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Abstract

Since the Paleolithic, all the rituals comprising funerary rite were aimed at a
single purpose — overcoming the death. The head of deceased was viewed as a
valid replacement of the whole being. It was perceived as a container, where the
vital energy was concentrated. Therefore, the head needed protection, which
was provided by placing near the head ritual items made of flint, obsidian or
metal, modelling the head in plaster, placing the head in a clay vessel or on a
stone, etc. Headgear, besides esthetic purposes, had also a protective meaning.
These protective measures were not yet ensuring the revival of the deceased,
but allowed to hope that the soul will not get changed, and the identity of the
person will be kept. This study demonstrates the variety of methods applied in
Near East and Europe for protecting the head of deceased, highlighting this
important aspect of spiritual life of our distant ancestors.

Introduction

Funerary rite is a social/community practice aimed at overcoming the death.
Ensuring the ritual purity of both the soul and the body of the deceased was
one of the main concerns of performers of this rite. During rituals
(particularly, sacrifices), the head of the deceased was viewed as a complete
replacement of the whole being. Human head is mentioned in the ritual texts
of Hittites'. In mythological thinking, in the context of unification of the nature
and a human being, a human head was viewed as an equivalent to the sky?. The
immense sculptures of the heads of Aramazd-Zeus, Mihr-Apollo, Vahagn-Heracles
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and other gods (Fig. 1) are preserved till nowadays in the sanctuary of Nemrut
Mountain in Commagene3. Apparently, ability to parturiate was attributed to them:
Athena was born from the head of Zeus. The head was considered as one of the
containers of the soul*, where the main forces of the soul and the vital energy
were concentrated. Therefore, a special protection was needed for it. Even hair
was viewed as a carrier of the soul. Similarly, for ensuring the revival of the
deceased, the main attention was paid to protecting his/her face to maintain the
individual’s personality and the purity of the soul®.

Based on comprehensive archaeological data from Near East and Europe,
an attempt is made in this paper to demonstrate the perceived importance of
protecting the head of a deceased for those performing the funerary ritual.

Burying the head

The customs of decapitation during dismemberment or burying separated
skulls were originated in the Paleolithic Period, possibly in the Mousterian
Phase®. Burials of heads were discovered in Aurignacian, Magdalenian, and
Azilian layers of some archaeological sites in Europe’. In a Pre-Pottery Neolithic
Period archaeological site — Cayonu (8"-7% millenniums BCE), a construction
called “skull building” (Fig. 2) was uncovered, in the stone cells of which
skeletons and skulls of 450 people were cumulated in groupings®. Under the
floors of Jericho habitats of 7t millennium BCE, human skulls were found, with
features thoroughly modelled in plaster and cowries inserted to replace the
eyes®. Occasionally, head hair and moustaches were painted on the plaster
masks'?. Burials of skulls belonging to the same period were uncovered in Catal
Huyuk as well''. The custom of burying the separated head of the deceased was
continued in the monuments of Halaf culture — Yarim Tepe 2 and Tell Arpachiyah.
Notably, the skulls buried in sepulchres of Tell Arpachiyah were placed in
clayware'. Burials of skulls dating back to the Late Chalcolithic Age have been
discovered in Areni Cave (Armenia). Skulls of underage girl and boy were placed
in unbaked clay vessels, and a skull of a young boy was found in a rock crevice.
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Lower jaws of all these skulls were missing'®. The custom of placing the head in a
clay vessel was documented also in some burial grounds of Armenia - Garni,
Lchashen 2, Artik, etc. This ritual survived during the later periods as well,
including Armenia (in the sites of Artik, Shirakavan, Lori Berd, etc.). The memory
of it could have been reflected in some damnation that express a desire of “burying
somebody’s head” or “coating somebody’s head with mud”. Plastering the head
with clay or preparing a (clay) mask carried a protective meaning. Presumably,
ritual/post-mortem trepanation was also performed for the same purpose or
obtaining amulets'. These were not yet ensuring the revival of the deceased, but
allowed to hope that the soul will not get changed in the revived body and the
identity of the person will be kept. Keeping the face from distortion was deemed
important in the sense of maintaining the soul unaltered. The custom of burying
only the head - separated from the body — was probably aimed at contributing to
the revival of the deceased; an indirect evidence of this was placing the separated
head into a basin, which is associated with the “dying-reviving” moon in the world
of symbols™. In a number of archaeological sites of Chalcolithic, Early Bronze, and
later ages (Aknalich, Mokhrablur of Nakhchavan, Jrvezh, Qeti, Artik, Khanlar,
Stepanakert, “Dimats” district of Vanadzor city, Ghuruchay, etc.), the head of the
deceased was placed on a stone'®. Stones situated under the head were usually
boulders or basalt-andesitic rocks. These are usually called “underhead stone” or
“stone pillow”. In N2 158 and N2 230 catacombs of Artik cemetery, the head of
the deceased was “incircled” with tuf stones'”. Under the head of a deceased from
burial N2 1 discovered in the first construction horizon of Masisi-Blur, pieces of
blue ore were placed®. In one of the Iron Age sepulchres of Haftavan Tepe, a slab
was placed under the head of the buried young girl, and her headdress was found
on that slab'. The custom of placing the head of the deceased on a stone was
continued during the Hellenistic period and further — up to Early Medieval Age
(Fig. 3)%.
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Placement of ritual items next to the head of the deceased

