

construction of a rectangular stone wall enclosing the
complex. While the west and southern portions were
uniformly built and partly sunk into a foundation trench,
the northern segment was thinner, had no associated
trench, and was difficult to recognize in the northwest.
Perhaps the structure was built in different spans of
time under the sponsorship of different individuals
or factions, rather than as a monolithic enterprise.

Outside the tombs: Domestic architecture with lime-
plaster floors and basins and clay ovens was built
directly against the outside of the enclosure wall of
the complex. To the southeast, domestic architecture
existed south of an open area with pits.

General observations: Noteworthy in this latest phase
is the apparent disregard, if not outright hostility,
toward architectural features from earlier in the
history of the complex. Older tombs were damaged
through the subterranean construction of new ones,
and the subterranean foundations of the enclosure
wall damaged the walls of Tombs 8 and 9. Such
damage to earlier tombs may have been intentional,
displaying an ideological or dynastic disjuncture
between the individuals of the EBA IVB tombs and
those of earlier tombs. Alternatively, it is possible that
some of the earlier tombs were in ruins and covered
with soil by EBA IVB times, with their presence no
longer recognized.
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Whichever interpretation is preferable, ideo-
logical changes were clearly taking place in this latest
phase of the mortuary complex. The architectural
innovations in tomb construction imply concurrent
ideological shifts, and the architectural comparanda
to Jerablus Tahtani might even signal new dynastic
ties to the Euphrates region. Another disjuncture is
the failure to build new equid installations.

The creation of memory

The contents, architecture and locational character-
istics of the tombs indicate the special status of the
persons (and animals) interred in the tomb complex.
Located on a relatively high spot in the centre of the
site, with large, imposingly built structures that were
at least partly if not completely above ground, the
complex dominated the community. Similarly, the
tombs with their unusually high stone substructures
were distinguishable from other architecture in the
settlement. The fact that non-infant humans were
customarily buried off-site!* only reinforces the
special character of the people whose remains were
interred in the centre of the town. Considering these
factors and the costly artefacts found in the tombs,
one may conclude that these persons had enjoyed
high social status. Whether they belonged to groups
that held political power, were important members
of significant kin groups, or were representatives
of other major factions (e.g. religious or military
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specialists), remains to be definitively elucidated
(Schwartz 2012b).

Bioarchaeological analysis of the human skeletal
material from the tombs conducted by Ernest Batey
(2011 and pers. comm.) provides further support for
identification of the interred persons as members of an
elite. Stable isotope analyses indicate a diet relatively
high in meat, and lifestyle reconstruction (muscu-
loskeletal stress markers) has revealed that the tomb
residents lived lives with low levels of physical activity.
Likewise, palaeopathological analysis suggests that
the individuals interred in the tomb complex were not
overburdened with infection or other biological stress
and that they exhibited good dental health. Dental
non-metric trait analysis has shown individuals
within specific tombs to have signs of genetic inter-
relatedness, supporting the hypothesis that each tomb
contains a discrete family group (Schwartz 2007a).

The visibility of the tombs at Umm el-Marra,
which were at least partly above ground and located
on a high point, implies that they continued to play
an active role in life of the community after the death
of the interred persons. Given the central and raised
location of the tomb complex, the above-ground char-
acter of the tombs, occasional inclusions of pottery and
other objects found well above the tomb floors, and
textual documentation from Ebla, we have proposed
that ceremonies of ancestor veneration were practised
here (Schwartz ef al. 2006; Schwartz 2007a).

The localization of an elite necropolis in the city
centre would have had a profound effect on the life
of the community. Making the elite dead spatially
and visually central to lived experience compelled
the living community members to consistently refer
their own existences to the dead. One can imagine the
town inhabitants going about their daily lives with the
constant awareness of the elite mortuary landmarks,
incorporating them into their everyday practices,
worldview and habitus (Bourdieu 1977; Nielsen 2008;
Fleisher & Wynne-Jones 2010).

By putting mausoleums with dead authority
figures on the central, high point of the site, the liv-
ing authorities were conveying a message — that
social hierarchy was central and dominant in the life
of the community, that it had always existed, and
that it should continue to exist. The tombs provided
a constant reminder of how the world should work,
with elites in the centre overseeing everything. As
a result, the tombs inscribed social memory on the
landscape and materialized elite ideology (Connerton
1989; Chesson 1999; Mills & Walker 2008; DeMarrais
et al. 1996), legitimizing the social order of the present,
whose inequalities were presented as natural and
inevitable (Hobsbawm 1983; Yoffee 2005, 40; Sinopoli
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2003). With deceased elite individuals still residing in
a community that constantly acknowledged their pres-
ence and honoured them periodically, living members
of high-status groups would acquire and maintain
prestige through their association with the revered
dead (McAnany 1995; Salomon 1995; Siegel 2010, 305).

The materiality of the tombs had an effect, not
only on the minds of the community inhabitants,
but on their bodies. The central location of the tomb
complex affected movement within the town, obliging
people and animals to move around it (Mack 2004;
Ristvet 2011).

Animals also played a prominent role in the elite
landscape of death, with equids accorded their own
tombs (Weber 2012). Similarities between human and
animal tombs — e.g. the east-west orientation of bod-
ies, with heads to the west, and the two side-by-side
bodies in Tomb 1 and the Type Il installations — also
indicate comparability between animals and humans
and possibility that animals were considered as other-
than-human persons (Latour 1993; Hill 2011; Argent
2010; Losey et al. 2011). But such comparability only
goes so far — equid installations were small and
subterranean, while the human tombs were large and
above ground, claiming the greater share of attention
and visibility.

