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… from the moment when people are no longer sure that they have a soul or that the body will 

regain life, it is perhaps necessary to give much more attention to the dead body, which is ulti-

mately the only trace of  our existence in the world and in language.1 

Cemeteries, tombs and grave monuments are conspicuous survivals of  the Helle-

nistic and Roman eras in Anatolia. Yet, despite the wealth of  material remains, our 

knowledge of  antique funerary practices and of  the use and significance of  cemeter-

ies is rudimentary and generally slanted in favour of  more durable, impressive and 

higher-status monuments.2 Many studies have been concerned with documenting 

individual grave and tomb features, often with a focus on architecture and inscrip-

tions, rather than considering cemeteries as affective elements within the physical 

and human landscape. Such isolating of  structures and privileging of  artistic or 

philological qualities may detract from appreciating the contexts in which people 

commemorated and venerated the dead. The deficit in knowledge is therefore not so 

much due to a lack of  data (for plentiful graves and cemeteries have been recorded), 

but a lesser focus on comparative and theoretical approaches that would integrate 

disparate types and qualities of  information. 

The above assessment is applicable to the site of  Pessinus in central Anatolia, where 

an abundance of  archaeological information from cemeteries is coupled with a rel-

1 Michel Foucault, ‘Of  Other Spaces’, Diacritics 16.1 (1986): 25.
2 Marcello Spanu, ‘Burial in Asia Minor during the Imperial period, with a particular reference to 
Cilicia and Cappadocia’ in Burial, Society and Context in the Roman World, ed. John Pearce et al. (Oxford: 
Oxbow, 2000), 169–77; Sarah Cormack, ‘Funerary Monuments and Mortuary Practice in Roman Asia 
Minor’ in The Early Roman Empire in the East, ed. Susan E. Alcock (Oxford: Oxbow, 1997), 137–56; 
Sarah Cormack, The Space of  Death in Roman Asia Minor (Vienna: Phoibos, 2004).
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ative lack of  synthesis and interpretation. The work undertaken has been primarily 

a data-collecting exercise: questions relating to the establishment of  cemeteries and 

their use-life; construction and re-construction of  grave monuments; and the rela-

tionship between the interred and the living remain to be addressed in detail. The 

potential for such questions to shed light on past practice and social dynamics within 

Pessinus—and in central Anatolia more generally—demonstrates the importance 

of  evaluating available information rather than accumulating more data as an end 

in itself. By utilising ideas drawn from social anthropology and landscape studies, 

we aim to provide additional lenses through which to examine the cemeteries of  

Pessinus and their status as affective loci in relation to the city and wider landscape. 

Therefore, our aim in this article is not to give an exhaustive recitation of  the avail-

able evidence, but to present it selectively in order to evaluate funerary practice and 

social identity through time.

&ƵŶĞƌĂƌǇ�ĂƌĐŚĂĞŽůŽŐǇ�ŝŶ�ZŽŵĂŶ��ŶĂƚŽůŝĂ

Knowledge about Roman-period burial practices in Anatolia is inconsistent com-

pared with other parts of  the Roman Empire, particularly the western provinces.3 

Many investigations that have taken place in central Anatolia have focused on 

high-status and ‘spectacular’ tomb remains and on the artistic, sculptural and ar-

chitectural qualities of  monuments and grave goods.4 Other funerary remains have 

been excavated in the course of  ‘rescue’ work triggered by building works and loot-

ing,5 but little else is done with the resulting information. This reflects a paucity of  

systematic approaches to the study of  Roman-period funerary remains in Turkey, 

3 Spanu, ‘Burial in Asia Minor’ 169. 
4� )RU�H[DPSOH� LQ� UHJDUGV� WR� WRPE�UHPDLQV��6�PHU�$WDVR\�� ¶7KH�.RFDNÖ]ODU�7XPXOXV� LQ�(VNLúehir, 
Turkey’, American Journal of  Archaeology 78.3 (1974): 255–63; R. Eser Kortano÷lu, Hellenistik ve Roma 
ømparatorluk Dönemlerinde Da÷OLN�3KU\JLD�%|OJHVL�.D\D�0H]DUODUÖ, (Eskiúehir: Anadolu Üniversitesi�<D\ÖQ-
ODUÖ���������0RQXPHQWV�DQG�JUDYH�JRRGV��0DUF�:DHONHQV��Die Kleinasiatischen Türsteine: typologische und 
epigraphische Untersuchungen der kleinasiatischen Grabreliefs mit Scheintür (Mainz am Rhein: P. von Zabern 
1986); Cormack, Space of  Death.
5 For example, Tuzin Günel, Emel Yürttagul and Remzi Ya÷FÖ��¶dD\ÖUKDQ�*�OúHKUL�1HNURSRO�$ODQÖ�
.XWDUPD�.D]ÖVÖ�����·��$QDGROX�0HGHQL\HWOHUL�0�]HVL�<ÖOOÖ÷Ö 1991 (1992): 29–70; Yücel Kiper ‘dDQNÖUÖ, 
.RUJXQ��$EVDUÖ�$ODYÖ�1HNURSRO��.XUWDUPD�.D]ÖVÖ·��0�]H�.XUWDUPD�.D]ÖODUÖ�6HPLQHUL 10 (2000): 87–
94; The Müze dDOÖúPDODUÖ� YH�.XUWDUPD�.D]ÖODUÖ�6HPSR]R\RQX periodical (formerly known as the Müze 
.XUWDUPD�.D]ÖODUÖ�6HPLQHUL) published by the Turkish Ministry of  Culture and Tourism  (http://www.
kulturvarliklari.gov.tr/TR,44763/muze-calismalari-ve-kurtarma-kazilari-sempozyumu-yayinl-.html) 
contains a variety of  reports outlining small to large scale excavations of  funerary contexts belonging 
to the Greco-Roman period across Turkey. 
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whether regarding the collection of  data or interpretation thereof.6 Nevertheless, 

some excavations have resulted in more comprehensive studies of  cemeteries, such 

as the work at Hierapolis-Pamukkale and Sagalassos.7 

On the whole, sufficient attention has not been given to synthesis of  information from 

different sites and time periods, nor to the evaluation of  practices among groups and 

individuals of  differing wealth and rank within the same settlement. The potential 

for such approaches is demonstrated by the excavation of  Roman cemeteries at Gor-

dion, a multi-period settlement some sixty kilometres north-east of  Pessinus known 

primarily for its Iron Age (circa 1200/1180–330 BCE) settlement and burial tumuli 

dotting the immediate landscape.8 In the 1990s and 2000s, a growing interest in 

phases other than the Iron Age has resulted in targeted excavation and re-evaluation 

of  other periods, including the Roman. Another noteworthy site is Amorium, forty 

kilometres south-west of  Pessinus, investigated primarily for its Early- and Middle- 

Byzantine (circa 650–1100 CE) remains but also boasting those from the Hellenistic 

and Roman periods.9 Excavation of  funerary contexts has concentrated on graves in 

and around the lower city church and some extramural cemeteries.10 The results of  

fieldwork and research at these sites suggest the potential for interpretive and com-

parative approaches that would integrate data from neighbouring Pessinus. 

