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Tylos, The Journey Beyond Life

Rituals and Funerary traditions in Bahrain
(2nd century BC - 3rd century AD)

Opening on the 1st of May 2012, the exhibition Tylos, The Journey Beyond Life displays around
400 artifacts associated with the numerous cemeteries of the Tylos period (2nd century BC
to the 3rd century AD.) in an attempt to reconstruct the episodes of the journey in the afterlife.
The exhibition was planned in line with the events of the month of Museums during the Manama,
Capital of Arab Culture programme, and is meant to be a travelling exhibition.

As the earlier civilization of Dilmun was viewed by the Sumerians as a sacred earthly paradise
in which people enjoyed immortality (most likely due to its abundant fresh water and lush
vegetation), it is not surprising that the impressive Tylos necropoles show a strong continuity of
the prevalence of the notion of the afterlife. It is believed that Tylos was an autonomous domain
used as a port of call for the Greek military fleet in the Gulf. Following the fall of the Seleucid
Empire in the middle of the second century BC, the Characene Kingdom established itself in
Mesopotamia and extended its influence over the Gulf and Bahrain.

The archaeological record confirms the international character of the Tylos culture that was in
constant interaction with different parts of the Hellenized Near East and must have played a
significant role in the dissemination of Greek culture.

However, due to the scarcity of settlements from the Tylos period, our understanding of the
prevailing socio-cultural setting relies almost exclusively on funerary material. Organised
along 4 main sections (tylos, an island at the crossroads of the hellenistic traditions,
an archaeology of burials, death in tylos: a well-equipped journey, comunicating with
the gods), this exhibition showcases for the first time in Bahrain the some exquisite artefacts
recovered in the varied Tylos necropoles. It will provide viewers with an exclusive insight into
this culture through the observation of burial customs and rituals from the 2nd century BC to
the 3rd century AD.
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Collection of ointment beehive-shaped containers, Banded calcite (“alabaster”). From various necropoles, 1st cent. B.C.
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Aryballos, Blown glass. Abu Ashira necropolis, 1st cent. A.D

BAHRAIN, A STRATEGIC ISLAND AND PROMINENT MARKETPLACE IN ANTIQUITY

Bahrain’s ancient strategic location in the heart of the Arabian Gulf and at a crossroads linking
the Ancient Near East to the Indus Valley, laid out the foundation for an eminent harbour and
marketplace. From the Bronze Age, Bahrain has been a coveted destination and key transit point
for both people and merchandise.

Originally constituted of thirty-three islands and islets, the Bahrain archipelago is today centred
around its two main islands - Bahrain and Muharrag. Its location in an arid tropical zone
characterized by its warm seas was counterbalanced by an exceptional natural advantage.
Immense underground freshwater reservoirs, situated in the depth of the Arabian Peninsula,
emerge to the surface in the form of abundant artesian springs, creating a “sea” of freshwater.
This hydrological phenomenon has been the main reason behind the attribute that has given the
country its modern name - Bahrain, The Two Seas.

The history of Bahrain is marked by major cultural episodes that have significantly impacted the
cultural development of the country and its people. It is on Bahrain that the civilization of Dilmun,
the most important civilization in the Gulf from 3rd to 1st millennium BC, prospered and reached
its climax c. 2000 BC. From the end of the 4th millennium BC, reference to Dilmun appears
in ancient Mesopotamian texts in association with trade, signalling the flourishing of a trade
emporium that was vital for the economy of Sumer. This trade supremacy continued over the
centuries and survived the shifts in regional power. Indeed, blessed with its unique position and
outstanding natural wealth, Bahrain, known in classical times as Tylos (a probable Hellenisation
of Dilmun/Thilwun), was still a leading harbour in the Gulf and continued to thrive within the
Hellenistic realm and later under the influence of the Parthians, Sassanids, Hormuzi, Portugese
and within the Ottoman dominion respectively.
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Painted vessels in the shape of miniature baskets, Clay. Shakhoura necropolis, 1st cent. B.C. -1st cent. A.D.
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“Arabian Red Ware” vessel, Clay. Saar necropolis, 1st cent. B.C. - 1st cent. A.D

BAHRAIN DURING THE TYLOS PERIOD

This growing fortune could not have escaped the interest of Alexander the Great. Seemingly,
the Greek conqueror had planned to conquer Arabia on his return from India. Around 325 BC,
one of Alexander’s maritime scouting expeditions reached Tylos and left a detailed description of
the archipelago.

