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The Tyros Period Burials in Bahrain: Hamad Town DS 3 and Shakhoura
Cemeteries

When one thinks of Bahrain’s rich tapestry of history, the ancient burial sites that dot the archipelago often receive
less attention than its bustling modern cities. Yet, these subterranean chambers hold the keys to understanding the
cultural, religious, and social dynamics of Bahrain’s early peoples. In particular, the Tyros period burials discovered
in Hamad Town DS 3 and the Shakhoura cemeteries offer a unique window into the lives of those who inhabited
the region between the 2nd and 3rd millennia BCE. This article explores the archaeological significance of these
sites, the burial practices they reveal, and the artifacts that illuminate Bahrain’s prehistoric heritage.

Historical Context of the Tyros Period

The Tyros period, often dated between 3000 BCE and 2000 BCE, is a pivotal era in Bahrain’s prehistory. It marks a
transition from the Neolithic settlements of the Ubaid culture to the more complex urban societies that would later
characterize the Dilmun civilization. During this time, the island’s inhabitants developed advanced agricultural
techniques, engaged in long distance trade, and began constructing monumental structures such as burial mounds
and temples.

Geographically, the Tyros period saw the consolidation of several key sites across the Bahrain archipelago. Hamad
Town, located in the northern part of the island, emerged as a central hub for trade and craft production.
Meanwhile, the Shakhoura region—named after the Arabic word for “cave” or “grotto’—was a strategic location that
offered both natural protection and access to maritime routes. The burial sites within these areas provide critical
evidence of how communities organized death, memory, and identity.

Archaeological Discoveries at Hamad Town DS 3

Site Overview

Hamad Town DS 3 (District Site 3) is situated on a low-lying plateau that overlooks the Gulf. Excavations conducted
between 2005 and 2012 uncovered a series of pit graves that were carefully arranged in a linear fashion. The site’s
stratigraphy reveals multiple occupation layers, indicating that the burial area was used over several centuries.

Excavation Methodology

1. Initial Survey: Ground penetrating radar (GPR) and aerial photography identified potential burial clusters.

2. Test Trenching: Small trenches were opened to confirm the presence of graves and to assess soil conditions.

3. Full Excavation: Systematic excavation proceeded in a grid pattern, ensuring accurate recording of spatial
relationships.

4. Documentation: Every artifact and bone was photographed, measured, and logged into a digital database.

Key Findings
¢ Human Remains: Over 40 complete skeletons were recovered, with a balanced representation of males,
females, and children.



e Grave Goods: Items such as pottery shards, copper tools, and woven textiles were found in varying quantities.

e Architectural Features: Some graves were lined with stone slabs, suggesting a more elaborate burial practice
for elite individuals.

e Environmental Data: Soil samples indicated the use of local limestone and the presence of olive tree pollen,
hinting at agricultural practices.

Shakhoura Cemeteries: A Comparative Perspective

Location and Significance

The Shakhoura cemeteries lie along the western coast of Bahrain, adjacent to the ancient port of Seef. The
region’s name, meaning “cave” in Arabic, reflects the numerous limestone caves that were repurposed as burial
chambers during the Tyros period. These caves provided natural protection from the elements and served as a
symbolic connection between the living and the dead.

Excavation Highlights

Unlike the more linear graves at Hamad Town DS 3, the Shakhoura sites feature a combination of pit graves and
cave burials. The excavation team employed a combination of traditional trenching and careful cave exploration,
ensuring that delicate artifacts were not disturbed.

Notable Artifacts

e Pottery: Decorative ceramic vessels with geometric patterns were found in both pit and cave graves.

* Metalwork: Copper bracelets and arrowheads suggest a culture skilled in metallurgy.

¢ Textiles: Remnants of woven cloth, possibly used as burial shrouds, were recovered from a select few graves.
e Personal Items: Small figurines and amulets hint at the spiritual beliefs of the Tyros period communities.

Burial Practices and Social Hierarchy

Linear vs. Cave Burials

The contrast between the linear pit graves at Hamad Town DS 3 and the cave burials at Shakhoura provides insight
into differing burial customs. Linear graves were often associated with communal burial practices, while cave
burials may have been reserved for individuals of higher status or for families that held specific religious roles.

Grave Goods and Status Indicators

Artifacts recovered from both sites were not uniformly distributed. In several graves, particularly those in the upper
layers of Hamad Town DS 3, there were more elaborate items such as intricately designed copper tools and richly
decorated pottery. These findings suggest a stratified society where wealth and status were expressed through
burial offerings.

Funerary Rituals

While direct evidence of rituals is scarce, the presence of ritualistic items such as amulets and figurines indicates
that the Tyros period communities performed elaborate ceremonies. The careful placement of these items within
graves suggests an intention to guide or protect the deceased in the afterlife.

Artifacts: Windows into Daily Life

Pottery Analysis

The pottery found at both sites exhibits a range of styles, from simple utilitarian wares to more ornate vessels.
Analysis of the clay composition indicates that some pots were locally produced, while others were imported from



neighboring regions such as the Arabian Peninsula and Mesopotamia. This trade network underscores Bahrain’s
role as a maritime hub during the Tyros period.

Metalwork and Tool Use

Copper tools, including knives, chisels, and arrowheads, reveal a society that had mastered metalworking. The
presence of these tools in graves suggests that they were valued both for practical use and as symbols of status.

Textile Evidence

Fibrous remains found in a few graves were identified as woven textiles, possibly made from local reeds or
imported fibers. The weaving patterns, once fully analyzed, could provide clues about cultural exchanges and
technological diffusion.

Personal Adornments

Amulets, beads, and small figurines discovered in the graves indicate personal beliefs and possibly the presence of
a nascent religious system. Their motifs—spirals, stars, and geometric shapes—are reminiscent of motifs found in
later Dilmun artifacts.

Significance of the Findings

The Tyros period burials in Bahrain offer a multi dimensional view of the island’s past. By studying the burial sites in
Hamad Town DS 3 and Shakhoura, archaeologists can reconstruct aspects of social structure, trade networks,
technological advancements, and spiritual beliefs. Moreover, these sites serve as critical reference points for
understanding the transition from the Tyros period to the Dilmun civilization.

Contribution to Regional Archaeology

e Provides comparative data for other Gulf Coast burial sites.

¢ Highlights Bahrain’s role in early maritime trade.

» Offers insight into early metallurgy and craft specialization.

¢ Reveals early forms of social stratification and burial customs.

Preservation and Future Research

Conservation Efforts

Given the fragile nature of the artifacts and the delicate environment of the burial sites, ongoing conservation is
essential. Protective coverings, climate control, and regular monitoring help preserve the integrity of the sites.

Future Excavations

Future research plans include:

1. High resolution 3D mapping of burial chambers.

2. Isotopic analysis of human remains to determine diet and migration patterns.

3. Comparative studies of pottery styles across the Gulf.

4. Investigation into the relationship between burial practices and environmental changes.

Conclusion

The Tyros period burials in Bahrain, particularly those at Hamad Town DS 3 and the Shakhoura cemeteries, are
invaluable for understanding the island’'s ancient past. Through meticulous excavation and interdisciplinary
analysis, scholars have uncovered a wealth of information about early Bahraini societies—ranging from their burial



customs and social hierarchies to their trade networks and technological innovations. As preservation efforts
continue and new research methodologies are applied, these sites will undoubtedly yield even more insights,
enriching our knowledge of Bahrain’s role in the broader tapestry of Near Eastern prehistory.
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