Despite the perceptual and experiential centrality
and conspicuousness of the tomb complex within the
community, our evidence indicates that access to the
precinct was limited. The area available for viewing
the activities at the tombs was not extensive: wherever
excavation has sampled the areas near the tombs, it
has exposed evidence of adjacent structures rather
than large open areas. Although people could have
watched from the roofs of the surrounding houses,
there was no open space to accommodate large
crowds. This suggests a restricted audience for the
activities taking place within the complex, perhaps of
elite or specialized individuals (Hodder & Cessford
2004; Hastorf 2007; Peltenburg 2007/2008; Swenson
2011). Such restriction is especially evident in the lat-
ter phases of the tomb complex, when an enclosure
wall was built.!®

Not only was there little space for an audience
in the mortuary complex, it is also unlikely that the
mortuary complex would have accommodated large
numbers of ritual actors, given its congested nature
and lack of significant open area. The relatively
diminutive size of the ancillary rooms 1-3 also implies
a small number of persons operating there.

Restriction can be used to demonstrate superior
access to the supernatural on the part of ambitious
elites (Inomata & Coben 2006). Edgar Peltenburg
(2007/2008) has recently discussed the increasing
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limitation of access to monumental tombs in third-
millennium western Syria, arguing for a steady
monopolization of contact with the divine world by an
elite whose power was continually increasing. Given
the raised and central location of the monuments at
Umm el-Marra, their restriction would have been all
the more potent, since people outside the complex
would have seen it and appreciated the important
events taking place inside, while being aware that
access to these activities was denied them (Ristvet
2011, 6; Porter 2012a, 188).

The creation of countermemory

While social memory can be used to support and
materialize elite ideology, it can also be contested
and reconfigured (Nielsen 2008; Mills 2008; Van Dyke
2009). As Van Dyke and Alcock (2003, 2) observe,
social memory is ‘variable by gender, ethnicity,
class, religion or other salient factors, allowing for
a multiplicity, and perhaps conflict, of memories in
any society’. Obliteration of constructed pasts has
been termed ‘forced forgetting’ (Connerton 1989, 15),
while the construction of new memories to supplant
older, undesirable ones has been designated ‘counter-
memory’ (Halbwachs 1992; Hendel 2010).

At Umm el-Marra, almost all the tombs had signs
of contents removed and/or damaged, with evidence
indicating that this occurred during the period of the
tombs’ use (Schwartz et al. 2012; Schwartz 2012b).16
One might suppose that the main reason for such
activity was the acquisition of valuable objects, but
evidence of anger and vandalism suggests that other
motivations were also involved. Tomb 9, for example,
contained a number of large boulders, sometimes with
human bone fragments on top of them, as if the boul-
ders were tossed onto the tomb floor indiscriminately
and mixed up with the human remains in the tomb,
in an act of deliberate desecration.!”

The tomb robbers could have been non-elite
persons attempting to counter the production of elite
social memory, in acts that we might characterize as
resistance (Scott 1990; Van Dyke & Alcock 2003, 3).
In such cases, the non-elites may have attempted to
construct a countermemory, replacing the original
conception of well-respected authorities worthy of
veneration with a memory of despised and illegitimate
figures.

Another interpretation might posit that the
damage was done by rival elites intent on discredit-
ing earlier authorities and severing the connection
between the living community and the previously
revered ancestors (Chase & Chase 2011; McAnany &
Negrén 2010, 149; Schwartz 2007a). Tampering with
or destroying the resting places of enemy ancestors
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is attested in later Near Eastern history, when the
Assyrian king Assurbanipal boasted of demolishing
the tombs of the enemy Elamite kings. Likewise,
Lundstrom (2009, 217) has suggested that the brutal
destruction of the royal tombs at the Assyrian capital
of Ashur was conducted in retaliation. As with the
scenario posited above, the original hegemonic nar-
rative is replaced by one that devalues and disparages
the interred individuals.

It is notable that the tomb robbers at Umm el-
Marra managed to do their work in a central, visible
location with impunity. Bearing this in mind, it may
be more likely that the desecrators were persons in
authority rather than clandestine robbers or resentful
malcontents. Since all the tombs except the upper level
of Tombs 4 and 1 were disturbed, we might propose
that the tombs deposited prior to phase 3 were looted
and violated in a single instance. This may well have
been done, not by a newly established local author-
ity with grudges against its predecessors, but by a
marauding external enemy intent on destroying the
tombs of an adversary’s forebears.

Whether non-elite resistance or elite competi-
tion is involved, the evidence points to a disruption
and reconfiguration of memory through intentional
destruction or modification of physical objects that
materialized and embodied social memory. But a com-
plete erasure of memory was not effected, since the
tombs were not covered over and rendered invisible.
It appears that the perpetrators of the disturbances
aimed to leave the tombs in ruins, preserving the
countermemory of the discredited individuals buried
there.!8 As Crawford (2007, 27) notes, ‘the destruction
of memory becomes more powerful when the traces
of this destruction continue to inhabit the visual
landscape’.

Van Dyke (2009) and others have usefully
pointed out that similarities or continuities from one
period to another need not imply the existence of an
intentional reference to the past. I would contend that
the evidence from Early Bronze Age Umm el-Marra
does indicate the existence of ritual activities making
explicit allusions to the past, whether constructively
or deconstructively. If evidence of ancestor veneration
is persuasive for the Early Bronze Age tombs, there is
a clear reference to a shared past, and the violation of
tombs in the same period suggests, not only plunder-
ing valuable objects, but antipathy and intentional
desecration of ancestral figures. The same may apply
to the EBA IVB innovations in the mortuary complex,
with damage done to preexisting tombs — unless the
EBA IVB people were unaware of earlier tombs or
damaged them for reasons of convenience as opposed
to ire.
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Figure 10. Monument 1. Looking southwest.