The tradition of putting ritual items next to the head of the deceased is also a
very old one. Let’s discuss first the custom of placing obsidian and flint debris at
the head of the deceased. It is known that a property of repelling harmful
influences was attributed to obsidian?'. In Armenian folklore, this stone is called
“devils nail” or “wolf-tearing black stone”?2. Fragments of flint, as well as cobble
and, sometimes, obsidian were used as stones for threshing board. Numerous
burials conducted on/under threshing boards were uncovered in Armenia and in
adjacent territories?3. According to ethnographical data, the deceased was bathed
on a threshing board. There is evidence of this in the damnation genre of the
Armenian folklore as well, expressing a wish “to wash your height on a threshing
board”?*.

The apotropaic and miracle-working role of the flint was acknowledged in
mythologica perceptions®. Most probably, these perceptions were formed in the
middle phase of the Old Stone Age, because “flint pillows” were placed under the
heads of deceased in Mousterian Period. This inference was made based on the
discovery of numerous debris of flint under or near some skulls?®. A big stone axe
was situated near the head of a deceased buried in a position of a sleeping man?’.
Besides, separate big chips and nucleuses of flint and obsidian, blades,
arrowheads and daggers were discovered near the heads of the deceased. For
example, a flint dagger was placed under the skull of a skeleton found in the
Neolithic archaeological site of Nevali Cori?®. In the Early Bronz Age burial ground
of Elar, three petiolate obsidian arrowheads were found near the skull of the
corpse buried in sepulchre N2 15; two obsidian tools were placed in front of the
face of the deceased in sepulchre N2 16, while in sepulchre N2 20, obsidian blades
were discovered at the stretched hands of the corpse - in front of the face. In one
of the burial mounds of Khachbulagh, an obsidian arrowhead was placed at the
head of the deceased. A flake of obsidian was found at the head of the buried in
sepulchre N2 5 of Aruch burial ground?® and in sepulchre Ne 84 of Lchashen 2
burial ground*°, and an obsidian nucleus was found at the head of the deceased
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in the warrior riders sepulchre in Gusanagyugh. In sepulchre Ne 1 of Aragatsavan
burial group, a “piece” of obsidian was found next to the lower jaw of the skeleton
of a young boy¥. In Shirakavan burial ground, fragments of obsidian were
discovered in the burial chamber of Ne 10 barrow, and flakes of obsidian were
found in the stone cells of Ne 27, 31, 105 sepulchres.