6 Spanu, ‘Burial in Asia Minor’, 169; Andrew L. Goldman, ‘The Roman-period cemeteries at Gordi-
on in Galatia’, Journal of  Roman Archaeology 20 (2007): 299.
7 Hierapolis-Pamukkale: Eugenia Equini-Schneider, La necropoli di Hierapolis di Frigia: Contributi allo 
studio dell’architettura funeraria di età romana in Asia Minore (Rome: Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, 
1972). Sagalassos: Veli Köse, Nekropolen und Grabdenkmäler von Sagalassos in Pisidien in hellenistischer und 
römischer Zeit (Turnhout: Brepols, 2005). 
8 Goldman, ‘The Roman-period cemeteries’; Gunlog E. Anderson, ‘In the Shadow of  Tumulus MM: 
The Common Cemetery and Middle Phrygian Houses at Gordion’, in The Archaeology of  Phrygian 
Gordion, Royal City of  Midas, ed. C. Brian Rose (Philadelphia: University of  Pennsylvania Museum, 
2012), 171–88.
9 Eric A. Ivison, ‘Amorium in the Byzantine Dark Ages (seventh to ninth centuries)’, in Post-Roman 
Towns, Trade and Settlement in Europe and Byzantium. Vol. 2 – Byzantium, Pliska and the Balkans, ed. Joa-
chim Henning (Berlin and New York: Walter de Gruyer, 2007), 25–59. 
10� /RZHU�FLW\�FKXUFK��&KULVWRSKHU�6��/LJKWIRRW�DQG�<DOoÖQ�0HUJHQ��¶$PRULXP������<ÖOÖ�.D]Ö�
dDOÖúPDODUÖ·��.D]Ö�6RQXoODUÖ�7RSODQWÖVÖ 21.2 (2000): 144; Christorpher S. Lightfoot and Yovan Arbel, 
¶$PRULXP�.D]ÖVÖ������·��.D]Ö�6RQXoODUÖ�7RSODQWÖVÖ 25.1 (2004): 3; Christopher S. Lightfoot, O÷uz 
Koçyi÷LW�DQG�+�VH\LQ�<DPDQ��¶$PRULXP�.D]ÖVÖ������·��.D]Ö�6RQXoODUÖ�7RSODQWÖVÖ 28.1 (2007): 272–74; 
&KULVWRUSKHU�/LJKWIRRW�HW�DO���¶$PRULXP�.D]ÖVÖ������·��.D]Ö�6RQXoODUÖ�7RSODQWÖVÖ 30.1 (2009): 203–8; 
&KULVWRSKHU�/LJKWIRRW�HW�DO���¶$PRULXP�.D]ÖODUÖ������·��.D]Ö�6RQXoODUÖ�7RSODQWÖVÖ 31.1 (2010): 134. 
([WUDPXUDO�FHPHWDULHV��/LJKWIRRW�HW�DO���¶$PRULXP�.D]ÖVÖ������·�����²���
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Besides the variance in excavation and publication, there has been limited appli-

cation of  theory to the data obtained from Roman cemeteries in central Turkey.  

Investigating changes in practices through time and patterns within and between set-

tlements can inform fundamental questions relating to social practice: as M. Parker 

Pearson writes, ‘one of  the main ways in which we interpret past societies is through 

recovering the material traces of  those practices associated with the remains of  the 

dead’.11 With a specific focus on Pessinus, this article suggests some theoretical path-

ways that may be taken when thinking about Roman funerary remains. We will 

show that funerary evidence may be used to explore a range of  concepts relating to 

personhood and landscape, thereby moving away from antiquarian approaches and 

generalization, and focusing attention on material culture as being ‘meaningfully 

constituted’ and embedded in both the outcome and process of  human action.12 

dŚĞ�ĐĞŵĞƚĞƌŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�WĞƐƐŝŶƵƐ͗�ƉƌŽďůĞŵƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉŽƚĞŶƟĂů 

7KH�VLWH�RI �3HVVLQXV�LV�ORFDWHG�LQ�DQG�DURXQG�%DOOÖKLVDU�YLOODJH��DSSUR[LPDWHO\�����

kilometres south-west of  Ankara in central Turkey (Fig. 1). The physical environ-

ment of  the area is typical of  the central Anatolian plateau: dry and steppe terrain 

of  flat uplands, punctuated by hills and mountain ranges. Pessinus itself  is nestled in 

a deeply incised valley, surrounded by steep slopes leading to the flat plateau, which 

is heavily eroded at several points to form numerous spurs and ridges (Fig. 2). On 

the uplands surrounding the city are extensive ancient cemeteries, which today are 

visible in the form of  fragmentary grave markers and tomb remains, uneven ground 

and recently dug looters’ pits. 

Figure 1: Map of  Turkey, showing the location of  Pessinus (W. Anderson).

11 Mike Parker Pearson, The Archaeology of  Death and Burial (Stroud: Sutton Publishing, 1999), 3.
12 Ian Hodder, Reading the Past. Current approaches to interpretation in archaeology (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1986). 
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Pessinus was identified and frequented by antiquaries in the nineteenth century and 

formal investigations began in 1967 by teams from Ghent University.13 The cemeter-

ies around the city were among the first areas to be investigated, and interest in them 

continued until the end of  Ghent University’s tenure of  the project in 2008. The 

investigations found funerary remains that are essentially confined to the Roman 

period, coinciding more or less with Pessinus’ status as a principal city of  Roman 

Galatia.14 While the earliest datable occupation in the Pessinus valley can be traced 

back to the early fourth century BCE, graves dating prior to the first century BCE 

are almost entirely absent.15 Whether this is due to hitherto undiscovered cemeteries, 

complete usurpation of  older cemeteries by newer ones, or change in locale function 

(for example, a shift to habitation) that obliterated earlier graves, remains unknown. 

Indeed, determining the nature of  funerary practice during the Iron Age and Hel-

lenistic periods is crucial for assessing the impact of  ‘Roman’ ideas in Anatolia, 

including the adoption and/or rejection of  western Roman practices. Only a lim-

ited number of  Iron Age cemeteries in central Anatolia have been investigated (ex-

cluding tumuli and rock-cut tombs), the key site being the Common Cemetery at 

Gordion, which limits insight into continuity of  practice into the Hellenistic and 

Roman periods. Likewise, the impact of  the Galatians at Pessinus is uncertain, as 

no material culture or funerary evidence associated with them has been found at the 

13 William J. Hamilton, Researches in Asia Minor, Pontus, and Armenia; with some account of  their antiquities 
and geology (London: John Murray 1842), 438–46; Charles Texier, Asie mineure, Description géographique, 
histoire et archéologie des provinces et des villes de la Chersonnese d’Asie, (Paris: Firmin Didot 1862), 473–9; 
Henry J. Van Lennep, Travels in Little Known Parts of  Asia Minor, (London: John Murray 1870), 207–14; 
Georges Perrot, ‘Les Tolistoboiens’ in Exploration Archéologique de la Galatie et de la Bithynie, d’une Partie 
de la Mysie, de la Phrygie, de la Cappadoce, et du Pont, ed. Georges Perrot, Edmond Guillaume and Jules 
Deblet (Paris: Firmin Didot 1872), 208–15; Karl Humann, ‘Reise nach Angora und Boghaz-Köi’, in 
Reisen in Kleinasien und Nordsyrien, ed. Karl Humann and Otto Puchstein (Berlin: Verlag von Dietrich 
Reimer, 1890), 26–31. John Devreker, ‘L’histoire de Pessinonte’ in Les Fouilles de la Rijksuniversiteit te 
Gent à Pessinonte 1967-1973, ed. John Devreker and Marc Waelkens (Brugge: De Tempel, 1984), 13–37. 
14 Devreker, ‘L’histoire de Pessinonte’, 15ff; Karl Strobel, ‘Ist das phrygische Kultzentrum der Matar 
mit dem hellenistischem und römischem Pessinus identisch? Zur Geographie des Tempelstaates von 
Pessinus’, Journal of  Historical Geography of  the Ancient World 9 (2007): 207–28.
15 John Devreker and Frank Vermeulen, ‘The eighth excavation campaign in Pessinus’, Anatolia An-
tiqua 4 (1996): 85; John Devreker, Hugo Thoen and Frank Vermeulen, ‘The imperial sanctuary at 
Pessinus and its predecessors: a revision’, Anatolia Antiqua 3 (1995): 135, n. 27. For a discussion of  the 
early chronology of  Pessinus, see Damjan Krsmanovic, ‘The Excavations of  Ghent University at Pessi-
nus—a conspectus of  the work by P. Lambrechts (1967-73) and J. Devreker (1986-2008)’ in Pessinus and 
its Regional Setting, BAR International Series, ed. Gocha Tsetskhladze (Oxford: Archaeopress, in press). 
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site.16 However, epigraphic studies at Pessinus have shown that people from several 

different origins and ethnic backgrounds dwelt in the city,17 implying that a variety 

of  cultural entanglements took place through time. It has been observed by S. Cor-

mack and M. Spanu that western Roman influence on funerary practice in central 

Anatolia was limited,18 and it is therefore of  interest to ask how such practices were 

enacted at Pessinus. 

