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That Practiced Them: New AHRC Funded
Research at the Institute of Archaeology
Brenna R. Hassett*, David Wengrow* and Haluk Sağlamtimur†
A new Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) funded project brings together
multiple strands of investigation to probe the relationship between ritual, violence,
and early state formation. David Wengrow and Brenna Hassett will coordinate an
international team combining biomolecular analysis (stable isotopes, ancient DNA),
bioarchaeology, and archaeology to examine a remarkable set of Early Bronze Age
funerary deposits (c. 3100–2800 BC), excavated at the multi-period site of Başur
Höyük, in South-eastern Turkey. They include evidence of extraordinary wealth
combined with radically new cultural practices, such as mass death pits and burials of retainers or other human victims. Such findings add to a growing body of
archaeological data from the Middle East, which is now prompting researchers to
rethink key aspects of social and political change at the start of the Bronze Age.

In the summer of 2014, a remarkable discovery was made in South-eastern Turkey. In
advance of the construction of the Ilısu Dam,
a team led by Dr Haluk Sağlamtimur of Ege
University had been conducting rescue excavations along the proposed flood path for
over a decade. This team identified a number
of archaeological sites, among them the
mound site of Başur Höyük, situated near
the modern town of Siirt on the Basur River,
an offshoot of the network of watercourses
feeding the upper reaches of the Tigris River.
Intensive excavation at Başur revealed some
7,000 years of occupation, stretching from
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the Ubaid period to the very recent past
(Sağlamtimur 2017). Of particular interest
was the presence of Southern Mesopotamian
material culture from the later centuries
of the 4th millennium BC. This in itself was
not surprising. It has been known for some
decades that the growth of urban societies in
southern Iraq and western Iran, from around
3500 BC, was accompanied by the spread of
commercial and religious outposts far up
the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers, towards the
foothills of the Taurus and Zagros Mountains.
More unusual, and surprising, was the recovery from Başur of direct information about
what happened after this extended network
of outposts and colonies collapsed, around
3100 BC, at the start of the Bronze Age.
In the wider Middle East, the transition
between the 4th and 3rd millennium BC has
long been recognised as a crucial period for
understanding the emergence of warrior

62

Hassett et al: Investigating Radical Deaths and the Cultures That Practiced Them

elites, political and administrative centralisation, and wider transformations in urban life,
including the emergence of kingship. How
these various processes related to one another
in time and space remains a topic of intense
debate. For this reason, the identification of
an immensely wealthy cemetery dating to
the Early Bronze Age 1 period (c. 3100–2800
BC) at Başur Höyük—a small site of less than
four hectares (Figure 1)—is of considerable interest, providing a local window onto
broader regional developments. Its discovery
complements recent findings at Arslantepe,
in the Malatya Plain, which suggest the initial development of warrior-aristocracies—
signified by the appearance of elaborate
weaponry, spectacular burials in constructed
tombs, and a possible palace—on the highland margins of Mesopotamia, and not in the
more populous urban centres of the lowland
steppe and floodplain (Frangipane 1997,
2006). Especially striking, both at Arslantepe
and Başur, is unprecedented evidence for
the killing of human victims, as part of elite

burial rites (Frangipane 2006; Hassett and
Sağlamtimur 2018): a practice that recurs,
some centuries later, in the ‘Royal Tombs
of Ur,’ far to the south (Woolley 1954; but
see also Baadsgaard 1997; Baadsgaard et al.
2011). The cemetery complex discovered at
Başur Höyük offers a unique opportunity to
examine the development of the Anatolian
societies directly implicated in these wider
transformations.
At Başur Höyük, both stone cist graves and
pit graves date to the period in question. Some
contain more than one individual and striking grave goods, including copper-alloy spear
and axe heads (Hassett and Sağlamtimur in
press; Sağlamtimur and Massimino 2015),
as well as what may be the earliest clear
examples of gaming pieces from this region
(Sağlamtimur 2017; Sağlamtimur and Ozan
2014). Evidence of violence was also found,
in the form of eight young individuals –
some exhibiting skull fractures and stab
wounds – laid to rest at the feet of two child
burials (Hassett and Sağlamtimur 2018).

Figure 1: Overview of the EBA 1 Cemetery showing cist graves with retainer burial and pit
graves with mass burial. North is to the right of the image. Figure: Başur Höyük Research
Project.
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A further season of excavation in 2014
brought important new discoveries. To the
north of, and contemporaneous with, the
Early Bronze Age 1 cemetery, archaeologists
found a small pit, measuring approximately
3.30 × 2.00 metres. Upon removal of the
upper fill, it quickly became apparent that
this was a mass burial containing the skeletal
remains of approximately 60 individuals piled
on top of each other, and crammed tightly
into a confined space (Figure 2). The discovery of this pit—in combination with existing
evidence of cist tombs and retainer burial—
adds a further, intriguing dimension to the
study of Başur Höyük’s funerary landscape.
In 2015, a dedicated physical anthropology
team led by Brenna Hassett systematically
excavated the mass-burial pit, using a combination of single context, gridded, and photogrammetric recording techniques to capture
as much information as possible during the
limited field season. In 2018, the Arts and
Humanities Research Council UK awarded
Hassett and David Wengrow funding for a new
project to consider the wider implications of
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these findings. The project, a collaboration
between the UCL Institute of Archaeology
and several partner institutions, will work at
a variety of scales, ranging from the molecular structure of the bones all the way up to
global and comparative debates concerning
the role of ritual violence in processes of
early state formation (see, for e.g., Campbell
2014). International Co-Investigator Suzanne
Pillar Birch will be investigating ratios of
stable isotopes in the bones and teeth to
give information about diet, origin, and
mobility in the graves and pits of Başur
Höyük’s cemetery at the Center for Applied
Isotope Studies in the University of Georgia,
Athens. Ian Barnes and Selina Brace of the
Natural History Museum will analyse aDNA
extracted from human remains, with the
aim of shedding light on biological relationships among the various classes of burials in
the Early Bronze Age cemetery. At UCL, the
emphasis will be on integrating the results
of molecular analyses with wider patterns
of biological and archaeological evidence,
gained through collaboration with Haluk

Figure 2: The mass death pit, which is central to new investigations of the use and
function of radical death practices in the formation of early states as part of the Radical
Death Project. Ranging pole is 2.5 m, arrow is to North. Figure: Başur Höyük Research Project.
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Sağlamtimur and his team at Ege University.
This will provide a basis for considering the
following questions:
• What can we learn about the composition of those groups buried at Başur
Höyük – in terms of mobility, health, and
degrees of relatedness – and how they
differed or marked themselves out from
other elements of the local population?
• What light does this evidence shed on
wider social transformations, including
new forms of elite identity, associated
with the emergence of courtly societies
and warrior-aristocracy in Southwest
Asia, at the start of the Bronze Age?
• How can such archaeological investigations at the micro-scale inform broader
anthropological debates, concerning the
roles of violence and ritual in processes
of early state formation?
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