Above the tombs: Middle Bronze Age
ritual practices

Monument 1 and its environs
In the Middle Bronze period of the early second
millennium Bc, evidence of new ritual activity in the
Umm el-Marra acropolis centre abounds. As in the
EBA, issues of memory, uses of the past, and the nature
and scale of the intended audience come into play.
After a period of abandonment of at least a cen-
tury if not considerably more (Schwartz et al. 2012),
Umm el-Marra was extensively reoccupied in the
Middle Bronze Age, from c. 1900 to 1600 Bc (Umm
el-Marra period III). In this period, the special char-
acter of the Acropolis Centre is once again evident.
At the beginning of the Middle Bronze occupation, a
large round stone platform of 3740 metre diameter
termed Monument 1 was built above the zone of the
third-millennium tombs (Figs. 10 & 11). The function
of this monument is likely to have involved large-
scale ceremonial activities, given its extensive, flat
and raised character. Indeed, the feature resembles a
large stage for performance of rituals or ceremonies.
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No evidence of a shrine, altar or other structure built
atop the monument has been found, although it is
possible that later intrusive activity demolished such
a structure.

Constructed at the same time as Monument 1
was a circular enclosure wall 1.4 m wide that ringed
the central acropolis, with a gate on the north (Fig.
11). As a result, the acropolis was organized into two
concentric circles, with Monument 1 in the centre, the
enclosure wall outside it and small-scale architecture
in between.

The circular shape of the monument makes it
unique among Middle Bronze counterparts in Syria,
although the larger, rectangular Monument P3 at Ebla,
next to Temple P (“Temple of Ishtar”) can be compared
(Matthiae 1997). The circularity of Monument 1 might
be interpreted in numerous ways, such as embodying
a group identity or manifesting the ‘holy mound’ of
Mesopotamian mythology linking heaven and earth
(Porter 2007/2008).1 Such interpretations of the
round monument in terms of sacred geography or
cosmography (Steadman 2005; Van Dyke 2008) are
necessarily speculative.?
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Figure 11. Acropolis Centre, early Middle Bronze Age, c. 1900 Bc (schematic plan).

Monument 1 gives the impression of a vast
circular stage, a ‘theatre in the round’. In such a
performance venue, spectators can be afforded an
equally good view of the activities taking place in
the centre — there were no bad seats, so to speak,
implying a communal arrangement deemphasizing
hierarchical distinctions among the onlookers (Tri-
adan 2006).?! But while the monument’s circularity
and large scale may imply communal ceremonies,
the acropolis enclosure wall, with its narrow gate in
the north, signals a restriction of access to this central
zone. Likewise, it appears that areas for spectators
were limited; houses and other small-scale archi-
tecture are adjacent to the structure on the east and
west — although, of course, people could observe
from house roofs. The only relatively open zone thus
far identified is to the north which, tellingly, is near
the only means of entry thus far identified.?? Specta-
tors could have entered through the one-metre-wide
northern gate in the enclosure wall, whose narrow
dimensions allowed for a tight control of who went in
and out, and then assembled in the open zone north
of the monument.
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Considering the relatively small open area and
its controlled access point, it is likely that those in
charge of the early Middle Bronze Age acropolis
aimed to demonstrate their privileged access to the
supernatural and to the powers and knowledge it
could provide (Inomata & Coben 2006; Demarest
2004, 205-7; Gilibert 2011). While communicating elite
ideologies to large groups of people can be effective
tool, as in the case of ‘theater states’ (Geertz 1980), the
gathering of large crowds can also be dangerous, as
crowd emotions can turn in undesirable directions. It
is likely, therefore, that the audience was limited to a
fairly small and select group, perhaps individuals of
relatively high social status or specialized economic
or religious function.

As with the tombs of the Early Bronze Age, the
materiality of Monument 1 and its district would have
significantly affected the lives of the inhabitants and
visitors to the community. Occupying a central and
raised location, it would have overseen the rest of the
town and affected traffic within it, dominating the
everyday thoughts and movements of the population.
But unlike the Early Bronze Age mortuary complex,
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the main visual landmark for persons outside the
monumental district was not the monument itself, but
the wall that enclosed it.?* In this way, the exclusivity
of the monumental area was particularly emphasized
to those outside.

Monument 1: later history

In the later Middle Bronze Age, Monument 1 and its
enclosure wall experienced significant changes (Fig.
12). Some western and southeastern parts of Monu-
ment 1 were covered over with ash or soil, while a
sizeable segment on the east was removed and filled
in with brown soil containing late Middle Bronze
Age sherds. In addition, small-scale structures were
erected atop the platform or dug into it, including a
burned room in the southwest. The open zones north
of the monument accumulated occupational debris
up to the level of the extant top of the monument, at
which point small-scale architecture was built directly
against the face of the monument.?

The acropolis enclosure wall suffered even
greater maltreatment after its original construction.
Indications are that the wall was in use for a relatively
short period of time early in the Middle Bronze Age
occupation at Umm el-Marra, after which it was
dismantled down to its lowest mudbrick courses, and
diverse kinds of architecture were built above the
ruins. In most excavation areas where the wall was
recorded, some three or four Middle Bronze phases
were deposited on top of it. The exception is the wall’s
gateway in the Acropolis North, which was not built
over until the Late Bronze period (Umm el-Marra II).

This history indicates that the monument and its
enclosure wall underwent substantial modification and
even demolition after their initial period of use at the
beginning of the Middle Bronze occupation at Umm
el-Marra. The enclosure wall was employed for only
a short time, and the monument was partly destroyed
and submerged under deposits of midden-like material.
But even though the structure had been partly cut into
and covered over, a new architectural phase was not
installed above the monument until the Late Bronze
period. Given the evidence from the area to the north,
it seems that the structure had become more of a plaza
than a raised platform by late Middle Bronze Age.