Figure 2:�9LHZ�RI �%DOOÖKLVDU�IURP�(&����ORRNLQJ�QRUWK�ZHVW��SKRWR��0��1HJXV�&OHDU\��

Past investigations of  cemeteries at Pessinus primarily focused on East Cemetery 1 

(EC 1, excavated 1967, Fig. 3) and North Cemetery 1 (NC 1, excavated 1987–91, 

Fig. 4), out of  the dozen or so cemeteries that surround the city (Fig. 5).19 EC 1 and 

16 This is complicated by the fact that in many places across Anatolia, the Galatians (particularly 
the elites) adopted the material ‘language’ of  the locales they settled in (Gareth Darbyshire, Stephen 
Mitchell and Levent Vardar, ‘Galatian Settlement in Asia Minor’, Anatolian Studies 50 [2000]: 85–87).
17 Pieter Lambrechts and R. Duthoy, ‘La famille des Lollii à Pessinonte’, Les Études Classiques 37 
(1970): 302–7; Johan H. M. Strubbe, ‘Les noms indigènes à Pessinonte’, Talanta 10-11 (1978–79): 
112–45; L. Beladjal and J. Mertens, ‘Relations généalogiques et structures familiales des populations 
ancêtres de Pessinonte (Annexe II)’, Anatolia Antiqua 9 (2001): 85–7; John Devreker, Christian Laes 
and Johan H.M. Strubbe, ‘New Inscriptions from Pessinous (VIII)’, Epigraphica Anatolica 43: 65–66, 70.
18 Cormack, ‘Funerary Monuments’, 152; Spanu, ‘Burial in Asia Minor’, 169. 
19 Recent surveys have located eleven definable cemeteries and a number of  other places where tombs 
are present (William Anderson, Damjan Krsmanovic and Michelle Negus-Cleary, ‘Ground survey in 
Pessinus and its periphery: first observations’ in Pessinus and its Regional Setting, BAR International 
Series, ed. Gocha Tsetskhladze [Oxford: Archaeopress, in press], Fig. 4). While other cemeteries as-
sociated with satellite sites have been noted within a wider radius of  the city, they garner only passing 
mention in the reports, and are of  therefore limited value to the present discussion (John Devreker, 
‘Pessinus [Pessinonte] 1986’, AraúWÖUPD�6RQXoODUÖ�7RSODQWÖVÖ�5.1 [1988]: 130; Devreker and Vermeulen, 
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NC 1 are located on prominent elevations overlooking Pessinus, thus visible from 

various points within the city itself  and the surrounding uplands. They were proba-

bly among the chief  cemeteries of  the city, judging from their size, long-term usage 

and the presence of  varied grave types. Accordingly, the nature of  excavated graves 

and the context of  funerary monuments has proven to be quite complex.

Figure 3: Excavation of  EC 1 (1967), looking west (Devreker & Vermeulen 1994).

Figure 4: NC 1 (2010), looking north (photo: D. Krsmanovic).

‘Eighth campaign in Pessinus’, 93; John Devreker and Frank Vermeulen, ‘Fouilles et prospections à 
Pessinonte: campagne de 1996’, Anatolia Antiqua 6 [1998]: 257.). 
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Figure 5: Plan of  Pessinus, showing cemetery locations, excavation trenches, and hypothetical 
extent of  the Roman period city (M. Negus-Cleary 2011).
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The foremost problem archaeologists have had to contend with in dealing with the 

cemeteries of  Pessinus is disturbance, in the form of  frequent dismantling of  graves 

during antiquity and robbing that has occurred during antiquity and into the present 

day. This has hindered accurate dating of  graves, the use of  absolute dating tech-

niques and reconstruction of  the cemeteries’ development over time.20 This issue 

is particularly acute at NC 1 because of  the building of  a walled compound on top 

of  the former cemetery (perhaps in the sixth century CE), which caused significant 

disruption to underlying levels. While the disturbance on EC 1 has been less exten-

sive, owing to lack of  later overlying construction, looting has caused more targeted 

destruction. Furthermore, though quite a large number of  graves have been investi-

gated, those excavated on EC 1 are confined to the edge of  the plateau, an area that 

seems to have been sporadically used until later times and is thus not necessarily 

indicative of  spatial distribution of  graves through time. Despite these limitations, 

some broad statements may be made regarding the chronology of  burial practices 

at Pessinus. 

�ŚƌŽŶŽůŽŐǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƚǇƉĞƐ�ŽĨ�ďƵƌŝĂů�ƉƌĂĐƟĐĞ

The earliest datable graves at Pessinus consist of  both cremation and inhumation 

types. On EC 1, cremation burials include brick or tile constructions in a shallow 

trench and simple pits, sometimes with a bedding of  stones upon which the body 

was laid prior to burning;21 two urn burials were also found.22 Though most of  the 

cremation burials on EC 1 could not be dated, the few examples that were date 

from the first century BCE/first century CE. No inhumation graves have been given 

a pre-Roman date except a multiple inhumation cist, constructed from limestone 

blocks and dated to between the third and first centuries BCE.23 On NC 1, the ear-

20 Two-thirds of  the graves on EC 1 proved undatable (Marc Waelkens, ‘La Nécropole de l’est 
[Nécropole A]’ in Les Fouilles de la Rijksuniversiteit te Gent à Pessinonte 1967-1973, ed. John Devreker and 
Marc Waelkens [Brugge: De Tempel, 1984], 74) and a little over a half  on NC 1 (Frank Vermeulen, 
‘The Cemetery’, in Excavations in Pessinus: the so-called Acropolis. From Hellenistic and Roman cemetery to 
Byzantine castle, ed. John Devreker, Hugo Thoen and Frank Vermeulen [Ghent: Academia Press, 2003], 
130).
21 Pieter Lambrechts, ‘Les Fouilles de Pessinonte: la nécropole’, l’Antiquité Classique 38 (1969): 129–
30; Waelkens, ‘La Nécropole’, 61.
22 ibid., 63–64. 
23 ibid., 72.
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liest graves are simple pit (Fig. 6) or brick lined cremations.24 Interestingly, the only 

urn burial is rather late (fourth/fifth century CE).25 A few simple pit inhumations 

were also discovered, including two containing mid-first century BCE coins of  the 

Galatian ruler Deiotarus, deposited as obols in the mouths of  the deceased.26 

Figure 6: Simple pit cremation graves, NC 1 (Vermeulen 2003).

Therefore, while the first-century-BCE to first-century-CE trend on both cemeteries 

appears to be cremation, this point should not be overstated due to the inconclusive 

nature of  the data and the presence of  inhumations. On NC 1, the latter practice 

begins to take precedence throughout the first century CE, in the form of  simple or 

brick/tile lined pits.27 The presence of  cremations at Pessinus is noteworthy since 

Anatolia has a long tradition of  inhumation;28 the introduction of  cremation in the 

later first century BCE may relate to the arrival of  people who migrated from the 

west, bringing their own native practices with them. This coincides with the rise of 

Romanising material culture, manifested in the commencement of  large-scale im-

portation of  sigillata pottery (especially from the Pergamum region, and also some 

from Italy) and monumental building programmes such as the temple in Sector B 

24 John Devreker, Y. Hollevoet and Hugo Thoen, ‘Pessinus (Pessinonte) 1989’, .D]Ö� 6RQXoODUÖ�7R-
SODQWÖVÖ�12.2 (1991): 279; Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 40–41, 44, 131.
25 Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 43.
26 Devreker et al., ‘Pessinus 1989’, 274; Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 200, 218.
27 Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 47, 48, 50.
28 Cormack, Space of  Death, 109.
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and the so-called ‘canal system’ in Sector D (and no doubt other major changes in 

urban planning across the city).29 However, as noted above, the influence of  ‘Roman’ 

funerary practices in Anatolia was limited, and there was continuity of  practices and 

forms of  commemoration that are traditionally associated with the Hellenistic and 

pre-Hellenised Anatolian cultural spheres.30 At Pessinus, however, these practices 

are difficult to define.

Nevertheless, the resumption of  inhumation as the dominant practice in the later 

first century perhaps reflects assimilation or re-affirmation of  past practices that 

took place after the short-lived trend for cremation, which may have accompanied 

western migrants. However, the problems surrounding the dating of  graves weaken 

this interpretation, for if  they date over a protracted period of  two or more centuries 

after the imposition of  Roman hegemony, the argument for trends lasting only one 

or two generations does not hold. Moreover, some cremation graves on both ceme-

teries do have a later date,31 and these may be anachronistic strategies tapping into 

past cultural values.32  

These issues touch on the lack of  definition of  the demographics and socio-cultural/

ethnic composition of  Pessinus at any given period, and the extent to which this is 

discernible in the consumption of  particular kinds of  material culture and, indeed, 

funerary customs. It is, however, suggestive of  Pessinus’ state at the beginning of  

the first millennium CE as a primarily administrative hub in which many inhabi-

tants may not have necessarily been locals but originated from a wider region, or, 

indeed, beyond Anatolia. Thus, through observation of  changes in material culture 

and practices including funerary rites, we may be in a position to perceive the active 

imposition of  alternative practices that outlived their initial deployment. 

