
"...the beginning of intentional burial may be seen
as a kind of victory of the genus Homo over death"
(Smirnov, 1989, 200).

Burial
Burial contributes nothing in the material world

of food, defence or procreation. Yet in the sphere of
ideology, burial is the longest surviving tradition in
human culture.

Placed out of the reach of scavengers, in a pit cut
in the ground, humans were first buried some one
hundred thousand years ago. Hence the notion "…
and unto dust shalt thou return" (Genesis 3, 19)
long preceded the scripture. The burial reveals the
oldest documented concern for human dignity. Va-
rious symbolic objects were placed with some of the
oldest burials: animal head parts (skull, jaw, and an-
tlers), adornments made of  sea shells (Bar-Yosef
Mayer 2005) and fragments of red ochre (Hovers et
al. 2003). The corpse was placed in a flexed, foetus
position. This position, the pit/womb and the grave
goods apparently render death as a transition bet-
ween two states of being. Thus by the symbolic act
of  burial, the finality of  death is denied (Smirnov
1989; Ronen 2012). Some of the animals placed in
graves were of  outstanding size (McCown 1937,
100; Vandermeersch 1970) which would suggest spe-
cialized hunting expeditions, indicating in turn a
community involvement in the act of burial. 

Fire
Fire and death are linked from the earliest bu-

rials. Hearths occur in numerous Palaeolithic bu-
rials. The link may perhaps stem from the human
manipulation of  fire. Fire moves relentlessly,
consumes food, emits sounds and generates heat.
Fire seems alive, the ultimate opposition to the cold
and motionless death. Fire is the only form of life
humans can kill and revive at will. This manipula-
tion could have brought awareness of the life-death
duality, awareness that gave rise to the act of burial.
Fire continues to symbolize life in our days in the
form of eternal flames or "memorial candles". "…it
is likely that some of the hearths recorded in the vi-
cinity of burials may also be considered as associa-
ted features" (Smirnov, 1989, 216). It is suggested
that the associated feature was naively intended to

warm and cure the dead. The red pigment smeared
on the body could have helped.

The control of  fire and the awareness of  death
are strictly human monopolies. Both constitute the
formidable divide between humans and the non-
human world. Both form the conflicting poles of
human cognition: Fire made humans the mightiest
creatures on earth while the awareness of death re-
vealed their fragility. Simultaneously almighty and
fragile, there lies the human paradox.

Figure 1: cross section of Qafzeh terrace (modified from Vander-
meersch 1981, fig. 6).  The upper layers VIII-XVI show human
occupations with no inhumations and a low frequency of hearths.
The lower layers XVII-XXIV had numerous human burials ac-
companied by numerous hearths, ocher fragments and sea shells
(Hovers et al. 2003). 

SW Asia
The oldest burials presently known were found

in Southwest Asia. The Neandertaloid burial pit at
Tabun cave dated 130-100 ky ago (Grün et al. 2005)
contained abundant ash remains (Garrod and Bate
1937: 67). 

Similarly at Skhul, fire was indicated in the burial
layer by abundant burnt flints, charred animal bones
and charcoal fragments (McCown 1937: 95). In the
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Qafzeh necropolis (Neuville 1934; Vandermeersch
1981), the burials were surrounded by ashes (Van-
dermeersch 1981; Hovers et al. 2003: 500)). A hearth
was lit a short distance above the Kebara 2 burial
and some bones of  the skeleton were burnt (Bar-
Yosef et al. 1992; Defleur 1993: 266). 

Qafzeh

Symbolic artefacts (ochre, sea shell) and hearths
are confined spatially and stratigraphically to the
presence of skeletal remains (Vandermeersch 1981;
Bar-Yosef and Vandermeersch 1993; Hovers 2006,
39). Unfortunately, while the position of skeletons
was precisely recorded in the Qafzeh necropolis, the
hearths became blurred by heavy post-depositional
erosion and their precise position could not be mea-
sured (Vandermeersch, pers. comm. 20.7.2014). Ho-
wever, ochre fragments were spatially contained
solely in the cemetery zone of Qafzeh. It seems that
hearths and ash layers are abundant in proximity of
burials.

Dederiyeh
Two 2.5 years old Neanderthal children were bu-

ried in pits dug in the cave floor. No hearth or ochre
was found near the two Neanderthal infants burials
in Dederiyeh Cave (Syria) (Akazawa and Muhesen
2002). 

Europe
Intentional Paleolithic burial was recognized for

the first time in the French cave site La Chapelle-
aux-Saints (Corrèze). (Bouyssonie and Bardon,
1909). The corpse of  a Neanderthal old man was
placed in a pit 1.4 x 1.0 x 0.3 m excavated (or modi-
fied) by humans. A hearth was found 1 m from the
corpse (Fig. 2). Ochre fragments were also discovered
near the corpse (Bouyssonie et Bardon, 1908, 517).
On the west side of the pit, between the pit and the
cave wall there were two hearths dug in the soil. No
object was found in the hearths but red burnt soil
(Bouyssonie et Bardon, 1908, 517). One hundred
years later, new investigations confirm a deliberate
excavation of the burial pit (Rendu et al. 2014, 81-
86) and an intentional Neanderthal burial at La
Chapelle-aux-Saints. The corpse was covered and
protected quickly, as shown by the absence of car-
nivore gnawing on the human bones and their dif-
ferent coloration and preservation compared to the
faunal bones (Rendu et al. 2014).