Although the nature and extent of the Greek intervention in Bahrain is contentious, it is certain
that Tylos witnessed an exceptional phase of prosperity under the tutelage of the Seleucid
Empire in the 3rd and 2nd centuries BC. Tylos was probably an autonomous domain used as a
port of call for the Greek military fleet in the Gulf. Following the fall of the Seleucid Empire in the
middle of the second century BC, the Characene Kingdom established itself in Mesopotamia and
extended its influence over the Gulf and Bahrain. This domination of Characene is confirmed by
two inscriptions (from Bahrain and Palmyra) which mention Characenian governors appointed to
Tylos c. 125 BC and in 131 AD.

The archaeological record confirms the international character of the Tylos culture that was in
constant interaction with different parts of the Hellenized Near East and must have played a
significant role in the dissemination of Greek culture. The uncovering of a few Greek inscriptions
supports the notion that the Greek language was adopted by some of the inhabitants of
Tylos. Pottery, numismatics and figurative art clearly illustrate this intricate process of cultural
appropriation.



o J9I ) g3 Lid) e £ el
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Footed plate, Moulded (?) glass. Saar necropolis, 1st — 2nd cent. A.D

TYLOS, A GREEN ISLAND

As early as the Bronze Age, the abundance of freshwater springs and plentiful vegetation in
ancient Bahrain was probably the main reason behind the Sumerian association of Dilmun with
an earthly paradise in which people enjoyed immortality. According to archaic mythology, Dilmun
was associated with the origin of the world. It was believed that the earth and its oceans rested
on a subsurface freshwater ocean, the so-called Apsu, which supplied surface springs and rivers.
Accordingly, the Sumerian god and guardian of the Apsu, Enki, blessed Dilmun with plentiful
freshwater by bringing its artesian springs to the surface, bestowing life and vegetation.

This numinous character captured the attention of Greek admirals and authors as early as the
3rd century BC. When Alexanders scouting expedition reached the island around 325 BC,
Androstenes of Thasos, in a vivid account lost today but regularly quoted by classical geographers
and botanists, reported on the luxuriant gardens of Tylos and the pleasant climate. This was
developed at length, notably by the botanist Theophrastus at the beginning of the 3rd century
BC: “There are date palms on the island and vines and other fruit trees including evergreen figs.
Also there is water from heaven... there are many springs on the island...” In addition to palms,
vines, and fruit trees, classical accounts illustrate the cultivation of cotton trees (“wool-bearing
trees”) that were grown abundantly on the island.

The island>s mangrove, which has almost disappeared today, was exhaustively documented.
This accurate and gripping description has allowed for an exact reconstruction of the ancient
mangrove of Bahrain. Theophrastus reported that “On the coast side there is such a number of
trees that when the tide goes out, they make a regular fence...”

Bahrain>s exquisite pearls did not go unnoticed. In fact, the abundant and beautiful pearls of Tylos
were constantly praised: “Many pearls are found, and around about the island there are rafts
made of reeds, from which men drive into the sea... and bring up double-shelled oysters... and
when the oyster lives at the bottom, it produces the clearest and largest pearls.” This account by
Isidore of Charax (towards the end of the 1st century BC) was later enhanced by the accurate
descriptions of Strabo and Pliny the Elder in the 1st century AD.
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Jar with zoomorphic handle, Glazed ware. Dar Kulayb necropolis, 1st — 2nd cent. A.D
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Strainer bowl and ladle, bronze. Shakhoura necropolis, 1st cent. A.D

A LONG FUNERARY TRADITION

Perceived by travellers as early as the 19th century, real archaeological interest in Bahrain culminated
afterthe 1950s when a Danish archaeological expedition confirmed the existence of the long praised
mythical civilization of Dilmun. This significant discovery paved the way for further investigations
across the islands which ultimately enhanced our understanding of ancient Bahrain and its people.
Above all, it allowed archaeologists and historians to shed some light on the prevailing funerary
customs, deemed the most original and intriguing characteristic of the Dilmun culture. Bahrain has
the most impressive burial landscape in the world in terms of concentration and sheer number
(c. 80,000), notably described by a 19th century traveller as a «vast sea of sepulchral mounds».
Although the number of Dilmun tombs has dropped tremendously due to rapid urban development
over the past 60 years, burial mounds still dominate the landscape in Bahrain today.