Due to the paucity of  graves dating to this period, F. Vermeulen, who wrote much 

29 Marc Waelkens, ‘Le système d’endiguement du torrent’ in Les Fouilles de la Rijksuniversiteit te Gent 
a Pessinonte 1967–1973, ed. John Devreker and Marc Waelkens (Brugge: De Tempel, 1984), 77–141; 
Hugo Thoen, ‘Pessinus 2000. Dating the Temple Area: The Evidence of  the Finds. A Preliminary Re-
port’, Anatolia Antiqua 10 (2002): 145–54; Angelo Verlinde, ‘Monumental Architecture in Hellenistic 
and Julio-Claudian Pessinus’, BABESCH 85 (2010): 127. 
30 Cormack, ‘Funerary Monuments’, 152; Spanu, ‘Burial in Asia Minor’, 174.
31 Lambrechts, ‘Fouilles de Pessinonte’, 134; Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 43, 44. 
32 cf. Lambrechts, ‘Fouilles de Pessinonte’, 135, who views late cremation graves as indicative of  
different ethnicity. 
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of  the final report on excavations at NC 1, argues that this cemetery experienced a 

hiatus in use between circa 100–250 CE.33 The situation on EC 1 is, again, unclear. 

Much of  the evidence from the second and third centuries from both cemeteries 

comes from secondary contexts, as graves were systematically dismantled and their 

structural components reused in later graves and urban architecture. The monu-

ments are dated by means of  epigraphy and stylistic motifs, including reliefs on 

sarcophagi and various stelae,34 the most intriguing of  which are the so-called door-

stones. This type of  monument—common across contemporary central and western 

Anatolia—is comprised of  a substantial rectilinear marble block, carved with reliefs 

bearing four panels representing a double door with a knocker and keyhole, or other 

motifs, such as baskets and lozenges (Fig. 7). As no door-stones appear to have been 

found in primary contexts at Pessinus, it is difficult to determine the architecture of  

the tombs which they adorned. However, it is clear that they were visible and prob-

ably constituted elaborated architecture of  above ground tombs.35

Figure 7: Exceptionally elaborate double door-stone (3rd century), found at Sivrihisar (photo: 
V. Clark).

The final phase of  the use-lives of  EC 1 and NC 1 occurs between the fourth and 

sixth centuries CE. While simpler forms of  interment practiced in earlier periods 

33 Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 131. 
34 ibid., 123.
35 cf. Christopher H. Roosevelt, ‘Symbolic Door Stelae and Graveside Monuments in Western Ana-
tolia’, American Journal of  Archaeology 110.1 (2006): 65–91.
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were maintained, the dominant type of  burial on both cemeteries becomes large cist 

graves. These graves were frequently constructed from spolia of  older graves (Fig. 

8a & b), urban architecture, or—as exemplified by remains from NC 1—newly cut 

stone blocks (Fig. 9).36 A further characteristic defining them is multiple inhuma-

tion, including up to thirty-nine individuals.37 The cessation of  interment on EC 1 

remains undetermined,38 while on NC 1 it may have occurred around the mid-fifth 

century, the last dateable coin from a secure burial context being an issue of  Mar-

cianus (450–57 CE).39 In the sixth century, as noted above, a walled compound was 

built on top of  the cemetery on the western side of  the plateau spur. Its precise rela-

tion with the ‘lower town’ of  Pessinus remains uncertain, though it was certainly a 

place of  residential and economic, and perhaps administrative, military and ecclesi-

astical functions.40 This period is marked by significant disturbance of  the cemetery, 

including robbing of  building material, pit-digging and installation of  storage pithoi 

in floors that frequently disturbed underlying graves.41 Thus, most graves, particular-

ly the late cist examples, have been disturbed in one manner or another and looting 

since ancient times has further contributed to this.

The shift from expansive cemeteries outside settlements to intramural burial is a 

prominent characteristic of  late-antique cities in Anatolia, though the prohibition 

against intramural burial was never as strictly observed in the eastern provinces as 

it was in the west.42 At Pessinus this phenomenon is difficult to gauge as our knowl-

edge of  the configuration of  the Late Roman/Early Byzantine city is still rudimen-

tary. However, tantalizing evidence comes from Sectors D and E (see Fig. 5), where 

36 Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 52.
37  ibid., 57.
38  One cremation grave was dated by a coin of  Leo I (457–74 CE) (Lambrechts, ‘Fouilles de Pessi-
nonte’, 129), though it is not stated whether the artefact is intrusive. Nevertheless, it may be speculated 
that, given the lack of  change in function as on NC 1, some interment continued on EC 1 into the sixth 
century. 
39  Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 132.
40  A. Ervynck, B. De Cupere and W. Van Neer, ‘Consumption refuse from the Byzantine Castle at 
Pessinus, Central Anatolia, Turkey’, in Archaeozoology of  the Near East. Proceedings of  the first international 
symposium on the archaeology of  Southwestern Asia and adjacent areas, ed. H. Buitenhuis and A. T. Clason 
(Leiden: Universal Book Services, 1993), 119–27. Frank Vermeulen, ‘The Byzantine Fortress’ in Exca-
vations in Pessinus: the so-called Acropolis. From Hellenistic and Roman cemetery to Byzantine castle, ed. John 
Devreker, Hugo Thoen and Frank Vermeulen (Ghent: Academia Press, 2003), 347–87. Krsmanovic, 
‘Excavations of  Ghent University’.
41  Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 54.
42 Cormack, ‘Funerary Monuments’.
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tombs were excavated on the west bank of  the river and in the vicinity of  the mon-

umental retaining wall (called le quai byzantin in the final publication), whereupon a 

sarcophagus remains perched.43 In addition, we may surmise that individuals were 

interred in the presumed church that lies under modern housing on the east side of  

Sector L behind the village mosque, and further burials in its vicinity,44 as well as 

other churches at Pessinus, presently only known from historical texts.45 

Figure 8a & b: Late Roman cist tombs constructed from spolia, EC 1 (Waelkens 1984). 
 Figure 9: Cist grave from new-cut marble blocks, NC 1 (photo: D. Krsmanovic)

Funerary activity at Pessinus during medieval times is difficult to decipher, as indeed 

is the overall occupation of  the site. Excavations on the so-called ‘Ottoman Hill’ 

(Sector J) at the northern outskirts of  Pessinus (Fig. 10) revealed various periods 

43 Pieter Lambrechts, ‘De derde opgravingskampanje van de Gentse Universiteit te Pessinus (Turki-
je)’, De Brug 13 (1969): 273–4; Waelkens, ‘Le système d’endiguement’, Fig. 145. 
44 cf. Eric A. Ivison and Murat ùen, ‘Aúa÷Ö ùehir Kilise Kompleksi’, in Christopher S. Lightfoot, 
1LNRV�7VLYLNLV� DQG� -DQH�)ROH\�� ¶$PRULXP�.D]ÖODUÖ� ����·��.D]Ö�6RQXoODUÖ�7RSODQWÖVÖ, 33.1 (2012), 47, 
Image 1.
45  Devreker, et al., ‘Pessinous Inscriptions VIII’, 61–62.
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of  cultural activity which are not easy to interpret due to extensive disturbance of  

the deposits.46 The earliest phase of  activity in the area is represented by eight late-

first-century-BCE/early-first-century-CE graves (North Cemetery 2).47 Echoing EC 

1 and NC 1, grave types are mixed: three inhumation and five cremation burials, 

all simple pit type. One inhumation burial was of  an obol type, reminiscent of  the 

examples from NC 1. 

Figure 10: The so-called ‘Ottoman Hill’, looking south. Note the spolia used as tombstones, 
and the telegraph pole on the hilltop, behind which lies the Sector J trench (photo: D. Krs-
manovic).

