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Women and the Cemetery at Qumran THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF QUMRAN 

The Cemetery 

A large cemetery is located some 30-40 meters to the east of Qumran, sepa
rated by the boundary wall on the eastern side of the settlement (see Figs.46, 
47). The cemetery is spread over the top of the plateau (this is the "western 
sector,"which de Vaux considered to be the main part of the cemetery), with 
extensions (or "secondary cemeteries") on hills to the north, east, and south 
(including to the south of Wadi Qumran). Here I refer to the cemetery at 
Qumran in the singular, although it is perhaps more accurate to refer to cem
eteries, as some scholars have suggested.The cemetery is estimated to contain 
1100 to 1200graves (those excavated by de Vaux were numbered serially and 
designated "T" for tombe), All of the graves in the western sector (except for 
T4) are arranged in neat rows with a uniform orientation, with the head laid 
to the south and the feet to the north. The graves are marked by heaps of 
small stones, with a large headstone at each end. They are arranged in three 
groups that are separated by two broad east-west paths. Most of the graves on 
the hill to the southeast (the "southern extension") and all of the graves in the 
southern cemetery (to the south of Wadi Qumran) are oriented east-west, 
with the heads of the deceased laid to the east. 

The 19th-century explorers Clermont-Ganneau and Condor and 
Tyrwhitt-Drake excavated two of the graves on top of the plateau (see Chap
ter 2). Clermont-Ganneau observed that the burials could not be Muslim due 
to their north-south orientation. Muslim burials in Palestine are usually ori
ented east-west, with the head laid to the east and the face turned south to
wards Mecca. Over the course of several seasons, de Vaux excavated 43graves 
in the cemetery (including in the "extensions") at Qumran. The graves are 
dug into the marl of the terrace to an average depth of 1.5-2.0 meters, and 
most contain a single inhumation (that is, one whole body with the flesh still 
intact was laid in the grave). Four graves contained two burials each: T16, T24, 
T37 in the western sector, and T3 in the southern cemetery. Three graves con
tained apparent reinhumations (Tu, T24, T37; a reinhumation means that a 
body was buried a second time, after it was buried elsewhere and the flesh had 
decomposed). The bodies were apparently wrapped in linen shrouds and 
some were perhaps placed in wooden coffins (as suggested by fragmentary 
wood remains and iron nails found in T17, T18, and TI9). At the bottom of 
each grave, a niche or "loculus" was dug along the length of the shaft. The 
body was placed in this loculus, which was sealed by stone slabs or mud 
bricks. The shaft was then filled with earth (see Fig. 48). 

Except for those in the southern cemetery, the graves contained virtu
ally no burial goods or gifts. In a few cases,potsherds were mixed with the fill 

of the shaft. As an aside, I note that in his preliminary report in the Revue 
Biblique 61 (1954): 215, de Vaux stated that a bag-shaped jar similar to the one 
illustrated there in Fig. 1:4was found in the fill of T4. However, in Humbert 
and Chambon's volume (p. 346), the jar from the fill of T4 is described as a 
jarrecylindrique (a cylindrical jar), and an oil lamp of unspecified type is said 
to have been found in the fill of T26. 

The lack of associated goods makes it difficult to date the burials. Be
cause of the proximity of the cemetery to the settlement, scholars have as
sumed that they are contemporary. As we shall see, however, not all of the 
gravesare necessarilyassociated with the settlement. Unfortunately, recent at
tempts to radiocarbon date the material from the graves have failed to yield 
results. This is because not enough collagen is preserved in the skeletons and 
there is too little carbon to allow even for accelerator mass spectroscopy 
(AMS) analysis. The wood from the coffins cannot be radiocarbon dated be
cause it is saturated with paraffm, which was applied as a preservative after 
the excavations. 

The skeletons excavated by de Vaux were preliminarily identified at the 
time of the excavations by Henri-Victor Vallois and Gottfried Kurth. Those 
from Tr, T2, 1), T14, and T17 are now missing (that is, their whereabouts are 
currently unknown). In addition, the nine skeletons from 10 graves excavated 
by Solomon Steckoll in 1966 and 1967 are now lost. Because of this and be
cause of Steckoll's highly speculative and controversial interpretations of the 
skeletons he excavated (including the identification of one as a "scribe" and 
another as a "horseman"), I do not include his material in this discussion. 

Of the skeletons excavated by de Vaux whose whereabouts are known, 
22 are now in Munich, nine are in Jerusalem, and eight are in Paris. Some of 
the skeletons ended up in Europe because they were taken by Vallois and 
Kurth to France and Germany for further study. The 22 skeletons in Kurth's 
collection in Munich were recently reexamined by Kurth's assistant, Olav 
Rohrer-Ertl (in collaboration with Ferdinand Rohrhirsch and Dietbert 
Hahn). Rohrer-Ertl has identified nine of the 22 skeletons as adult males, 
eight as adult females,and fiveas children. However, of the skeletons from the 
western sector (where all of the excavated graves except T4 were aligned in 
rows oriented north-south), Rohrer-Ertl has identified nine as adult males 
and two as adult females. These 11 skeletons came from 10 graves: T20, T21, 
T22,T23, T24a-b, T26, T28, T29, T30, T31; the females were in T22 and T24b. 
In addition, Vallois identified the skeleton from T7 in the western sector of 
the cemetery as a female (this skeleton is not among those reexamined by 
Rohrer-Ertl, but is part of Vallois's collection, now in Paris; see below). The 
other females and all of the children were buried in the extensions, which de 
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