The later and also numerous Tylos cemeteries, generally located in an environment quite
different from the previous Dilmun one, have often been discovered intact and exceptionally well-
preserved. In the scarcity of settlements from this period, our understanding of the prevailing
socio-cultural setting from the end of the 2nd century BC to the 3rd century AD relies almost
exclusively on funerary material. Indeed, the concentration, organization and internal structure
of the graves from the Tylos period reflect a whole system of belief and echoes a very particular
set of customs and traditions. The examination of this distinguished archaeological record allows
for an interpretation of the local burial customs and a reflection on the rituals and their minutia.
Ultimately, any change over time in tomb numbers, locations and construction methods reflect
on the dynamics of Tylos society and ensuing socio-cultural changes.
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Groundplan of Mound 1 at Shakhoura necropolis. Graves have developped on concentric
circles around the main, orginal grave of the necropole founder (excavations of the
Directorate of Archaeology and Heritage, 1992-93).
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A collection of handled containers, glazed ware. Various necropoles, 1st cent. B.C. - 1st cent. A.D
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A collection of oil lamps, glazed ware. Various necropoles, 1st-2nd cent. A.D

THE TYLOS NECROPOLIS

The Tylos cemeteries generally encompassed a considerable number of juxtaposed or
superimposed graves. At the heart of the necropolis, there was one elaborate - and usually
rich - grave, where an eminent member (possibly the founder) of the social group was probably
buried at first, and over which a particularly imposing mass of earth had accumulated. The
later burials then formed concentric circles around this original burial, with much lower sandy
mounds. Gradually, as the number of burials increased with time, the graves were covered
with sand hence constituting vast groups of extended and irregular mounds of medium height,
which are very distinctive of the Tylos phase in Bahrain.

The rock-cut cist is the most common grave type. In the early phases of the Tylos period, the
inner walls of the burial chambers were often lined with limestone slabs, with their base and tops
plastered with mortar. This lining was progressively abandoned. In addition, whereas the depth of
the burial chambers was usually shallow during the Early Tylos period, during the later phase, the
depth of the chambers could exceed one metre. The chambers were generally covered with two or
three irregular stone slabs, carefully sealed with plaster. A few burial chambers were meticulously
built out of carved stones blocks, while others were rather modest in construction and sometimes
re-used over time. When burials used older graves, the remains of the previous burial were piled up
or placed to one side, but were also occasionally removed or deposited elsewhere.

The meticulous care and attention given to the deceased during the Tylos period underpins a
distinguished and intricate system of funerary traditions. The elaborate burial furniture found in
most of the burial chambers clearly indicates that death was not considered as the end of life,
but rather that it was conceived as a rite of passage, a true “journey beyond life”, which was
accompanied by different rituals. The nature of the findings and their consistency indicates a
grounded belief in an afterlife in Tylos. Beyond this general context, one observes that the general
principles may vary from one cemetery to another, hence reflecting the different preferences of
the inhabitants.
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Figurine of a horse, clay. A-Hajjar necropolis, 1st cent. B.C. — 1st cent. A.D
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Moulded disk featuring a mourner pulling her hair, painted plaster. Saar necropolis, 2nd-

THE JOURNEY BEYOND LIFE

The dead were buried lying on their backs, their arms stretched out along the body, with the
hands at hip level, occasionally placed on the stomach or the chest. The elbows pulled in towards
the body indicate that cloth bands were used in some cases. The marks left on the plastered
floors of the graves and the traces of rope along the walls reveal the frequent use of wooden
coffins. Small channels, sometimes dug in the floor at the feet of the deceased, were probably
used for liquids to run off during libation and ritual performances.

In most of the graves, significant and highly original funeral furniture, especially between the
1st century BC and the 1st century AD was found. Glazed ceramic vases, finely worked
glass vessels, alabaster containers, objects made of bone or ivory and terracotta figurines
as well as spectacular jewellery were discovered in the chambers. Incense burners, used for
the funeral rites, were also uncovered. In addition, a number of quite distinguished limestone
steles evoking the figure or the soul of the deceased were unearthed, often gathered in small
ritual enclosures.