The first cemetery was followed by hiatus in the area’s use after which a building was 

constructed on the site, possibly used for domestic or artisanal functions. This phase, 

loosely dated as late (possibly sixth century), is followed by another indeterminate 

hiatus before the establishment of  the so-called ‘old Turkish cemetery’, visible today 

in the form of  spolia grave markers such as column shafts. As the graves themselves 

have not been opened, it is difficult to gauge whether this cemetery is genuinely from 

the Turkish (Seljuk or Ottoman, as has been continually suggested in all publications 

to date) period or earlier medieval (Byzantine), in which case it supposes interesting 

ideas regarding the later occupation of  Pessinus, a topic still subject to dispute.48 

46 John Devreker, Hugo Thoen and Frank Vermeulen, ‘Pessinus (Pessinonte) 1990: Rapport provi-
soire’, .D]Ö�6RQXoODUÖ�7RSODQWÖVÖ�13.2 (1992): 350–51.
47 ibid., 351.
48 Evidence of  post-seventh century occupation at Pessinus is largely negative evidence—in the form 
of  coins, a seal, and small amounts of  pottery from NC 1 and Sector B (Marc Waelkens, ‘The Impe-
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WĂƚŚƐ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƟŽŶ�

The findings from excavations at EC 1 and NC 1 demonstrate that a variety of  strat-

egies were employed in funerary practice through time. This variety raises questions 

regarding the demographics, social and cultural affiliations, and wealth and status 

of  the people of  Pessinus during the Roman period. In the introduction to this pa-

per, we contended that the data recovered from cemeteries in central Turkey, and 

Pessinus in particular, has not been the subject of  sufficient synthesis and interpre-

tation. In the second part of  this paper, we will suggest some interpretive paths that 

may be taken to pursue questions relating to the relationship between the dead and 

the living. In particular, we focus on concepts relating to personhood and the land-

scape—lines of  interpretation that have the potential to broaden our understanding 

of  both particular and general issues relating to negotiation of  identity, and how this 

is manifested in the archaeological record. 

�ĞĂĚ�ĂŐĞŶƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶŚŽŽĚ

We should first state that we do not see funerary remains as simply evidence that 

exists in the present, waiting to be documented and interpreted according to archae-

ological, art historical, epigraphic, or other disciplinary precepts. Cemeteries were 

meaningful places that were actively used in the past, and the deceased interred in 

them were capable of  altering the experiences of  the living through time and space. 

Cemeteries may function as places where identities and relationships are contested 

by virtue of  the fact that the dead possess agency—the ability to elicit specific and 

thus definable types of  action from the living.49 Though agency has come to encom-

pass a variety of  definitions since its adoption in archaeological discourse,50 we em-

rial Sanctuary at Pessinus: Archaeological, Epigraphical and Numismatic Evidence for its Date and 
Identification’, Epigraphica Anatolica 7 [1986]: 60; Devreker, et al., ‘Pessinus 1989’, 273, 282; Devreker 
et al., ‘Pessinus 1990’, 349). Yet, the recent publication of  an inscription dating to the eleventh/twelfth 
century suggests that the site was not completely abandoned and may have had, at least, active eccle-
siastical institutions (Devreker, et al., ‘Pessinus Inscriptions VIII’, 59–62). If  the so-called old Turkish 
graves actually date from this period, it would corroborate the evidence for more extensive Byzantine 
period habitation. 
49 Howard Williams, ‘Death Warmed Up: the Agency of  Bodies and Bones in Early Anglo-Saxon 
Cremation Rites’, Journal of  Material Culture 9.3 (2004): 266.
50 For example, Marcia-Anne Dobres and John E. Robb, Agency in Archaeology, (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2000); Marcia-Anne Dobres and John E. Robb, ‘“Doing” Agency: Introductory Re-
marks on a Methodology’, Journal of  Archaeological Method and Theory 12.3 (2005): 159-66; Jennifer L. 
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ploy a relatively basic variant in this paper: in treating death as a socially determina-

tive event, it becomes a focal point for kinds of  activities that are not part of  regular 

daily life. The corpse itself  and the eventual place of  interment both constitute ‘sites’ 

that are thus implicated within this series of  particularised activities.

To that end, death may be viewed as a form of  social rupture, resulting in the divi-

sion of  the social and biological individual,51 whereupon the various activities ini-

tiated by the living are directed towards the figurative or literal redressing of  the 

event’s impact and dealing with the deceased’s new status.52 Such activities may 

include transfer of  property, setting up of  memorials, reconfiguration of  roles in 

the household, performative activities such as feasting and rituals associated with 

funerals and observed periodically subsequent of  interment.53 Indeed, burial itself  

represents a culmination of  numerous processes leading up to (and, indeed, taking 

place subsequent to) the act of  interment. 

The various activities initiated by the living upon biological death are arguably di-

rected towards the coordination of  the deceased’s personhood. This concept pertains 

to the individual’s abstracted status and identity, which is built up through life by 

means of  social and material relationships, thus making up their overall biography.54 

Dornan, ‘Agency and Archaeology: Past, Present, and Future Approaches’, Journal of  Archaeological 
Method and Theory 9.4 (2002): 303-29; A. Bernard Knapp and Peter Van Dommelen, ‘Past Practic-
es: Rethinking Individuals and Agents in Archaeology’, Cambridge Archaeological Journal 18.1 (2008): 
131–51.
51 Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry, ‘Introduction: death and the regeneration of  life’ in Death and 
the Regeneration of  Life, ed. Maurice Bloch and Jonathan Parry (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1980), 4.
52 Terje Oestigaard and Joakim Goldhahn, ‘From the Dead to the Living: Death as Transactions and 
Re-negotiations’, Norwegian Archaeological Review, 39.1 (2006): 27–28, 32–33.
53 cf. Yannis Hamilakis and Eleni Konsolaki, ‘Pigs for the Gods: burnt animal sacrifices as embodied 
rituals at a Mycenaean sanctuary’, Oxford Journal of  Archaeology 23.2 (2004): 145–47; some of  these 
practices are implied by evidence from the Lydian culture of  Iron Age western Anatolia. The excavated 
grave goods from the few unlooted tombs in Lydia are comprised of  banqueting accoutrements—furni-
ture and fineware pottery. The evidence has led to the view that banquets were practiced in association 
with funerary activity (Christopher H. Roosevelt, The Archaeology of  Lydia, From Gyges to Alexander 
[Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009], 180–2). Parker Pearson, ‘The Archaeology of  Death 
and Burial’.
54 Bloch and Parry, ‘Introduction’, 5–6; Susan D. Gillespie, ‘Personhood, Agency, and Mortuary Rit-
ual: A Case Study from the Ancient Maya’, Journal of  Anthropological Archaeology 20 (2001): 82–83; 
Andy Jones, ‘Lives in Fragments? Personhood and the European Neolithic’, Journal of  Social Archaeol-
ogy 5.2 (2005): 194–95; Trevor Kirk, ‘Materiality, Monumentality and Personhood in Early Neolithic 
Britain’, Cambridge Archaeological Journal 16.3 (2006): 334–35.
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The biography thus becomes the vehicle for redressing the event of  death and pro-

moting activities which continue maintaining the individual’s presence in society 

after biological death. The corpse itself  is a keen affirmer of  personhood.55 It may 

seem that the body is representative of  the individual’s reduction to an object,56 

however, the continued treatment and perception of  it as a subjective individual in 

funerary contexts shows that the body continues to be capable of  exerting subjectivi-

ty. The body, in effect, acts as a proxy for the abstracted, socially constructed individ-

ual, thus defying objectification through activating the imaginations and memories 

of  the living,57 directing them into streams of  action which strive to reconcile the 

deceased’s newly acquired status. 

>ĂŶĚƐĐĂƉĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŚĞƚĞƌŽƚŽƉŝĂ

The second theoretical pathway we highlight relates to the spatial aspect of  cem-

eteries and people’s relationships with these places. Cemeteries are, in essence, re-

positories of  biographical narratives and social memory, giving them highly affec-

tive potential in the overall landscape. As a result, the burial of  the city’s deceased 

inhabitants in proximity to urban areas demonstrates how landscape is embedded 

in the general ways of  existence, not merely as a backdrop for human action.58 The 

plateaus and hilltops where the cemeteries are situated may therefore be seen as con-

stituting a heterotopia (Fig. 5): space that is set apart from everyday social space.59 A 

heterotopia is something fundamentally imaginary, pieced together through people’s 

repeated engagement with it and formed from the totality of  experiences arising 

from such engagement. 