The transformation of Monument 1 from a raised
stage inside a walled, restricted area to a plaza with
open access implies political and ideological changes.
In the earlier part of the Middle Bronze Age, Monu-
ment 1 displayed a distinct differentiation between
performers and audience, providing the setting for
an event that “presents’ (Swenson 2011; Handleman
1990). But in the later Middle Bronze Age, the area
is transformed into a plaza with open access and no
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Figure 12. Monument 1, later phases of use, c. 1800—
1600 (schematic plan).

separation of performer and spectator. This develop-
ment may entail a shift from hierarchical organization
to a more communal arrangement (Graves & Van
Keuren 2011; Fargher et al. 2011; Joyce 2009).2°

Shaft 1: ritual killing of humans and animals

In addition to the modifications detailed above, the
later Middle Bronze period sees new and extraordi-
nary evidence of ritual activity. The data derive from
a series of sacrificial deposits placed in a subterranean
circular feature 90-183 cm in diameter designated
Shaft 1.2° Located in the south-central part of Monu-
ment 1, Shaft 1 had a lining of stone boulders extend-
ing 3.5 m down to the bottom of the mound deposit,
below which it was cut through 2.6 m of bedrock.
Inside the shaft were 11 layers of animal and human
skeletons that were carefully interred and separated
by relatively clean deposits of hard, homogeneous
clayey soil, suggestive of ritualized behaviour in its
repetitiveness and adherence to rules (Table 1; Fig. 13)
(Bell 1997, 138; see Schwartz et al. 2012 for details on
the upper nine layers).

First to be interred, in level 11 near the bottom
of the shaft, were 13 human individuals including
men, women and children, without associated grave
goods (Fig. 14). The bodies had been placed between
two layers of stone cobbles and boulders. Under the
lower boulders was a layer of worn sherds and two
female figurine fragments. According to preliminary
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Table 1. Contents of the layers of Shaft 1.

Layer | Description of contents

1 Adult (aged) female equid; infant sheep/goat; puppy;
infant Lepus (hare)

2 Hind end of donkey
Adult male equid (horse?); equid fetus

4 Three disarticulated partial sheep, cut and defleshed;
equid fetus

5 Adult (aged) female dog

6a Adult male dog; subadult sheep

6b Four equid fetuses; sheep/goat fetus/neonate

7 Adult equid (horse?); equid; adult dog
Rear half of articulated young equid; complete dog
Disarticulated equid, sheep/goat, dog and bird remains

10 Two Gyps fulvus (griffon vultures) missing bones distal
to the humerus

11 Thirteen humans; adult dog; small birds in niches

12 Area without ritual depositions below the boulders and
sherds of layer 11

Figure 14. Shaft 1 level 11, with human skeletal remains. Looking west.
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Figure 15. Shaft 1 level 10, with two vultures missing their wing bones. Looking west.

analysis of the human skeletal materials by Christo-
pher Brinker (Johns Hopkins University), the skulls,
when well-preserved, showed signs of blunt force
trauma, probably perimortem in character and indica-
tive of death by a blow to the head.?” In the same level
were the bones of an adult dog, and small birds had
been placed in small niches in the shaft wall.

Deposited above the level 11 humans were
ten layers of animal interments, separated from one
another by up to 50 cm of homogeneous clayey soil.
Particularly common were equids (horse, donkey,
possibly mule) and dogs, including fetal individuals.
Level 10, above the humans in level 11, is notable for
the presence of two griffon vultures whose wings had
been removed (Fig. 15).

A date of later MB II for the shaft’s contents can
be assigned through consideration of the sherds in
layer 11, in addition to a few scattered sherds from
the upper layers.?® Despite this general dating, it is
unknown whether the interments were deposited
in a short time or over a period of months or years.
Still, as Jill Weber has observed (pers. comm.), the
period of deposition is not likely to have been long,
since there is not much evidence of animal burrow-
ing behaviour, which would be the case if a deposit
were left exposed for a substantial amount of time,
and the individual layers are relatively clean, with
very few sherds or indications of materials having
fallen in. It is not clear if Shaft 1 was built at the same
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time as Monument 1, perhaps as a sacred well and/or
conduit to the underworld, or was newly constructed
and sunk through Monument 1 in the later Middle
Bronze Age.”

Ritual deposits in subterranean shafts are attested
elsewhere in Bronze Age Syria, but they do not contain
layers of complete animal or human skeletons. The
Middle Bronze occupation at Ebla, for example, has
revealed several favissae (ritual pits) with specialized
contents from sacred contexts, including the vicinity of
Monument P3 (Marchetti & Nigro 1997) and above the
‘Temple of the Rock’ in the southeastern part of the site
(Lisella 2010). These shafts had layered fills, indicating
separate episodes of ritual deposition, including mate-
rials such as clay figurines, ceramic vessels and animal
bones. Also comparable is the large subterranean ‘abi
or shaft adjacent to the third-millennium sc palace
at Tell Mozan (Urkesh) in the upper Khabur plains
of northeastern Syria, interpreted as a ritual passage
for offerings to underworld deities (Kelly-Buccellati
2002).3° Like the favissae at Ebla, the contents of the
Mozan shaft include ceramics, figurines and animal
bones but lack complete animal or human skeletons
carefully interred in discrete layers.

Burials of humans in second-millennium sc
Syria ordinarily are accompanied by ceramic vessels
and, not infrequently, personal ornaments, weapons
and other objects. Given the lack of grave goods, the
uniform mode of killing, the subsequent animal

7



Memory and its Demolition: Ancestors, Animals, and Sacrifice at Umm el-Marra, Syria

depositions and the unusual and central location, it
is clear that the humans in Shaft 1 were not interred
in a normal fashion and that these data represent an
extraordinary event. Likewise, we may reject the pos-
sibility that the animals were discarded as trash, since
they were carefully deposited, consisted mainly of
complete individuals with few signs of animal butch-
ery and included species that would not ordinarily be
the contents of midden (e.g. vultures). The repetitive
patterns evinced in the mode of death, location and
accompanying animal interments indicate that the
people, as well as the animals, were the victims of
ritual killing. As is well-known, evidence for the ritual
killing of humans, or ‘human sacrifice,” is exceedingly
rare in the Bronze Age Near East (Schwartz 2012a;
Porter 2012b). The obvious exception, the Ur Royal
Cemetery, contains the bodies of people killed to
accompany their social superiors into the afterlife, a
scenario that does not apply to Shaft 1.