Another custom - placing metallic items near the head of the deceased also
has ancient roots, including in Armenia. In each of the Early Bronze Age
sepulchres N2 8 and N2 10 of Elar, a bronze dagger was situated at the head of
the deceased?. In tumulus N2 125 of Stepanakert, the skull of the deceased was
placed on a stone, next to which a tip of a “copper” dart and a magnetite-made
spherical mace were found34. In the catacombs of Artik, metallic items were usually
found near the skull of the skeleton. In particular, in the burial cell Ne 291, a
bronze dagger was placed strictly in front of the face of the deceased®. In
sepulchre Ne 85 of Lori-Berd, a dagger with bronze blade was found next to the
skull (at the neck) of the deceased®®. In sepulchre Ne 104 of Lchashen, a bronze
dagger was placed next to the skull (in front of the face) of the deceased®. An iron
knife was placed near the head of the main deceased in sepulchre N2 45 in Qeti,
and a bronze awl was also found next to the skull®®. In Ne 12 sepulchre of
Shirakavan, bronze arrowheads were situated near the head of the deceased; in
Ne 27 sepulchre, three petiolate bronze arrowheads were placed in front of the
face of the deceased, and two knives and a dagger were found near the face of
the deceased in Ne 122 burial cell®®. A broken blade of an iron knife was situated
at the facial part of one of the skulls belonging to the upper (Skythian type) burial
of N2 4 tomb of Aruch*® (Fig. 4). In N2 14 sepulchre of Sheytandagh, a dagger was
placed in front of the face of the deceased, and a spear behind his head. In Ne 47
sepulchre of Akhtala, an iron spear was situated behind the skull of the deceased.
In N2 134 sepulchre of Mousieri, under the skull of the skeleton (Fig. 5), an iron
spear was discovered, placed across the slab box*'. In Udjan, in the cell (Fig. 6) of
a burial mound dated to 5"-4t centuries BCE, a curved iron knife was placed near
the top of the head of the deceased, buried via interment*2. Probably, this ritual
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had an apotropaic purpose as well, because, according to ancient beliefs, “evil
spirits” avoide metals*>. In their everyday life, Armenians were putting a knife
under the infant’s head to protect the infant from evil.

The same phenomenon is observed in territories neighboring with Armenia. At
the southern coast of Black see, in an Early Bronze Age sepulchre of the Ikiztepe
archaeological site, a bronze spear was placed near the skull of the deceased
buried via interment*. A broken blade of an iron curved knife was situated in
front of the face of the deceased in N2 19 sepulchre of the burial ground of
Caucasian Ulubaganal. In N2 4 sepulchre of a riding warrior in the same burial
ground, a Cimmerian-Scythian type arrowhead was vertically stuck in the floor -
in front of the face of the deceased. And in N2 6 burial, an iron axe was found
behind the head of the buried man and a bunch of arrowheads near the head of
the woman®. Naturally, the head of the deceased was treated with a special
attention during other ceremonies as well, for instance, when applying mineral
stains to the corpse. Evidence of this was found in the Neolithic site of Catal Huyiik,
where a skeleton of around seventeen-year-old girl was found with red ochre
applied all over her body and the skull treated with cinnabar as well*6.