The cemetery is therefore a powerful repository of  social memory, where ideas about 

55 Cara Krmpotich, Joost Fontein and John Harries, ‘The substance of  bones: the emotive materiality 
and affective presence of  human remains’, Journal of  Material Culture 15 (2010): 374.
56 Georges Bataille, Théorie de la Réligion (Paris: Gallimard, 1989), 40.
57  Krmpotich, et al., ‘The substance of  bones’, 375; Gustavo Martínez, Gustavo Flensborg and Pab-
lo D. Bayala, ‘Human corpse manipulation and the body as symbol: A case study from the Eastern 
Pampa-Patagonia transition (Argentina) during the Final Late Holocene’, Journal of  Anthropological 
Archaeology 31 (2012): 223–24.
58 A. Bernard Knapp and Wendy Ashmore, ‘Archaeological Landscapes: Constructed, Conceptu-
alized, Ideational’ in Archaeologies of  Landscape: Contemporary Perspectives, ed. A. Bernard Knapp and 
Wendy Ashmore (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 13. 
59 Foucault, ‘Of  Other Spaces’, 25.
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ethnicity, gender, class, rank and life narratives exist in multiplicity, shaped from acts 

of  remembering and forgetting.60 The totality of  individual instances of  personhood 

thus contributes to the cemetery’s overall heterotopia. The simple action of  marking 

a grave, for example, is not merely a marker of  identity or finality, but represents an 

index of  processes leading up to interment and objectifying the seemingly perma-

nent physicality of  the deceased in the landscape, which has continued impact on 

the activities of  the living who engage with the graves, as will be outlined below.

/ŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƟŶŐ�ĨƵŶĞƌĂƌǇ�ƉƌĂĐƟĐĞ�Ăƚ�WĞƐƐŝŶƵƐ

Concepts relating to personhood and landscape may be especially applicable to buri-

al practices, where, as I. Hodder notes, generalised laws governing a direct rela-

tionship between material culture and human society are less convincing. Hodder 

comments that ‘it is ideas, beliefs and meanings which interpose themselves between 

people and things’.61 These perspectives can be explored with reference to the wide 

variety of  funerary remains at Pessinus. 

Figure 11: Libation cupule stone, EC 1 (old excavations) (photo: D. Krsmanovic). 
 Figure 12: Libation cupule stone reused in a late antique building, Sector K (photo: D. Krs-
 manovic).

60 Ruth M. Van Dyke and Susan E. Alcock, ‘Archaeologies of  Memory: Introduction’ in Archaeologies 
of  Memory, ed. Ruth M. Van Dyke and Susan E. Alcock (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 2.
61  Hodder, Reading the Past, 3.
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One example of  activity surrounding the maintenance of  personhood at Pessinus 

may be deduced from stones bearing incised libation cupules, of  which twenty ex-

amples were found during the excavations of  EC 1 (Fig. 11),62 while others were 

incorporated into the fabric of  later urban structures (Fig. 12). The cupules are indic-

ative of  the performance of  commemoration: the act of  visiting a grave and pouring 

a libation was arguably an emotional and memory-laden experience for the living, 

wherein the whole act (preparation of  liquids, ascent to the cemetery, pouring of  

libations) becomes an index for recalling the deceased, thereby maintaining their 

personhood in living consciousness. The practice constitutes a series of  intentional 

actions that are repeated over a period of  time with a view towards memorialising 

and embellishing the personhood of  one or a group of  individuals.63 

The processes involved in the cremation burials at Pessinus may also have been a 

fertile ground for the negotiation of  personhood. P. Lambrechts, the first director of  

excavations at Pessinus, has argued that cremation in some instances happened in 

an alternative location, while remains were carried and deposited into the cemeter-

ies.64 Though this claim cannot be substantiated, there is little doubt that cremation 

would not have been a single task but a complex arrangement of  different processes 

involving different people acting in different locations. Spanu notes, in reference to 

Roman funerary activity in Anatolia, ‘evidence of  cremation of  the deceased in one 

place with the subsequent burial in another of  ashes and bones in appropriate con-

tainers’,65 suggesting that activities surrounding cremation were a more drawn out 

process than a single action. Burial practice is enacted across various scales of  space, 

but also of  time, and was, according to Parker Pearson, ‘a carefully thought out 

procedure which may have taken days, months or even years to plan and execute’.66 

Thus we may suppose that, at Pessinus, procedures were enacted which involved ex-

tensive planning. This is certainly applicable to the various grave stelae, which were 

no doubt commissioned well in advance of  the subject’s death.67

62  Lambrechts, ‘Fouilles de Pessinonte’, 136.
63  Camilla Briault, ‘High Fidelity or Chinese Whispers? Cult Symbols and Ritual Transmission in the 
Bronze Age Aegean’, Journal of  Mediterranean Archaeology 20.2 (2007): 243.
64 Lambrechts, ‘Les Fouilles de Pessinonte’, 129.
65 Spanu, ‘Burial in Asia Minor’, 174.
66 Parker Pearson, The Archaeology of  Death and Burial, 5.
67 Thus, it is likely that there was an industry devoted to this, particularly door-stones. 
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Cremation is also strongly sense-affective, focusing on the transformation of  the 

body involving smell, sound and sight.68 The act of  burning brings about the body’s 

metamorphosis on the pyre from a recognisable individual to an undefined sub-

stance. As the human body is thus decomposed, its identity and by extension per-

sonhood are seemingly erased. Yet the ensuing actions, such as the collection and 

deposition of  ashes and bones, were arguably a site for the reception of  sensory in-

formation, affecting memory and emotion,69 and the activation of  personhood itself. 

Figure 13: Door-stone of  Asklepios, high-priest of  Kybele (2nd century), found on EC 1 (pho-
to: V. Clark).

The erection of  permanent monuments on a gravesite articulates further points re-

garding the shaping of  personhood in pre/post-mortem situations. A good example 

illustrating these points is the door-stone of  Asklepios, the arkhigallos (high priest) 

of  Kybele, his mother and brother (Fig. 13). When the bomos was commissioned, it 

was inscribed with the title gallos, the arkhi- prefix having been added in an ad hoc 

68 Williams, ‘Death Warmed Up’, 275–7.
69 ibid., 273; Krmpotic, et al., ‘The Substance of  Bones’, 375.
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manner presumably after the monument’s completion to reflect Asklepios’ change 

in status.70 This shows how the process of  memorialisation pre-figured biological 

death, and how projected representation of  the self  through the grave monument 

was controlled in order to stress and maintain aspects of  the individual’s status in 

society after biological death. It highlights professional and personal connections, 

concretising them in the minds of  those interacting with the gravesite by associating 

the deceased individual with abstract social constructs, thus affirming his or her 

continued presence in the social consciousness.71 

The introduction of  door-stones at Pessinus denotes new (undoubtedly imported) 

ideas of  memorialisation in the second and third centuries CE. Such monuments 

first appeared in the fifth to fourth centuries BCE in western Anatolia,72 experienced 

a seeming hiatus in popularity during the Hellenistic period and were revived in 

Roman times.73 In terms of  signification, door-stones have been interpreted as the 

tomb representing an eternal house, and the door motif  a passage from the sphere 

of  the living to that of  the dead.74 Whether the Pessinuntian examples drew on the 

same sphere of  signification remains to be determined, for while it is likely that lo-

cally specific meanings developed, there are consistencies between settlements and 

regions in terms of  iconography, which suggests some retention of  shared notions 

in disparate geographies.