The event can be understood as a singular occur-
rence, since no other attestations of it have yet been
detected, in contrast to the multiple tombs and animal
installations of the Early Bronze Age. Such a proce-
dure could entail a ‘high-intensity” ritual (van Baal
1976, 168-78), a unique event taking place in a time
of severe stress as an extraordinary gesture to entreat
the gods for assistance, as opposed to a low-intensity
ritual performed regularly in ordinary circumstances.

We can rule out the possibility that the humans
were soldiers killed after their defeat and capture,
since women and children are present. Also to be
excluded is the possibility that humans were com-
mon criminals that had been executed, because the
central and special location of their interment and
the addition of numerous sacrificed animals argue
for the extraordinary character of the event and of
the human victims.

At present, I can suggest two hypotheses to
explain the contents of the feature. One centres on the
practice of sacrificing children in order to gain divine
favour in a time of military crisis. Evidence for such
behaviour derives from second- and first-millennium
BC East Mediterranean sources such as the Incirli stele
from southeastern Anatolia (Kaufman 2007), 2 Kings
3:27, and New Kingdom Egyptian representations of
besieged Levantines offering children to the gods in
order to enlist divine aid (Spalinger 1977/1978; Tatlock
2006; Heagren 2010; but see Burke 2009 for an alternate
interpretation). Current evidence indicates that Umm
el-Marra suffered a major catastrophe in the late MB
II period evinced by the burning of the northwest city
gate’! and by the abandonment of diverse structures
inside the town with complete ceramic vessels in situ
(e.g. Acropolis Centre, Northwest Area A). This event
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may be linked to the capture and devastation of the
community, perhaps by troops of the Old Kingdom
Hittite rulers, as is proposed for the contemporaneous
destructions at Alalakh VII and Ebla IIIB. Given this
synchronism, one could suggest that the ritual killings
of Shaft 1 were perpetrated in order to secure divine
assistance in anticipation of attack or during a siege.

If such an explanation is correct, one must
explain why the ritual practitioners deposited the
bodies of their victims in a subterranean shaft. Perhaps
the entreaties were made to underworld deities or to
spirits of deceased ancestors below — perhaps even
the persons buried in the Early Bronze Age tomb
complex penetrated by Shaft 1. Militating against this
apotropaic interpretation, however, are discrepancies
between the evidence from Shaft 1 and data derived
from external sources. Shaft 1 includes adults as well
as children and is located far from the fortified edges
of the site, the place of sacrifice in the Egyptian and
Biblical sources.

An alternative explanation derives from a consid-
eration of the two vultures placed in level 10 of Shaft 1.
When vultures appear in ancient Near Eastern art, they
are usually depicted feasting on the bodies of enemy
dead (Winter 1985; Bahrani 2008, 140-41; Ristvet
2011, fig. 7B; Cooper 2008). The persons interring the
individuals in the lower levels of Shaft 1 may therefore
have included vultures as agents of dishonour and
abuse. We could hypothesize that the deposits in levels
10 and 11 are the result of the killing of vanquished
local rulers and their relatives by an enemy such as
the Hittites. In this reconstruction, the two vultures
deposited above the humans in Shaft 1 were intended
to subject the bodies of the dead humans to continual
maltreatment in the afterlife, with their departure
precluded through the removal of their wings. Their
interment, and that of the humans, was followed by
the offering of animals, perhaps prized possessions of
the executed persons (cf. the ‘killing” of a household,
as discussed by Pollock (2007)), sacrifices made in
gratitude for victory, or pious offerings by surviving
inhabitants in honour of the victims. The execution of
such people in a central place with a special location
would have had a profound effect on the observers
and could have been intended as an object lesson
for the survivors. Unfortunately, there are no attesta-
tions in Hittite or other sources for this treatment of
defeated enemies.

Remembrance/Forgetting

As with the Early Bronze Age mortuary complex,
Monument 1 and Shaft 1 can be profitably considered
with relation to issues of social memory. Monument 1
is built directly above the Early Bronze Age mortuary
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complex, its extent approximately coinciding with
that of the tomb area below. Likewise, the practice
of animal and human sacrifice in this special locus,
well-documented in Early Bronze times (if we con-
sider the infants in the equid installations to have
been sacrificed), is replicated in Shaft 1 of the Middle
Bronze occupation. Further, the most common animal
occupants in Shaft 1 and in the Early Bronze installa-
tions are equid and dog. The construction of Shaft 1
may have been intended to make a connection to the
deceased ancestors below, and it may be significant
that Shaft 1 does not damage any of the Early Bronze
tombs.

An additional ‘citation” of the past (Butler 1993;
Jones 2007; Van Dyke 2009) is indicated by the inclu-
sion of deposits of thick body sherds and occasional
thick rim sherds of Early Bronze IV date within the
matrix of Monument 1. Although the sherds may
simply have been retrieved from easily accessible tell
deposits, the need to include potsherds as construction
material is not immediately apparent, and it is not
unlikely that the builders were actively creating a tie
to the past, appropriating its ‘charisma’ (Schortman
& Urban 2011; Khatchadourian 2007).3? The use and
power of material fragments may be relevant (Chap-
man & Gaydarska 2006).

Such indications of the past could have been
employed by the parvenu Middle Bronze Age Amor-
ite elite to legitimate their authority, establishing a
connection to the Early Bronze Age rulers buried in
the site centre. Ristvet (2012a,b), for example, notes
how Amorite rulers of Middle Bronze Age upper
Mesopotamia referred back to an Early Bronze ‘golden
age’ prior to the turmoil of the later third millennium
in order to strengthen their own rule, using third-
millennium titulary and venerating third-millennium
rulers. Such connections could have been maintained,
not only to sanction elite power, but to provide a com-
mon past and reference point for the community after
a period of instability (Van Dyke 2009).

In contrast to the above reasoning, however, we
might consider whether Monument 1 represented
an attempt to upstage the past rather than invoke it.
Leaders often seek to induce social amnesia in order to
expunge memory of earlier regimes and underline the
importance of the new order. Such may have been the
case with Monument 1, with the Middle Bronze Age
authorities sealing off the third-millennium mortuary
complex, breaking with the past and reinforcing the
existence of a new social reality.®

At present, it is difficult to determine whether
Monument 1 represents an attempt at connecting
with the past or severing such a connection. If the
Early Bronze Age sherd inclusions were intentional,
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a deliberate attempt to establish a link with the past
would be the preferable interpretation.

