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A Path Forward to an Integrated Study of 
Bioarchaeology in Southeastern Arabia

Kimberly D. Williams and Lesley A. Gregoricka

The interconnected disciplines of bioarchaeology and mortuary archaeol-
ogy practiced today in southeastern Arabia (which includes the Sultanate 
of Oman, United Arab Emirates [UAE], Bahrain, and Qatar) face serious 
challenges that may cloud and obscure the behavior and life histories of 
prehistoric peoples. These include poor preservation of skeletal material 
(a common characteristic of many arid environments), the reuse of monu-
ments over time, and mortuary traditions involving communal burial or 
reuse that destroy evidence of many singular events. In response to such 
challenges, this volume seeks to contribute new data to a fundamental 
question in Arabian archaeology: What do we know about mortuary rituals 
and the prehistoric people who performed them and who once inhabited 
southeastern Arabia?
 In the following chapters, we focus primarily on the transition from the 
earliest to most complex mortuary monuments (chapters 4, 5, 6, and 7) in 
the Early Bronze Age (ca. 3200–2000 BC) on the Arabian Peninsula. This 
work is complemented by considerations of broader changes in mortu-
ary ritual from the Neolithic period through the Early Bronze Age on the 
Oman Peninsula (chapter 2) and from the Neolithic period through the late 
Pre-Islamic period on the Gulf peninsula of Qatar (chapter 3). Case studies 
from specific sites and subsamples from the Arabian Peninsula highlight 
the role of animal offerings in the Hafit/Umm an-Nar transition (chap-
ter 8), the possibilities for nuanced understandings of complex communal 
Umm an-Nar tomb use (chapter 9), residential mobility and subsistence 
strategies of Umm an-Nar people interred on Umm an-Nar Island (chapter 
10), and an example of detailed life histories of three Early Dilmun men on 
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the island of Bahrain (chapter 11). Finally, Peter Magee summarizes this 
volume and offers his opinion on the future of bioarchaeology and mortu-
ary archaeology in Arabia.

A Short History of Mortuary Archaeology and 
Bioarchaeology in Southeastern Arabia