The presence of  inscriptions supports the notion of  material claims to the space of  

the cemetery, where the writing is as much about its physicality as its content. The 

70 Pieter Lambrechts and Raymond Bogaert, ‘Asclépios, archigalle pessinontien de Cybèle’, Latomus, 
Hommages à Marcel Renard II (1969), 406–7; there has been some debate concerning the addition of  
this prefix (see summary in Johan H. M. Strubbe, The Inscriptions of  Pessinous, Inschriften Greichiscer 
Städte Aus Kleinasien 66 [Bonn: Dr. Rudolf  Hambelt GMBH, 2005], 86). 
71 Bloch and Parry, ‘Introduction’, 5.
72 Roosevelt, ‘Symbolic Door Stone Stelae’, 78–79.
73 Waelkens, Kleinasiatische Türsteine.
74 E. Baughan, ‘Lydian Burial Customs’ in Lydians and their World, ed. Nicholas D. Cahill (Istanbul: 
Turkish Ministry of  Tourism and Culture, 2010), 278; Elspeth R. M. Dusinberre, Aspects of  Empire in 
Achaemenid Sardis, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 131; Roosevelt, ‘Symbolic Door 
Stone Stelae’, 79–82; for other discussions on door-stones, see Kai Jes, ‘Gebaute’ Türgrabsteine in Ai-
zanoi—Kirsten Krumeich, Spätantike Kämpferkapitelle mit Weinblatt und Pinienzapfendekor’, Istan-
buler Mitteilungen 47 (1997); Kai Jes, ‘Türgrabsteine in Aizanoi II: Fassadenmonumente mit Scheintür’, 
Istanbuler Mitteilungen 51 (2001); Ute Kelp, ‘Das Phänomen der Türfassaden in Phrygien. Zu lokalen 
Identitäten anhand einiger Grabtypen römischer Zeit’ in Neue Funde und Forschungen in Phrygien, Asia 
Minor Studien 61, ed. Elmar Schwertheim and Engelbert Winter (Bonn: R. Habelt, 2008), 68–91.
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formula mnemes kharin (Fig. 14), common throughout the Greek speaking world for 

several centuries, may be viewed as an invoking incantation after the list of  names, 

evocative of  individualised historical narratives,75 and inviting the visitor to the grave 

to engage with the deceased’s personhood. In this way, the landscape of  the ceme-

tery is a meaningfully constructed entity that is a reciprocal medium for, and out-

come of, human activity particular to such places.76 

Figure 14: Funerary inscription ( … gunaiki mnemes kharin) reused in Grave 3.81, NC 1 (photo: 
D. Krsmanovic).

Further strategies for maintaining personhood included the deposition of  personal 

items into graves. On NC 1, a relatively high number of  these were found in inhu-

mation graves dating from all phases of  the cemetery’s use, in the form of  jewellery, 

clothing and other accessories.77 One Late Roman grave is of  interest on account 

of  the presence of  a Hellenistic coin with a hole drilled through it, denoting that 

it was worn as a pendant.78 These grave goods point to the idea of  the deceased as 

having a continued connection with their retrospective biographical self.79 The ex-

ample of  the Hellenistic coin is indicative of  more directed attempts at harnessing 

75 John C. Barrett, ‘Chronologies of  remembrance: the interpretation of  some Roman inscriptions’. 
World Archaeology 25.2 (1993): 236–47.
76 Christopher Tilley, A Phenomenology of  Landscape: Places, Paths, and Monuments, (Oxford: Berg, 
1994), 10–11.
77 Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 115.
78 ibid., 98.
79 Williams, ‘Death Warmed Up’, 267. Motifs on door-stones perhaps also hint at this. 
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past cultural capital through personal adornment; indeed, the coin itself  may have 

been viewed as an index of  particular social circumstances. Certainly, the process of  

deposition and adorning of  the corpse with these items would have been a way of  

affirming their personhood by associating them in a seemingly permanent manner 

with utilitarian and non-utilitarian objects that may have belonged to them in life. 

Alternatively, the addition of  such material culture may be indicative of  novel iden-

tities (not necessarily existent in life) being constructed through permanent material 

association.

The varied character of  the burials at Pessinus at any given point in time may derive 

from particular instructions of  the deceased while living, which were acted upon 

(or even contravened) at death. For example, the aforementioned cremation urn 

from NC 1, dating to the fourth/fifth century, may be a deliberate anachronism and 

an attempt to harness cultural capital through adoption of  overtly western Roman 

practices. On the other hand, the first-century-BCE obol burials from NC 1 and NC 

2 show attitudes to death that follow Hellenic views of  the afterlife. The co-existence 

of  varied practices—anachronistic and innovative, simple and lavish—indicate the 

variety of  strategies adopted; some, no doubt, necessitated by economic consider-

ations and available resources but also by a level of  competition and urge to differ-

entiate, displaying an apparent wealth of  cultural and conceptual resources. 

The material culture of  cemeteries was just that—a culture of  materiality that links 

personhood and landscape. This would have been mediated by the surrounding to-

pography and the relationship with other parts of  the settlement, including other 

cemeteries. It seems that the main north-south road between Spaleia (Sivrihisar) 

and Amorium which passed through Pessinus would have influenced the location 

of  certain tombs on NC 1, which were more visible to those travelling along the 

road. Social codes may have governed the use of  particular cemeteries, and visibility 

and movement might also have been a consideration for their internal organisation, 

which appear to show concentrations of  burials at the edge of  the plateau,80 suggest-

ing a hierarchy of  space and the use of  prominent positions for ostentatious burials. 

While there is little evidence for planning, movement within the cemeteries would 

have been circumscribed by the position of  tombs, necessitating the formation of  

80 Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 35, Fig. 25.
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walking routes or pathways that were repeatedly taken by generations of  mourners.

The placement of  graves and establishment of  cemeteries may have significance 

regarding claims to control over the land, whereby ‘the act of  burial itself  … serves 

to physically “plant” the dead in the land, making their remains an inalienable and 

fixed part of  that land’.81 Burial placement may therefore be a form of  ‘heritage 

claim’ that involved making a material statement of  genealogical decent and enti-

tlement. These claims were not only in the form of  the burial itself  but were also 

supported by other physical elements that range from simple grave markers to elab-

orate tomb structures. Areas in the cemeteries where there is limited intercutting of  

graves and some degree of  unified orientation and clustering suggest some degree 

of  maintenance and observation of  such claims. This is exemplified by the late cist 

tombs in the southernmost area of  NC 1, overlooking Pessinus (Fig. 15).82 The ex-

tent of  clustering and alignment is indicative of  contemporaneity, and the location’s 

intervisibility with the city itself  shows the deliberate emphasis of  the connection 

between the living and the dead, and the respective entities of  the city and the het-

erotopia of  the cemetery.

Figure 15: Southernmost area of  NC 1 and vicinity of  trench boasting a prominent concentra-
WLRQ�RI �ODWH�FLVW�JUDYHV��RYHUORRNLQJ�%DOOÖKLVDU��SKRWR��'��.UVPDQRYLF��

81 Parker Pearson, The Archaeology of  Death and Burial, 17.
82 Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 35.
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Though the chronology of  cemeteries at Pessinus is rather imprecise, and at many 

locations grave usage appears to span several generations, certain phases are marked 

by distinct change in funerary practice. Shifts in burial practice that occurred during  

late antiquity (approximately from the mid third century CE onwards) are one as-

pect of  extensive changes in the physical makeup of  the city, particularly in the use 

of  urban and periurban space.83 Yet there is also some continuity, for example, in 

cemetery locations that are used throughout the Roman period and long into the 

Christian era. By observing change and continuity in the material aspects of  funer-

ary practice, ideas of  personhood and landscape, both at the time of  change and the 

preceding period, are thrown into sharp relief. 

By the fourth to sixth century, there are clear differences from the preceding period. 

As already outlined, many older grave monuments were dismantled and appropriat-

ed into substantial cist tombs, in keeping with the general activity of  spoliation that 

began to intensify from the late third century until the end of  large-scale occupation 

at Pessinus. The use of  Roman building stone in late antiquity and medieval times 

is a common phenomenon across the former domains of  the Roman Empire, hint-

ing at attempts to harness the cultural capital of  the past for new ends. The patrons 

of  works sought to build their prestige using the physical fabric of  the Roman city, 

thereby associating themselves with the past through material appropriation of  it.84 

The dismantling of  old graves at Pessinus is suggestive of  revised social norms that 

were reflected in the proclamation of  official sanctions for re-use of  abandoned mon-

uments, as expressed in the Theodosian Code.85 By the late fourth/early fifth cen-

tury, the use of  spolia was widespread at Pessinus—the re-use of  tomb materials in 

construction of  new tombs, especially door-stones, appears to have been more than 

83  Christopher S. Lightfoot and Eric A. Ivison, ‘Amorium Excavations 1994: The Seventh Prelim-
inary Report’, Anatolian Studies 45 (1995): 121; Frank Vermeulen, John Devreker, and G. Mulder, 
‘Urban Developments in Byzantine Pessinus (Asia Minor)’ in Acta XIII Congressus Internationalis Ar-
chaeologiae Christianae III, ed. Nenad Cambi and Emilio Martin (Rome: Papal Institute of  Christian 
Archaeology, 1998), 789–90; Anderson et al., ‘Ground Survey in Pessinus’.
84  Amy Papalexandrou, ‘Memory Tattered and Torn: Spolia in the Heartland of  Byzantine Helle-
nism’ in Archaeologies of  Memory, ed. Ruth M. Van Dyke and Susan E. Alcock (Oxford: Blackwell, 
2003), 67.
85 J. Alchermes, ‘Spolia in Roman cities of  the late empire: legislative rationales and architectural 
reuse’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 48 (1994): 167–78.
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an economic measure of  deploying available resources. This is supported by the use 

of  spolia in non-funerary contexts, especially in the walled compound built on NC 1, 

where the positioning of  decorated marble blocks indicates aesthetic choices as well 

as practical considerations.86 

The phenomenon of  spoliation is also symptomatic of  new understandings of  cem-

eteries as socially meaningful places. It also puts to question where the materials for 

the late graves precisely came from, as it is possible that other cemeteries (or parts 

thereof) went out of  use and were allowed to be dismantled, which has implications 

for hierarchies of  memory and strength of  meaning of  particular locales. The most 

visible tombs, which occupied prominent places at the edge of  the plateau facing 