Indeed, the proposed uses of memory in the Mid-
dle Bronze period are more difficult to substantiate
than those of the Early Bronze Age, since the inten-
tionality of references to the past is more ambiguous.
One must ask whether the Middle Bronze Age ritual
features at Umm el-Marra are indicative of the uses of
social memory or of ‘disjunctive mnemonia’ (Meskell
2003; Van Dyke 2009; Moore 2010). If we are correct
that Umm el-Marra was abandoned for as much
as 300 years between the Early and Middle Bronze
occupations, can memory be invoked to make sense
of the similar uses of space in the two periods? It is
impossible to know what the Middle Bronze inhabit-
ants understood of their predecessors, but the close
concurrence of Monument 1 and the area occupied
by the tombs support the proposal that the Middle
Bronze occupants were making direct references to
the past.

Socio-political ramifications

Evidence has steadily mounted of a sequence of large-
scale ritual activities that took place in the centre of
the Umm el-Marra acropolis in the Early and Mid-
dle Bronze Age. In these data, structures associated
with centralized political or economic activities have
been conspicuous in their absence: there is nothing
resembling a centre of elite political authority, elite
residential architecture, nor even a conventional ‘tem-
ple’. As Figures 3, 6, 8, 11 and 12 indicate, small-scale
buildings of possible domestic function adjoin the EBA
tombs and MB monument. If elite individuals were
buried in the Umm el-Marra tombs or presided over
Monument 1, their residences were located elsewhere.
Despite expectations of Umm el-Marra being a lower
order political and economic centre with smaller scale-
palaces and temples like Tilmen Hoytik in the Islahiye
plain north of Aleppo (Marchetti 2008), or Tell Beydar
in the upper Khabur (Lebeau & Suleiman 2011), it may
be apt to consider alternatives.

One might propose that Umm el-Marra was a
specialized ritual centre like Binash (NE-nas) and
Darib, mentioned in the third-millennium Ebla
texts as loci where the Ebla kings were buried (Biga
2007/2008). In such a reconstruction, the monuments
at Umm el-Marra would have been installed under
the auspices of powers who resided elsewhere, per-
haps even an elite of mobile pastoralists who buried
their dead at Umm el-Marra. Anne Porter (2012a)
has made a similar proposal for Tell Banat on the
Euphrates, suggesting that the settlement began life
as a mortuary centre and steadily accumulated a
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population to service the participants and pilgrims
involved in mortuary activities.

Such a suggestion remains to be carefully evalu-
ated against the extant data, and there are arguments
that can be raised against it. For example, the infre-
quency of attestations in the Ebla texts to Binash and
Darib, apart from reference to the tombs of the Ebla
kings, implies that they were small settlements. Umm
el-Marra, on the other hand, is much larger than other
contemporaneous sites in its vicinity.

Conclusions

Research on the Early Bronze Age mortuary complex
and the Middle Bronze Age monumental platform
and shaft at Umm el-Marra has provided a substantial
body of coherent evidence for the study of elite ideo-
logy, mortuary ritual and social memory in early urban
Syria and how those variables were materialized and
changed through time. In this study, | have aimed to
show that these results compel us to acknowledge
that people in the past used social memory not only
to establish and maintain power but to contest and
destroy it. While the Early Bronze elites of Umm el-
Marra inscribed their ideology on the landscape by
establishing a monumental funerary complex, there
was ‘pushback’ in which hostile forces tried to disrupt
or eliminate the social memory thus created. In the
Middle Bronze Age, a new monumental construction
was built above the Early Bronze monuments, either to
establish a link with the past, or to sever it. But in the
later part of the Middle Bronze Age, the monument
itself was partly hidden and gouged into in another
attempt to reposition the past and to hide it. In the
Late Bronze Age after a likely period of abandonment
comes the final turn of the wheel, when the Middle
Bronze monumental area was unceremoniously
covered over with houses and, presumably, forgotten.

Despite the evidence for social memory and its
material transmission at Umm el-Marra, this study
has also revealed ambiguities and uncertainties. For
example, it can be challenging to determine whether
similarities between behaviours or material culture in
two different periods represent a deliberate reference
to the past by the later group or are the product of
continued tradition and custom (Herzfeld 2004; Van
Dyke 2009). Given the evidence from Umm el-Marra,
I would propose that intentional reference to the
past can be identified when objects and/or bodies of
persons from the past were used and interacted with
in the community of the present — in either positive
or negative ways.

Another point of uncertainty is the social identity
of the actors involved in the ritual facilities at Umm
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el-Marra. Were they members of local elites, external
elites, non-elites, or a combination thereof?3* It would
be satisfying if we could recognize a sequence of
complex negotiations between elite and non-elite
individuals in the developmental history of the Umm
el-Marra acropolis centre, as Joyce (2009) has done
for Monte Alban. But, at this stage of research, the
evidence of social memory and its materialization at
Umm el-Marra primarily points to the actions of the
powerful. Similarly, data on access to the monumental
and ceremonial precincts under discussion signals a
desire to restrict entry to a small and select group of
people for all but the latest phase of use.

One final contribution of the Umm el-Marra
material is that it compels us to recognize a remark-
able variability in the ritual and political lives of the
communities of Bronze Age Syria. The tombs, animal
installations, circular monument and sacrificial shaft
at Umm el-Marra bear some similarities to contempo-
raneous Syro-Mesopotamian ritual facilities, yet each
has unique — not to say bizarre — characteristics.
While the communities of Syria’s ‘second urban revo-
lution” had much in common, they could also exhibit
and express a pronounced individuality.

Notes

On the issue of whether memory can ‘exist outside of
the minds of individuals’, see Moshenska 2010, 35-6.
As Halbwachs (1992) emphasized, individual memory
tends to be produced in social contexts.

