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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 Hittites1. 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 sky2. 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 soul4, 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 soul5. 

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 
Phase6. Burials of heads were discovered in Aurignacian, Magdalenian, and 
Azilian layers of some archaeological sites in Europe7. In a Pre-Pottery Neolithic 
Period archaeological site – Çayönü (8th–7th 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 groupings8. Under the 
floors of Jericho habitats of 7th millennium BCE, human skulls were found, with 
features thoroughly modelled in plaster and cowries inserted to replace the 
eyes9. Occasionally, head hair and moustaches were painted on the plaster 
masks10. Burials of skulls belonging to the same period were uncovered in Çatal 
Hüyük as well11. 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 
clayware12. 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. 

                                                           
3 Տ ի ր ա ց յ ա ն․1982, 219։ 
4 Л о с е в. 1957, 43. 
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Lower jaws of all these skulls were missing13. 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 amulets14. 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 symbols15. 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 stone16. Stones situated under the head were usually 
boulders or basalt-andesitic rocks. These are usually called “underhead stone” or 
“stone pillow”. In № 158 and № 230 catacombs of Artik cemetery, the head of 
the deceased was “incircled” with tuf stones17. Under the head of a deceased from 
burial № 1 discovered in the first construction horizon of Masisi–Blur, pieces of 
blue ore were placed18. 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 slab19. 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)20. 

                                                           
13 A r e s h y a n  et a l. 2012, 125; W i l k i n s o n  et a l. 2012, 26, fig. 5; Х у д а -

в е р д я н и д р. 2017, 73–75, рис. 2, 3. 
14 М е д н и к о в а. 2004, 153; M u r p h y. 2003, 213. 
15 Z e h r e n. 2006, 91. 
16 Թ ո ւ մ ա ն յ ա ն․1997, 252, Ö z t e r z i. 2011, 103–104, res. 27; M u r a d y a n. 

2014, 340, 354, fig. 3, 2; Г у м м е л ь. 1940, 106–109, фиг. 44. 
17 Х а ч а т р я н. 1975, 146. 
18 Ա ր ե շ յ ա ն. 1987, 5։ The first construction horizon of the settlement of Masisi–

Blur (Yengidja) was initially dated to no later than half of the 5th millennium BC; see 
Ա ր ե շ յ ա ն. 1986, 7։ 

19 B u r n e y. 1972, 135–137, fig. 8, pl. 3a. 
20 T u m a n y a n. 2015, 111. 
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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 obsidian21. In Armenian folklore, this stone is called 
“devils nail” or “wolf-tearing black stone”22. 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 territories23. 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”24.  

The apotropaic and miracle-working role of the flint was acknowledged in 
mythologica perceptions25. 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 skulls26. A big stone axe 
was situated near the head of a deceased buried in a position of a sleeping man27. 
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 Nevalı Çori28. In the Early Bronz Age burial ground 
of Ēlar, three petiolate obsidian arrowheads were found near the skull of the 
corpse buried in sepulchre № 15; two obsidian tools were placed in front of the 
face of the deceased in sepulchre № 16, while in sepulchre № 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 № 5 of Aruch burial ground29 and in sepulchre № 84 of Lchashen 2 
burial ground30, and an obsidian nucleus was found at the head of the deceased 

                                                           
21 С и м о н я н․ 1988, 81. 
22 Ս ր ո ւ ա ն ձ տ ե ա ն ց․ 1876, 435: 
23 d e M o r g a n. 1889, 139, figs. 141–143; see also R a m i s h v I l i. 2004, 114–

116, fig. 1. 
24 Հ ա ր ո ւ թ յ ո ւ ն յ ա ն․1975, 200: 
25 C r a w f o r d. 1898, 631. 
26 When there were only a few flint fragments under a skull, the version of a "stone 

pillow" was not considered justified: see А л ё к ш и н. 1995, 192. 

27 D i k s h i t. 1955, 112. 
28 L i c h t e r. 2016, 75, fig. 5. 
29 Թ ո ւ մ ա ն յ ա ն․2005, 161։  
30 Թ ո ւ մ ա ն յ ա ն․2010ա, 157։ 
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in the warrior riders sepulchre in Gusanagyugh. In sepulchre № 1 of Aragatsavan 
burial group, a “piece” of obsidian was found next to the lower jaw of the skeleton 
of a young boy31. In Shirakavan burial ground, fragments of obsidian were 
discovered in the burial chamber of № 10 barrow, and flakes of obsidian were 
found in the stone cells of № 27, 31, 105 sepulchres32. 

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 № 8 and № 10 of Ēlar, a bronze dagger was situated at the head of 
the deceased33. In tumulus № 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 № 291, a 
bronze dagger was placed strictly in front of the face of the deceased35. In 
sepulchre № 85 of Lori–Berd, a dagger with bronze blade was found next to the 
skull (at the neck) of the deceased36. In sepulchre № 104 of Lchashen, a bronze 
dagger was placed next to the skull (in front of the face) of the deceased37. An iron 
knife was placed near the head of the main deceased in sepulchre № 45 in Qeti, 
and a bronze awl was also found next to the skull38. In № 12 sepulchre of 
Shirakavan, bronze arrowheads were situated near the head of the deceased; in 
№ 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 № 122 burial cell39. 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 № 4 tomb of Aruch40 (Fig. 4). In № 14 sepulchre of Sheytandagh, a dagger was 
placed in front of the face of the deceased, and a spear behind his head. In № 47 
sepulchre of Akhtala, an iron spear was situated behind the skull of the deceased. 
In № 134 sepulchre of Mousieri, under the skull of the skeleton (Fig. 5), an iron 
spear was discovered, placed across the slab box41. In Udjan, in the cell (Fig. 6) of 
a burial mound dated to 5th–4th centuries BCE, a curved iron knife was placed near 
the top of the head of the deceased, buried via interment42. Probably, this ritual 