Roc de Marsal
In the cave of Roc de Marsal a 3 year-old infant

was buried in a pit 90 x 70 cm. The pit was shown
to be a natural depression (Couchoud, 2003; Gold-

berg et al. 2013). The good preservation of the fra-
gile young bones indicates, however, a rapid cove-
ring of the corpse, hence a deliberate interment. No
hearth Ochre accompanied this burial like in Dede-
riyeh. Perhaps very young infants were not given the
hearth and ochre treatment (as is true for the Dede-
riyeh infants as well).

Figure 2: The burial site La Chapelle aux Saints, showing the ar-
tificial pit and the related hearth (modified from Bouyssonie and
Bardon 1908).

Figure 3: The burial in Regourdou, plan and section (modified
from Bonifay et al., 2007 figs. 7 and 8). A human burial adjacent
to a bear's burial. Hearth 4h relates to the human burial.

Regourdou

Deposits of  Bear bones (=burials?) were found
in various layers of  Regourdou. The human burial
is located in layer 4, with scant lithic artifacts, in-
dicating that it was not a residential layer (Bonifay
1964). Similarly in the burial cave of  Regourdou
(France), an elaborate burial was found covered by
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a pile of  stones (Bonifay et al. 2007). A hearth was
located on top of  the stone structure; about 1 m
above the skull (Bonifay 1965; pers. Comm.
29.9.2014) and another hearth was erected near the
cave wall 1.6 m away from the corpse (Fig. 3).

Eastern Europe
In the major burial sites Dolni Vestonice and

Pavlov the burials were shallow, close to the living
surface. Some corpses were sheltered beneath large
mammoth bones (Trinkaus and Svoboda 2006, 15,
16). In the triple burial DV 13-15 the bodies were
lying practically on the surface of the soil and were
protected apparently by a covering (wooden) struc-
ture (Klima 1963). 

DV 3 was strongly flexed below a layer of limes-
tone debris, clay and charcoal. The upper part of
the body and especially the skull were covered wi-
thocher (Trinkaus and Svoboda 2006, 18).

DV 4 is a fragmented skull in a hearth, ashes and
red-burnt clay. The skull is incompletely burnt (par-
tial cremation?) (Trinkaus and Svoboda , 2006, 19).
Nearby is an area with extensive charcoal, of which
it is not clear whether it is part of  the burial cere-
mony or later.  

In the triple burial, DV 13 - 15, no. 13 located on
the left, lies on his back with both arms directed to
no. 15's pelvis. No. 15 exhibits abnormal features
and lies on the back. No. 14, on the right, lies on its
belly. This is the last individual to have been placed
in the grave. The three were not buried in a pit, but
laid unprotected on the living surface, probably co-
vered by some superstructure made with wooden
logs which subsequently burnt down. The three bo-
dies were associated with a large quantity of char-
coal fragments and a number of  patches of
reddened earth. Ochre formed a "compact plastered
Crust" on the three skulls and lumps of ochre were
around the neck of  no. 13. Powdery and compact
lumps of ochre were found all around the three, es-
pecially on the skulls and on the pelvis of no. 15. A
large hearth was lit about 1 m west of  the burial
area. Nos 13 and 15 are males but the central corpse,
no. DV 15 is of  unclear gender. It has anatomical
anomalies beside normal features and may have
been the focus of the triple burial and its symbolism
(Formicola et al. 2001). 

DV 16, male (+45 years), is the oldest among the
Pavlovian culture human remains. A hearth 1 m dia-
meter and 0.3 m thick was located 50 cm from the
corpse's ventral side (Trinkaus and Svoboda 2006,
24). The hearth contained limestone fragments to
enhance (and prolong?) heat radiation. Ochre was

applied to the skull and pelvis of DV 16 (Trinkaus
and Svoboda 2006, Fig. 4.12). (Fig. 4). The spatial
pattern of DV16 burial is similar to that of Regour-
dou (see above). 

K.J. Maska excavated in Predmosti between
April 1889 and July 1894 (Absolon and Klima,
1977). He noted hearths, fine charcoal and ashes
that accompanied the great majority of human re-
mains and some animal remains as well. Maska did
not note ochre, which possibly remained unnoticed
by him.

Figure 4: The burial of Dolni Vestonice 16 (modified from Trin-
kaus and Svoboda 2006, 23).  A hearth 1 m in diameter ca. 50
cm from the corpse. Red ocher was applied to the head and pelvis
of the deceased. 

Discussion
Recent studies indicate a preference to bury han-

dicapped and abnormal individuals: thus the sick
old man of  La Chapelle aux Saints (Rendu et al.
2014), the buried population of Dolni Vestonice and
Pavlov (Oliva, 2014, 49) with the abnormal indivi-
dual in the triple burial (Formicola et al. 2001), and
the enigmatic adolescent Qafzeh 11 (Coqueugniot
et al. 2014).

A frequent association of fire with burial was de-
monstrated. In addition, powder of red ochre was
sometimes smeared on the corpse, most frequently
on the skull and the pelvis. The same situation,
hearths and sometimes red ochre, may have involved
animal bone concentrations ("burials") as well. The
reason for this pattern of  burial is not clear. The
hearth may have served to prepare a ceremonial
meal. Alternatively, it is suggested that the hearth
was perhaps aimed to warm and cure the deceased.
The two possibilities are not mutually exclusive. The
red ochre apparently supported the operation gui-
ded by the hot red fire.
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