The Umm el-Marra project is jointly sponsored by
the Johns Hopkins University and the University of
Amsterdam; directors are Glenn M. Schwartz (Johns
Hopkins) and Hans H. Curvers (Amsterdam).

The tombs are labelled Tombs 1 and 3-11 (Schwartz et
al. 2003; 2006; 2012; Schwartz 2007a). The designation
Tomb 2 is not employed, since it was prematurely used
in the field notes to refer to the feature now designated
Installation B.

Exceptions to this pattern are Tomb 4, with no obvious
entryway, and Tomb 1, with an eastern entry unim-
peded by blocking. It is not clear where (or if) Tombs
10 and 11 had their doorways, and it is not known if
the Tomb 6 doorway, only represented by its northern
doorjamb, had been blocked or not.

The two latest tombs, 7 and 11, are clearly subterranean.
Arguments can be proposed both for and against the
above-ground nature of the earlier tombs (Schwartz et
al. 2006, 628, n. 99). Additional factors in favour of the
tombs being above ground include the following;:

(1) Although most of the tombs and associated struc-
tures were built close together and there were few
opportunities to observe their relationships in section,
the available stratigraphic profiles disclosed no sign of
an intrusive character for the tombs.

(2) A wall abutting the extant top of the stone substruc-
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10.

11.

12.

ture of Tomb 5 to the east was associated with a surface
bearing EBA IVB pottery, which indicates that Tomb 5,
datable to EBA III, had to be above ground.

(3) Tomb 3 had elaborate stone foundations for its
entryway on the east consisting of a stepped threshold
of stones. Tomb 1 had similar stone foundations below
its entryway, built atop the extant top of the Tomb 6
west wall stone substructure.

(4) There is no evidence of earlier architecture cut by
the tombs’ construction. Architecture between the two
tombs 6 and 8, for instance, accommodated the tomb
architecture and was not disturbed by it.

(5) It is not likely that room 2 was subterranean, since it
has a stepped entryway leading to Installation A; since
it is a “twin” of Tomb 3, it is likewise improbable that
Tomb 3 was subterranean.

Given the above, as well as arguments presented
previously, the current weight of evidence supports an
interpretation of the pre-EBA IVB tombs as completely
above ground. While Tomb 4 had no obvious entryway,
it may have been entered with a ladder.

This period, understood to precede the era when corru-
gated ‘Hama’ goblets were common, is attested at other
west Syrian sites such as Ebla (Mazzoni 1991; Dolce
2008), Tuqan (Peyronel 2011) and Qatna (Morandi-
Bonacossi 2008).

Built against the blocked doorway of Tomb 8, the two
features must have been installed sometime after the
initial use and construction of Tomb 8. But the pres-
ence of a globular jar with everted neck in Installation
E virtually identical to examples from Tombs 6 and 8
support the dating of Installations E and F to this phase.
Installation E post-dates the walls enclosing Tomb 6 on
its western side.

Despite earlier proposals (Schwartz et al. 2006), it is
unlikely that the equids in the complex were decapi-
tated (see also Way 2011). Instead, Weber has concluded
that the animals were placed in the installations with
their heads resting on a ledge, and after skeletonizing
the heads became separated from the rest of the body
due to gravity and pressure from other contents of the
structure. It is clear that Installation E postdates Instal-
lation F, since the former structure is partly built atop
the latter.

I am grateful to Jill Weber for this observation. In this
phase, corrugated goblets become common, especially
a short and squat type with a flat base.

A painted Euphrates Banded Ware jar possibly belong-
ing to Installation C was found in an area disturbed by
the construction of Tomb 1. If the vessel derived from
Installation C, it would provide additional evidence for
the EBA III/IVA date of that feature.

Supporting an (early) EBAIVA date for Installation A are
a corrugated Hama GII type goblet (Schwartz ef al. 2006,
625) and a rim sherd from a bowl of a type well-attested
in Tomb 3 that were found in its contents. A rim sherd
from a painted Euphrates Banded Ware jar found in the
upper pit of Installation G suggests a similar date.

The dating of Installation B to this phase rests on

516

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

flimsier evidence than the other installations, primar-
ily the approximate equivalency between the absolute
elevation of the top of the feature and the lower floor
of Tomb 1. The only ceramic inclusion was a spouted
jar (Schwartz 20074, fig. 3.7:1).

If the dating of the equid installations proposed here is
correct, it reveals that the Type I installations occurred
earlier in the sequence, while Type II installations
appeared later. Although it might be expected that a
given equid installation was installed to accompany
a nearby human tomb, it is not possible to link any
installation with a specific tomb, either by virtue of its
locational proximity or its contents. Given the distance
of the eastern tombs 5 and 9 from the equid installations,
one might question whether those tombs were ‘serviced’
by any of the equid installations, and it is possible that
the installations were only associated with the western
tombs.

This conclusion is based on the absence of any non-
infant interment from excavations in Early Bronze Age
contexts at the site outside the tomb complex.
Although space for an audience was limited, it is never-
theless possible that processions of ritual participants
commenced in another part of the site, or even outside
the site, and then made their way to the acropolis,
affording the larger population an opportunity to wit-
ness the earlier stages of the relevant rituals (e.g. Ristvet
2011, 9).

In addition to the arguments supplied in the cited
publications, we may also note that the disturbances
wreaked on Tomb 8 must have occurred prior to the
phase 4 (EBA IVB) period. The phase 4 enclosure wall
is dug from above, indicating that the tomb had been
filled in with soil by that time. There was no evidence
of an intrusive robber’s pit.

See Meyer (1991, 21, 159-60) for similar evidence of
deliberate smashing of bones from contemporaneous,
apparently elite, tombs at Shamseddin on the Euphrates.
Unless, of course, they did not have the time or the
resources to completely demolish or cover up the tombs.
While not a mound per se, the monument capped the
mounded remains of the Early Bronze tomb complex
below.