The apotropaic meaning of headger

Besides the apotropaic items mentioned above, a number of other items
related to the head of the deceased were found in sepulchres, including various
metallic headgear and masks (often made from precious metals). Impressive
examples of such headgear are the golden helmet of Meskalamdug found in one
of the sepulchres in Sumer, and the Urartian bronze helmet of king Argishti found
in the Upper Routkha burial ground of North Caucasus*. Examples of precious
masks found in sepulchres are the golden mask of Tutankhamun, which covered
not only the pharaoh’s head and face, but also his shoulders, and the golden mask
discovered in one of the royal sepulchres of Mycenae, known to the scientific
community as the mask of Agamemnon“®. Other items found in sepulchres include
numerous headdressings, diadems and frontlets, which, in addition of serving as
adornments, had sacred meaning as well. Chaplets, eyecups and lip guards were
also among common findings, perhaps, serving as partial replacements of
masks*9. Other frequent findings included bells, hairpins, earrings, and coins. The
custom of putting coin in the mouth of the deceased penetrated into Armenia from
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the Greek world. There was a belief that the soul of the deceased needed money
to pay to Charon. This belief, along with the numerous findings of coins placed in
the mouth of the deceased, make evident the ritual meaning of money®°. Luxuary
items and things symbolizing the power, social status and wealth of the deceased
and those who organized the burial, were found in sepulchres of different periods
both in Armenian Highland and other territories. These burials are famous with
their headdressings — made from precious metals. As expected, these items were
found near the head of the deceased and carried apotropaic meaning®'. Blue and
colorful beads sewn to the headgear or decorating the hair played a role of amulet.
It is noteworthy that “jewelry and blessed mascots often have common origin”>2.

Conclusion

In summary, one of the main concerns of those carrying out the funerary rite
was ensuring the ritual purity of the soul and body of the deceased. The head, as
the container of the soul, was perceived to be in need of a special protection. The
habit of burying only the head was probably aimed to assist to the revival of the
deceased. Considerations of providing better protection underlay the behaviors of
placing the head of the deceased on a stone “pillow” or putting ritual items near
the head, including nucleuses and debris of flint and obsidian, as well as arms
(daggers, arrowheads) made from these stones. Metallic items — spears, daggers,
knives, arrowheads, etc., were also placed next to the head of the deceased.
Headgear, besides aesthetic purposes, had also a destination of protecting from
evil. All these ceremonies of funerary rite were aimed at a single main purpose -
overcoming the death.
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Fig. 1. Sculptures of heads of Hellenistic goads in the sanctuary of
Nemrut Mountain in Commagene (Photograph by Anahit Demirchyan).

Fig. 2. “Skull-building” in Cayonii (after Ozdogan 2001, 13, fig. 3).
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Fig. 3. Early Medieval sepulchre N2 1 in Agarak: The head of the deceased
is placed on a cobble (after Tumanyan 2015, tab. LI, s).

Fig. 4. Skythian burial of Ne 4 tomb of Aruch, Armenia: A broken iron knife placed
at the facial part of a separated skull (photograph by Dmitry Arakelyan).
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Fig. 5. Sepulchre N2 134 of
Mousieri: An iron spear is situated
under the skull of the human

skeleton, across the slab box (after
de Morgan 1889, 68, fig. 25).

Fig. 6. The tomb of 5th-4th centuries BCE in Udjan, Armenia:
A curve knife is placed at the top of the head of the deceased
(after Tumanyan 1993, fig. 2).
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<hu pwph nwphg ufuws' pwndwu dbup Ywqdnn pninp Shuwlwpgbipp
uywwnwlwninnywsd thu dbYy tywwnwyh' dwhp hwnpwhwpbin: Lugbgjwih
gintfup nhrwplynud Ep npwbu indjwy fwypt (hwpdbip thnfuwphtnn, - pulwy-
Ynud Ep npwbiu gbinbnupwt, npuntin YEunpnuwgws tp YEuuwlwu Lubipghw:
Lhnbwpwp gntup Wwonwwuniejwu Ywphp nwbp, npu wywhnyynid tp
g{fup dnun Yuwjdpwphg, ywuwlwwnhg Ywd dbnwnhg ywunpwunyjwsd Shuwlwu
wnwplywubp wbnwnptny, gntjup Ywyny stithbiny, wju Ywywuneh dbe Ywd
pwph Jnw nubing b wjju: Ffuwtngp, pugh glinughunwlwu Uwwwwlutiphg,
niubip bwl wwonwwuhs tpwuwynyeniu: Wu wywonwwuwywu dhongwnnid-
ubipp nbnlu skhu wwwhndnwd hwugnigjuih ybpwduniunp, uwlwju enyp thu
wwihu hnwwy, np ybpwodujwd dwpdunwd hnght thnihnfuniejw sh Gupwpyyh
W wudh Enyeniup Yuwwhwwugh: Wu nunwduwuhpnieyniup gnyg b wwhu Utp-
dwynp Upubpnd W GYypnwwinid hwugnigjuih gintfup ywounwwubiine hwdwnp
Yhpwnynn dbpnnubph pwqdwquunieniup' pungdtiiny dbp htnwynp uwfuup-
ubiph hnqunp Ywuph wju Yuwpunp Ynndp:
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3AWLNTA ToONOBbI YCOMLWETO ANOTPOMNENHECKMMIK CPELCTBAMU
(oyepkm poncTopuyeckoro nepuopa)