Excavations in southeastern Arabia did not begin until the second half of 
the twentieth century, and as such, the archaeology of this region is still very 
much in its infancy (Højlund 2012). Danes Peter Glob and Geoffrey Bibby 
pioneered archaeological excavations in the Gulf (Bibby 1970), beginning 
in 1953 on the island of Bahrain and eventually expanding elsewhere in the 
Arabian Peninsula. These excavations centered on mortuary archaeology, 
which is not surprising in that thousands of above-ground tombs are the 
most discernible markers of the region’s cultural landscape. Nonetheless, 
because the living make deliberate choices in structuring death and burial, 
remembrance of the dead in actuality presents a reflection of the structures 
and ideologies of the living population (Parker Pearson 1999). This is espe-
cially relevant in this region because the nomadic and semi-nomadic life-
styles of prehistoric groups who inhabited southeastern Arabia produced 
few domestic or public spaces yet prioritized commemoration of the dead, 
thereby creating a vast mortuary terrain in which the living and the dead 
were connected spatially and (presumably) spiritually.
 While an underappreciation of the prehistory of this area is evident when 
compared with larger and better-understood regions of the Near East, in-
cluding Mesopotamia and the southern Levant, significant new work is 
finally starting to change that reality. From the perspective of bioarchaeol-
ogy, two key papers—Soren Blau’s (1996) “Attempting to Identify Activities 
in the Past: Preliminary Investigations of the Third Millennium BC Pop-
ulation at Tell Abraq” and Debra Martin’s (2007) “Bioarchaeology in the 
United Arab Emirates”—have acted as milestones in the implementation 
of modern, scientific methods of analyses of human skeletal remains and 
the integration of these with mortuary archaeology in southeastern Arabia. 
While both of these papers focused on the archaeological potential of hu-
man skeletal remains in the UAE, these modern geographic boundaries are 
not relevant to an understanding of the prehistory of the region and rather 
reflect the reality of political boundaries and modern fieldwork permits. 
These papers served as a beacon for the need for an integrated approach to 
archaeology and bioarchaeology (Blau 1996) and as a signal of the arrival of 
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a significant large-scale systematic bioarchaeological study (Martin 2007). 
Whereas Blau (1998) lamented the marginalized study of human skeletal 
remains, the lack of integration with the rest of the archaeological record, as 
well as overly simplistic interpretations that characterized skeletal analyses 
in the region, nearly ten years later Martin (2007) heralded the publica-
tion of groundbreaking work at Jebel al-Buhais. The publication of this 
study (Uerpmann et al. 2006) demonstrated world-class bioarchaeological 
analyses and comprehensive documentation of architecture and material 
culture from a significant necropolis used during the Neolithic, Bronze, 
and Iron Ages. Finally, the “extraordinary potential of the human skel-
etal remains” had been demonstrated on the Arabian Peninsula (Martin 
2007:125). This was soon followed by the contribution of Weeks (2010), 
Death and Burial in Arabia and Beyond, which presented a wide-reaching 
collection of work that documented mortuary rituals, material culture, and 
bioarchaeological analyses from the Neolithic through Islamic periods in 
Arabia and elsewhere in the Near East and North Africa. This volume has 
not been matched or surpassed in its presentation of quality bioarchaeo-
logical analyses from the Arabian Peninsula. It was also exceptional both 
for its inclusion of work from so many eras of human prehistory and for 
helping to contextualize the mortuary archaeology and bioarchaeology of 
the Arabian Gulf (Weeks 2010).
 Blau (1996, 2001a, 2001b), Martin (2007), and others have been careful 
to reference the often-poor quality of the human skeletal remains recovered 
from this region, which are usually fragmented, commingled, and badly 
preserved. A glance at most publications on the earliest Early Bronze Age 
mortuary monuments from the Arabian Peninsula (Hafit-type cairns; ca. 
3200–2700 BC) reveals references to “fragments” or “splinters” of bone in-
side tomb chambers. More often than not, no further documentation or 
analyses are undertaken. Monuments that date to the subsequent Umm 
an-Nar period (ca. 2700–2000 BC) have received far more attention, but 
the enormous complexity of these large communal tombs has limited in-
terpretations of health, diet, and lifestyle, in part because of the inability 
to reconstruct the skeletons of hundreds of commingled and fragmented 
individuals. For both periods, then, it is easy to understand how earlier 
scholars saw little value in Early Bronze Age bones. Over time, it became 
dogma in the region that there is not much information to be gleaned from 
their study.
 Preservation is still a problem for the excavation of prehistoric skeletal 
material in this region. The arid environment and multifaceted mortuary 
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practices surrounding these monuments usually preclude the study of com-
plete, articulated, and well-preserved skeletons, but this has not deterred 
forward scholarly movement in understanding the lives and lifestyles of 
these past individuals. Indeed, recent work has demonstrated the value of 
this approach, documenting the potential to learn more about mortuary 
ritual, health, and monument use/reuse during the Early Bronze Age (e.g., 
Munoz 2017; Munoz et al. 2012; Williams and Gregoricka 2013; Williams 
et al. 2014) than previous approaches that divorced skeletal remains from 
their context for analyses.
 An important emergent theme characterizing recent work in Arabia is 
the need to rely less on the discrete and stringent temporal boundaries 
of “black boxes” based on regionally defined time periods, including the 
three phases that make up the Bronze Age: Hafit, Umm an-Nar, and Wadi 
Suq. Too often, tomb forms and prehistoric behavior are wedged into the 
confines of these boxes while important variation is discarded or not con-
sidered in detail. For example, from the earliest surveys of the Arabian Pen-
insula, researchers have recognized differences in Early Bronze Age cairn 
forms, and as such, a variety of names have been used (e.g., cairn, Hafit-type 
cairn, Beehive tomb, Tower tomb) to describe them. Subsequently, it was 
not lost on these archaeologists that potentially significant variation existed 
in those forms, leading some to suggest that this variation may represent 
an intermediate phase of tomb form between the Hafit and Umm an-Nar 
(e.g., Frifelt 1975). This is significant because dramatic changes in commu-
nity organization and mortuary ritual clearly differentiated these periods. 
For instance, it is thought that during the Hafit period, people were largely 
nomadic or semi-nomadic based on the scarcity of their settlements. By 
contrast, the Umm an-Nar period was characterized by settlements that 
included buildings for habitation and industry, monumental towers, and 
finely built monumental communal tombs. Given a lack of written history 
for the region, the reason for this change and the pace at which it occurred 
are not well understood. Consequently, and because of the common need 
for both Hafit and Umm an-Nar communities to dispose of their dead, 
tombs represent an important means of investigating social change. A brief 
exploration of mortuary practices for both the Hafit and Umm an-Nar pe-
riods and recent developments in methodological approaches and archaeo-
logical thought in the region is thus warranted.