Presumably relevant to the function of Monument 1
are six circular pits found outside it to the northeast,
arranged in a semicircular pattern imitating the shape
of the monument. The pits mainly contained ashy or
bricky debris with occasional sherds and diverse animal
bones, but one unusual find was a bitumen anthropo-
morphic figurine with damage to its face, hands and
legs. This object may be interpretable as a figure ‘injured”
for apotropaic purposes, representing the evil to be
warded off. See Collins 2002 on the practice of digging
pits for apotropaic and other purposes to communicate
with supernatural entities in the underworld as attested
in Hittite sources. Also of possible relevance is an
agate bead found near Monument 1 to the north that
has the representation of two eyes or celestial symbols
(Schwartz et al. 2006, 634, n. 147; Schwartz 2007a, 62,
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21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

fig. 3.13). For an agate object with comparable celestial
symbols, see Matoian 2008, pl. 17"6. I am grateful to
Sally Dunham for her suggestions on the figurine and
the bead.
I'am very grateful to Alessandra Gilibert for the insights
derived from our discussion of Monument 1 and issues
of performance.
The blank space in the southernmost trench (Fig. 11) is
not an open zone but is due to the destruction, effected
during a later MBA phase, of the earliest MBA archi-
tecture except for a fragment of the acropolis enclosure
wall.
That is, unless a tall structure originally existed on top
of the monumental platform that is no longer extant.
The interpretation and dating of these alterations
remain open. Although it seems likely that they date to
a time when the monument was still in use, it is possible
that the accumulation of soil with late Middle Bronze
sherds above the stones of the monument reflects ‘level-
ling fill’ used to create a flat surface for the Late Bronze
architecture above, or that it represents an accumulation
of soil that occurred during an abandonment of the site
between the late MBA and the resumption of occupation
in the Late Bronze Age.
When considering the evidence of heterarchical as
opposed to hierarchical social structures, or corporate
as opposed to network, it is important to bear in mind
that these strategies are often not mutually exclusive,
and that aspects of both can be in play at the same time.
Thus a typological approach seeking to identify either
corporate or network strategies should be avoided for
a more nuanced perspective seeking to understand
the workings of the specific organizations in operation
(Yoffee 2005, 177; Pool 2007, 30; Porter 2010) .
I am grateful to Jill Weber, both for excavating Shaft 1,
and for providing the data cited here. Given the abso-
lute elevation of the extant top of the shaft, level with
the extant top of the stone substructure of Early Bronze
Age Tomb 4, upper segments of Shaft 1 must have been
removed by the large Late Bronze Age pit in the area.
However, the uppermost animal deposits were found
1.34 m below the extant top of the shaft, implying that
the excavations had recovered the complete sequence
of deposits.
When excavated, the human remains were below the
water table, requiring water to be pumped out. As
a result, the bones were encased in mud, and it was
difficult to determine their precise positioning with
respect to one other and the matrix they were found in.
Nevertheless, Jill Weber’s excavation notebook (23 June
2010) reports that:
‘there were many parts in articulation, including
several “arm” and “leg” joints (tib/fib/fem) (hum/
rad/ulna) in flexed position. Vertebrae were fre-
quently articulated and usually found with ribs.
Cervical vertebrae were typically very near to skulls.
Mandibles, however, were not frequently in place.
The flexed joints were on the large rocks that now
lie across the well. ... Probably the bones were put
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28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

in complete, but became disarticulated after decom-

position when bones slumped together. This is why

those directly on the rocks remained in articulation.”
Likewise, in his report on the human bones, Christopher
Brinker (n.d.) comments that ‘the presence of small
carpal and tarsal bones suggests that these individuals
[in Shaft 1] were probably articulated when deposited
and argues against the possibility that this deposition
was the result of a secondary interment’.
Radiocarbon dates derived from equid bone from levels
3 and 1 yielded a late third-/early second-millennium
and mid-second-millennium date, respectively
(Schwartz ef al. 2012). Given the ceramics in level 11,
the level 3 radiocarbon date is not credible.
It is more likely that the shaft was constructed at the
same time as Monument 1, since it would have been
problematic to dig such a feature into a pre-existing
monument, with loosened stones from the monument
continually falling into the excavated shaft. With respect
to Shaft 1’s original function as a well, the depth of 2.6
m sunk into bedrock seems shallow for the acquisition
of subsurface water, but it is unknown if water was
available at this elevation in the second millennium sc.
Ground water was present at this depth during excava-
tion, requiring the pumping of water from the shaft in
order to excavate the human skeletons at the bottom,
but the water table of the region has risen dramatically
since the large-scale introduction of irrigation water
from Lake Assad in the Euphrates region to the east in
the later twentieth century ap.
On Hittite rituals performed to communicate with
chthonic deities through digging of pits, see Collins
2002.
The latest phase of the northeast city gate excavated
by the Belgian expedition (Tefnin 1983/1984) was also
burned. Although the date of this event is not certain,
since the associated materials were not published, it is
likely that it also dated to late Middle Bronze Age, since
the architectural sequence of the northeast gate mirrors
that of the northwest gate. If so, then the debacle that
befell Umm el-Marra in late MBA is more convincingly
to be attributed to a military disaster.
At Jerablus Tahtani on the Euphrates northeast of Umm
el-Marra, the mid-late third-millennium monumental
tomb 302 was covered with a tumulus containing layers
of beveled rim bowl sherds (dating to the fourth—early
third millennium sc) intentionally inserted (Peltenburg
1999, 431). See also the early second-millennium sc
temple at Tell Leilan, which had incised Ninevite 5
sherds on its floors, perhaps intentionally included as
references to the third-millennium past (Ristvet 2012b).
In a variation on that theme, the monument may have
been intended to seal off the Early Bronze Age tombs
below as protection against ill-intentioned ghosts of
predecessors or spirits resident in the tombs.
Ascertaining the gender or age of the relevant individu-
als is even more problematic. Nor should it be assumed
that entire groups always acted in concert (Hodder 2007,
32).
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