FAPEMMH TYMAHAH

Pesome

Knroyesbie cnosa: nozpebeHue, 20/108a yconwiezo, 4e/08eK, pumyadsbHble npeo-
Membl, nozpebanbHbili 06pAd, anomponeudeckuli, Memaniuyeckue npeomemai.

HauvHaa c naneonuta, Bce puTyanbl, coctasnAwome norpebanbHblii 0bpAg,
6b1nM HanpaeneHbl Ha JOCTUMEHME OLHON Lenn — npeogoneHune cMepTu. B putyans-
HOIi MpaKTVKe ronoBa paccmaTpuBanacb Kak MOMHOLEHHbI 3aMeHWUTEeNb AaHHOro
cywectBa. CunTanoch, 4To OHa ABNAETCA HEKUM BMECTUNNLLLEM, B KOTOPOM CKOHLLEH-
TPUPOBaHa MU3HEHHAA SHEpPruA, oHa BOCMPUHUMANach Kak pesepByap AnA Nocneq-
Heii. MMoaTomy ronosa Hyspanacb B 3aliuTe, Yemy CMocoO6CTBOBaNO pasmelleHue
pUTYa/ibHbIX NPESMETOB U3 KpemHA, obcupmaHa wnu meTanna pALOM C rONoBOWA,
obma3sblBaHWe ronoBbl MVHOM, NOMELLEHNE ee B MIUHAHbIN FOPLUOK MW yCTaHoBe-
HUe Ha KameHb W T. 4. [onoBHoli ybop, KpoMe 3CTeTUYECKUX Leneli, UMen Takme
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anoTpornenyecKoe 3HauYeHne. DT 3alLMTHble MepPbl He obecrneunBany BO3pOKAEHMA
MOKOWHOr 0, HO BCENANMN HafeXay, YTO B BO3POMAEHHOM Tene Aylla He NofBeprHeTca
M3MEHEHUAM, MAEHTUYHOCTb NMYHOCTU ByaeT coxpaHeHa. HacTosaluee nccneposaHne
ABCTBYeT 0 pa3Hoobpa3uu MeTofoB, NpuMeHAeMblx Ha banxHem Boctoke n B EBpone
JJ1A 3alUWTbI FONOBbI YCOMLLEro, MOAYEPKMBAA 3TOT BaKHbIii aCMEKT AyXOBHOW HU3HM
HaLLMX JaneKknx npesKos.

lapeaun TymaHaH - 0. u. H., cmapwul Hay4HbIl compyOHUK omdena paHHel ap-
xeonozuu MIHcmumyma apxeonoeuu u amHoepagpuu HAH PA. HayyHblie uHme-
pecbl: apxeosiozudecKue Kynbmypbl ApDMAHCKO20 Ha20PpbsA 3N0XU BPOH3bI U Xene3a,
nozpebanbHbie 0bpAObI, KUMMEpULICKAA apxeon02Uu4ecKasn Kylbmypa, Ky/lbmypHbie
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