                                                           
31 Շ ա խ մ ո ւ ր ա դ յ ա ն․2022, 61–62։ 
32 Թ ո ր ո ս յ ա ն և այ լք․2002, 98–102։ 
33 Խ ա ն զ ա դ յ ա ն․1979, 38–40, 51, նկ. 47, 71։ 
34 Г у м м е л ь. 1948, 20. 
35 Х а ч а т р я н. 1975, 141, 142, рис. 83. 
36 Դ ե վ ե ջ յ ա ն. 2022, 56–57, 270, 359, նկ․67, աղ․131, 2, 235, 5։ 
37 Պ ե տ ր ո ս յ ա ն․ 2018, 79, նկ․ 6։ 

38 П е т р о с я н. 1989, 78, таб. 63, 4. 
39 Թ ո ր ո ս յ ա ն և այլք. 2002, 99, 129։ 
40 Թ ո ւ մ ա ն յ ա ն․2010բ, 116։  
41 d e M o r g a n. 1889, 51–52, 59, 68–69, fig. 11, 18, 25. 
42 Թ ո ւ մ ա ն յ ա ն․1993, 135։ 
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had an apotropaic purpose as well, because, according to ancient beliefs, “evil 
spirits” avoide metals43. 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 interment44. A broken blade of an iron curved knife was situated in 
front of the face of the deceased in № 19 sepulchre of the burial ground of 
Caucasian Ulubaganal. In № 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 № 6 burial, an iron axe was found 
behind the head of the buried man and a bunch of arrowheads near the head of 
the woman45. 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 Çatal Hüyük, 
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 well46.  

 
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 Caucasus47. 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 Agamemnon48. 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 
masks49. Other frequent findings included bells, hairpins, earrings, and coins. The 
custom of putting coin in the mouth of the deceased penetrated into Armenia from 
                                                           

43 И с р а е л я н. 1993, 148–150. 
44 B i l g i. 2001, 95, fig. 9. 
45 К о в а л е в с к а я. 1984, 35–37. 
46 M e l l a a r t. 1967, p. 207. 
47 W o o l l e y. 1934, 244, 292, 294; see also S a l v i n i. 2012, 37. 
48 C a r t e r. 1927, 83, 254, pl. 73; see also G e r e. 2006, 76. 
49 К у ф т и н. 1941, 39–41. 
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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 money50. 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 meaning51. 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”52.  

 
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 аesthetic 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 Çayönü (after Özdoğan 2001, 13, fig. 3). 
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Fig. 3. Early Medieval sepulchre № 1 in Agarak: The head of the deceased 
 is placed on a cobble (after Tumanyan 2015, tab. LII, 5). 

 

 
Fig. 4. Skythian burial of № 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 № 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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Հին քարի դարից սկսած՝ թաղման ծեսը կազմող բոլոր ծիսակարգերը 
նպատակաուղղված էին մեկ նպատակի՝ մահը հաղթահարելուն։ Ննջեցյալի 
գլուխը դիտարկվում էր որպես տվյալ էակին լիարժեք փոխարինող,  ընկալ-
վում էր որպես զետեղարան, որտեղ կենտրոնացած էր կենսական էներգիան։ 
Հետևաբար գլուխը պաշտպանության կարիք ուներ, որն ապահովվում էր 
գլխի մոտ կայծքարից, վանակատից կամ մետաղից պատրաստված ծիսական 
առարկաներ տեղադրելով, գլուխը կավով ծեփելով, այն կավանոթի մեջ կամ 
քարի վրա դնելով և այլն։ Գլխանոցը, բացի գեղագիտական նպատակներից, 
ուներ նաև պաշտպանիչ նշանակություն։ Այս պաշտպանական միջոցառում-
ները դեռևս չէին ապահովում հանգուցյալի վերածնունդը, սակայն թույլ էին 
տալիս հուսալ, որ վերածնված մարմնում հոգին փոփոխության չի ենթարկվի 
և անձի էությունը կպահպանվի։ Այս ուսումնասիրությունը ցույց է տալիս Մեր-
ձավոր Արևելքում և Եվրոպայում հանգուցյալի գլուխը պաշտպանելու համար 
կիրառվող մեթոդների բազմազանությունը՝ ընդգծելով մեր հեռավոր նախնի-
ների հոգևոր կյանքի այս կարևոր կողմը։ 
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Начиная с палеолита, все ритуалы, составляющие погребальный обряд, 

были направлены на достижение одной цели – преодоление смерти. В ритуаль-
ной практике голова рассматривалась как полноценный заменитель данного 
существа. Считалось, что она является неким вместилищем, в котором сконцен-
трирована жизненная энергия, она воспринималась как резервуар для послед-
ней. Поэтому голова нуждалась в защите, чему способствовало размещение 
ритуальных предметов из кремня, обсидиана или металла рядом с головой, 
обмазывание головы глиной, помещение ее в глиняный горшок или установле-
ние на камень и т. д. Головной убор, кроме эстетических целей, имел также 
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апотропеическое значение. Эти защитные меры не обеспечивали возрождения 
покойного, но вселяли надежду, что в возрожденном теле душа не подвергнется 
изменениям, идентичность личности будет сохранена. Настоящее исследование 
явствует о разнообразии методов, применяемых на Ближнем Востоке и в Европе 
для защиты головы усопшего, подчеркивая этот важный аспект духовной жизни 
наших далеких предков. 
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