Pessinus, were presumably in prestigious locations, and their use as burial places 

might have been usurped by new priorities. Certain cemeteries, or parts of  cem-

eteries, may have been open to plunder, and perhaps had lesser social/emotional 

significance which facilitated their closure and requisition of  their resources. Clo-

sure of  cemeteries need not have been a sudden event but perhaps involved gradual 

abandonment. However, in the case of  NC 1, it seems likely that the cemetery’s use 

was halted more suddenly and that the site was appropriated for its eventual use as 

a hilltop compound. 

Most poignantly, the dismantling of  graves is indicative of  the dismantling of  mean-

ingful information associated with them, a subversion of  antecedent identities and 

significant alteration of  the heterotopia of  the cemetery. But, the construction of  

the late cist graves also arguably represents reinterpretation, where new meanings 

were constructed from the remnants of  the old—the activity initiating processes of  

memory and contemplation of  the past, or establishing links with past inhabitants, 

whether or not they were direct family or kin. The use of  past grave monuments and 

architectural elements in the cist graves is arguably purposeful, simultaneously one 

of  suppression and endorsement.87 

The incorporation of  door-stones into the cist graves may be indicative of  this cat-

aloguing of  past identity into new contexts, and perhaps a transfer from individual 

86 Vermeulen, ‘The Byzantine Fortress’, 350.
87  Papalexandrou, ‘Memory Tattered and Torn’, 56.
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commemoration to collective usage. This was therefore a politically charged act in 

that the emphasis on personality is transferred to one of  anonymity and collective 

memory, a tendency also observed at late antique cemeteries at Corinth.88 While it 

may be said that the stones used were available at hand, or that the decision may 

have even been an aesthetic one,89 such acts were considerably involved and med-

itated, perhaps indicative of  attempts to tap into a pre-existing meanings, indexed 

by the materiality of  funerary inscriptions and the door motif  itself. Thus it is more 

profitable to see the functional and symbolic elements as symbiotic rather than one 

determining the other. 

Figure 16: Grave 3.81, NC 1 (4th-5th century), constructed from spolia of  older graves (photo: 
W. Anderson).
 Figure 17: Grave 3.81, NC 1. Note the careful composition of  the spolia blocks and the  
 erasure of  all motifs aside from the doors themselves (photo: W. Anderson).

Several examples from late-antique Pessinus can be used to show how the use of  old 

tombs to re-construct other tombs or buildings was both a deliberate but also a deep-

ly engrained social act. The finest example is arguably grave 3.81 on NC 1 (Figs. 16, 

17), which shows careful composition of  the different spolia, with the door-stone 

motifs and inscriptions—which, significantly, have not been chiseled away—facing 

inwards. Similar examples abound elsewhere in the region. One tomb investigated 

88  Eric A. Ivison, ‘Burial and urbanism at Late Antique and Early Byzantine Corinth (c. AD 400-
700)’ in Towns in Transition: urban evolution in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages, ed. Neil Christie 
and Simon T. Loseby (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1996), 99–125.
89 Papalexandrou, ‘Memory Tattered and Torn’, 61.
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at Amorium is an Early-Byzantine cruciform structure made up of  four compart-

ments and built almost entirely of  reused door-stones.90 The structure’s fabric echoes 

the widespread reuse of  stones taken from earlier tombs at Pessinus, as well as being 

an example of  the communality of  burial practices during late antiquity. 

The nature of  communal burial, and the laws and customs relating to this practice, 

appear to have changed significantly during late antiquity. Prohibitions on the open-

ing of  tombs that are expressed in inscriptions of  the Early- and Middle-Imperial 

period in Anatolia indicate a concern to reserve tombs for co-habitation by family 

members.91 However, the very existence of  these inscribed prohibitions that threat-

en fines and curses for transgressors suggest that unauthorized use of  tombs was 

widespread.92 It is difficult to gauge the nature of  this at Pessinus, though one late 

inscription suggests some adherence to protocol and admonition of  transgression.93 

Multiple interment was relatively commonplace in the late period, with numerous 

graves on EC 1 and NC 1 representing the phenomenon; grave 1.100 on NC 1 is 

particularly noteworthy for its thirty-nine occupants.94 It is possible that communal 

tombs are representative of  familial connection, though this is difficult to confirm 

without well-dated contexts and DNA analysis, and that collective burials might 

have signified other kinds of  social groupings. 

In some instances, however, structures that were used over several centuries clearly 

involved the interment of  individuals not related to the tomb’s initial occupants. At 

Amorium in 1994, an underground rock-cut tomb (a type not present at Pessinus) 

was investigated. The tomb’s construction consists of  an arcosolium structure with 

short dromos and an entrance shaft and contains three burial couches within the 

chamber.95 The tomb’s initial construction probably dates from second or third cen-

tury, though its use continued for several centuries: skeletal remains of  more than 

a dozen individuals were found inside and artefacts were recovered dating from as 

90� /LJKWIRRW�HW�DO���¶$PRULXP�.D]ÖVÖ�����·�����²����
91 Spanu, ‘Burial in Asia Minor’, 172–3.
92 For example, Christian Marek, Stadt, Ära und Territorium in Pontus-Bithynia und Nord-Galatia (Tübin-
gen: Ernst Wasmuth, 2003), 132–33.
93 Devreker, et al., ‘Pessinus Inscriptions VIII’, 69.
94 Vermeulen, ‘The Cemetery’, 57.
95 Christopher S. Lightfoot and Eric A. Ivison, ‘Amorium Excavations 1995: The Eighth Preliminary 
Report’, Anatolian Studies 4 (1996): 97–102.
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late as the eighth century. Therefore, as at Pessinus, the revisiting and re-use of  the 

tomb may have been continuous over the long term. Each new interment may be 

viewed as a key event responsible for renewed shaping of  personhood, memory and 

emotion (by evoking directly or indirectly past interment events), and therein the fur-

ther elaboration of  the cemetery’s heterotopic qualities. The collective nature of  the 

graves is suggestive of  the construction of  collective rather than personal identities.96 

Conclusion

It is possible to see from this overview that there is considerable potential for in-

terpretation of  the funerary remains at Pessinus. Investigating ideas of  landscape 

and personhood in conjunction with the materiality of  tombs, grave markers, in-

scriptions, and the presence of  the deceased themselves enables the construction 

of  meaningful interpretations of  the lives of  Pessinuntians that go beyond artefact 

taxonomy, art history, epigraphy and materials analysis as an end in itself. The hills 

and plateaus surrounding Pessinus playing host to the cemeteries should be seen as 

places which elicit actions that articulate specific notions about society. They are 

experiential, interactive and contested locations, which manipulate and are manipu-

lated by the living. As a result, they did not—and do not—exist simply as museums 

of  the dead waiting to be catalogued and categorised. We therefore conclude that 

further research which integrates already existing information on Roman cemeter-

ies—at Pessinus and elsewhere—could be used to develop dynamic interpretations 

of  the way that funerary practice was reflective and constructive of  social practice 

within settlements, and a key part of  identity formation among urban dwellers. 
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96 Conceptual parallels may be found in Neolithic mortuary practices in the Levant: cf. Ian Kuijt, 
‘Negotiating Equality through Ritual: A Consideration of  Late Natu¿an and Prepottery Neolithic A 
Period Mortuary Practices’, Journal of  Anthropological Archaeology 15 (1996): 316–18; Martínez et al., 
‘Human Corpse Manipulation’, 223–24; cf. Ian Kuijt, ‘The Regeneration of  Life: Neolithic Structures 
of  Symbolic Remembering and forgetting’, Current Anthropology 49.3 (2008): 171–97.


