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The small, Middle Pre-Pottery Neolithic B site (tenth millennium cal BP) of Nahal Yarmuth 38
in central Israel consists of a unique series of rectilinear structures with plastered floors, beneath
which multiple interments were found. The nature of the finds combined with existing knowledge
of burial customs of this period make Nabal Yarmuth 38 an ideal site for investigating designated
burial sites in the Middle Pre-Pottery Neolithic B.
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Nahal Yarmuth 38 is located in central Israel between Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, some 34km
from the Mediterranean coast (Figure 1). Extensive excavations by a joint Tel Aviv
University-Israel Antiquities Authority team in 2017-2018 exposed an area of 700m’
(Figure 2). The stratigraphy consisted of a Pre-Pottery Neolithic B layer overlying bedrock
and a later, partially overlapping, Pottery Neolithic layer. The area is unusually small
(0.1-0.2ha) and provides a glimpse into a uniquely structured Pre-Pottery Neolithic B site
with two major arrays of interrelated features: architecture, mostly lime-plastered rectilinear
structures, and human burials, found mainly under lime-plastered floors.

Five structures were revealed, four of them relatively complete in plan (Figure 2). These
were originally undivided square structures measuring 5 x 5m to 6.5 x 6.5m. The stone
walls are 0.6-0.8m thick, preserved to an elevation of up to 0.4m in one to three courses
of undressed stone. Only a small number of fallen stones were found near the structures, indi-
cating that these stone walls had not been considerably higher. Of note are two minor changes
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Figure 1. Location map showing the Neolithic sites mentioned in text (figure by Itamar Ben Ezra)

in wall orientation between subsequent phases in structures I and V. Lime plaster covers the
entire floor area, rising slightly where it meets the walls. The lime plaster itself is 30—150mm
thick and is laid on an infrastructure fill of fist-size angular stones, 30-300mm in thickness,
with up to six phases of repair evident in the same structure (Figure 3)
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Figure 2. Aerial photograph of the excavation showing the lime-plastered structures (oval structure at the top left belongs to the later Pottery Neolithic layer) (photograph by Boaz
Gross, graphics by Hai Ashkenazi).
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Figure 3. Aview of structure V (looking south-east) and an isometric scheme of the floor sequence; note the slight change in wall orientation, the pits and the raised feature in the
L474 floor (photograph by Eyal Marco, graphics by Gil Haklay).
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Figure 4. Multiple burial of two adult individuals facing each other, found under the plastered floor of structure 111
(photograph by Hai Ashkenazi).

Floors show signs of opening and reclosing, probably representing patching; some have
sunken areas, often near the corners, and pits that cut the plaster covering. A raised feature,
of an as yet unclear purpose and also plastered, was found in structure V (Figure 3). Floors
have painted elements (red, black and yellow) in at least four of the five structures, but no
clear patterns could be identified. Plastered floors were generally ‘clean’, with almost no
finds apart from single flint items and, rarely, a burial that post-dated the floor and was
laid on top of it.

Based on an on-going restoration of the skeletal remains, a minimum number of almost 40
individuals related to the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B layer were excavated. The majority were
primary, single adult burials. Three multiple burials included one with two adults in flexed
position facing each other (Figure 4), and two with adults and a child or baby. All individuals
were in a flexed or semi-flexed position, except for one single burial of a child in a sitting
position. The presence of children in this sample was limited. Skulls were missing in several
of the burials, and only a few burials had grave goods; those that did included marine shells,
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Figure 5. 1) Sickle blade (notice the sheen on the left side); 2) arrowhead; 3) stone pendant; 4-5) marine shells; 6)
anthropomorphic stone figure (photographs by Sasha Flit).

flint tools (e.g. arrowheads), beads, and in one case an anthropomorphic stone figure. Animal
bones were either near to burials or, in a few cases, directly associated with them.

The Pre-Pottery Neolithic B lithics are of high-quality, colourful raw materials and while
bidirectionally knapped blades are present, no such cores (or related core-trimming
elements) were noted. The assemblage includes typical Middle Pre-Pottery Neolithic B
arrowheads of the Jericho and Byblos types and classical, finely denticulated sickle blades
(Figure 5.1-2). Bifacial tools are notably absent. Large, passive grinding slabs, some active
processors and a few stone cutting boards were found, as well as a broken gaming board.
Bone points and spatula were found along with stone pendants (Figure 5.3), a variety of
stone beads, cylindrical bone beads and worked marine shells, some of which were related
to burials (Figure 5.4-5). A single anthropomorphic stone figure was also found
(Figure 5.6).

Faunal remains mainly include wild goat (Capra aegagrus) and mountain gazelle (Gazella
gazella). Auroch (Bos primigenius) and wild boar (Sus scrofa) are found in lower frequencies as
well as Persian fallow deer (Dama mesopotamica) and red fox (Vulpes vulpes). Shells are espe-
cially abundant (many hundreds) deriving from land, freshwater and marine environments.
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Mediterranean bivalves dominate the marine shells assemblage, although gastropods and Red
Sea shells are also included. Artificially manipulated shells are scarce. These characteristics are
typical of Neolithic sites in the Mediterranean zone of Israel.

Radiocarbon dating is under way; meanwhile, based on the plastered features at the site and
the lithic techno-typology, Nahal Yarmuth 38 is assigned to the Middle Pre-Pottery Neolithic
B. It joins the larger Pre-Pottery Neolithic B interaction sphere of the Levant along with known
regional sites of the same period such as Motza, Abu Gosh, Eshtaol and other surveyed sites
(Khalaily & Marder 2003; Khalaily ez /. 2007; Vardi et al. 2016; see Figure 1).

While exhibiting some residential material elements, Nahal Yarmuth 38 comprises ele-
ments that may support its interpretation as a designated Middle Pre-Pottery Neolithic B
burial site. These include: small site size and the high concentration of burials related to
the lime-plastered structures that show no evidence of superstructures above the low stone
walls; the dominance of buried adults reflects limited population representation, while the
whole population is typically represented in Pre-Pottery Neolithic B residential sites; the
scarce evidence of onsite production (especially of flint tools), and the lack of clear evidence
for an active residential site (e.g. fireplaces and refuse pits).

The Pre-Pottery Neolithic B site of Kfar HaHoresh in the Lower Galilee, studied inten-
sively in the last two decades (Goring-Morris 2005; Birkenfeld 2018), was presented as a
designated burial site of that period. Although detailed results for Nahal Yarmuth 38 are
still awaited, the evidence presented here surely merits its inclusion in discussions of desig-
nated burial sites in the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B. Such burial sites may reflect one of the per-
ceptual and socio-economic developments that characterise the Neolithic Revolution.
Designated Pre-Pottery Neolithic B burial sites may broaden our understanding of the con-
texts and circumstances of Neolithisation processes and contribute to discourse on the role of
the dead in the daily life of Levantine communities from the Epipalaeolithic Natufian
(¢. 15000—12 000 cal BP) to the Chalcolithic period (6500-5800 cal BP).
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