The close examination of this diversified material has allowed the different episodes of the journey
to the afterlife to be reconstructed. It illustrates how the deceased was bid farewell, as if he/she
were still alive. Indeed, the relatives would make sure that their late beloved were dressed in their
finery and well-equipped with all the necessary utensils for the hazardous journey. The recovered
finds indicate that the appearance of the deceased was treated with perfumes and cosmetics,
that they had a good supply of food and drink to sustain themselves throughout their passage
and that they had some money to pay the “ferryman.” In some graves, weapons were found next
to the bodies.
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Amphoriskos, core formed glass. Shakhoura necropolis, End of 2nd — 1st cent. B.C
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Twin ointment container, banded calcite (‘alabaster”). Shakhoura necropolis, 1st cent.

NOURISHING THE BODY

Eating and drinking were integral to the burial ritual as indicated by the staggering number of
food service vessels. It remains unclear, however, whether the food was consumed during a
funerary banquet, whether it was an offering to a divinity or of it was intended for the deceased to
survive the journey. Nevertheless, some symbolic containers (miniature food-baskets) and, more
generally, the consistency of the deposits imply that food and drink were placed in the graves
to ensure that the deceased had a sufficient supply of food and drink for the voyage into the
next world. Deposits of eggs, shells and sometimes small animals, particularly small game birds,
discovered in some graves, indicate some of the culinary habits of the inhabitants of Tylos. Small
mortars with their pestles were probably deposited with some supply of cereals grains.

The vessels themselves may have had a precise function in the ritual, but the form reflects the
fashions of the time and the international character of Tylos. While commonware basins and bowls
remained popular, Arabian-style containers were replaced little by little by glazed ceramics. This
“Arabian” tradition from the peninsula, present mainly during the early phase of the Tylos period, is
characterized by an interior black or red slip, often accompanied by an original pattem-bumished
decoration. The glazed pottery, which on the whole develops in the later phases, between the 1st
century BC and the 3rd century AD, is inspired by Hellenistic, then Parthian, fashions. With the
exception of several probably imported items, the majority of this production appears to be local.
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Funerary stele, niche-style, featuring a female character in the orans position (H : 46 cm, limestone.
Shakhoura necropolis, 2nd - 3rd cent. A.D.
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Cosmetic containers, ivory. Shakhoura necropolis, 1st cent. A.D

ADORNING THE BODY

Before burial, the deceased were dressed up and adorned in their finery as attested by the large
number of cloths, needles, pin heads or belt buckles. They were also adorned with their favourite
jewellery, made of bronze, silver and gold and using precious stones and pearls. These included
a wide range of bangles, anklets, earrings, finger and toe rings, necklaces and bracelets of all
shapes in all types of popular material. In particular contexts, golden eye-bands and/or mouth-
bands were recovered in situ on the skeletons. In several cases, collections of leaf-shaped gold
pieces, could have pertained to funerary diadems. Such specific burial equipment has been
found in other Hellenistic or later Roman contexts.

Children, who were often placed in jars, were adorned with apotropaic amulets to drive away evil
spirits and to protect them throughout the long journey. In some rare cases, exceptional sets of
jewellery (which escaped looting) were found in adult as well as childrenss burials.

The sheer number of unguent and cosmetic pots suggest that the deceased were carefully
treated before inhumation. In women>s graves, kohl tubes, combs and mirrors were common.
Similarly numerous are glass vessels, which were probably filed with perfumes; the omnipresence
in the graves of these imported items (from Egypt, the Levant and Mesopotamia) is one the best
illustrations of the Bahrain international trade network at this period. The important archaeological
collection of glass containers yielded by the various Tylos necropoles is of exceptional quality, and
these artefacts are considered good indicative chronological clues for dating the individual graves.
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Necklace made of beads with beading decoration, and bezel-ring with a cameo. Gold, fine stones
Shakhoura necropolis, 1st cent. B.C. — 1st cent. A.D.
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Aryballos, blown glass. Saar necropolis, 1st cent. A.D

EQUIPPING THE TRAVELLER

Domestic objects constituted an important component of the funerary furniture. The deceased
had to be well equipped and in possession of all kinds of objects that might be deemed
necessary for a safe and easy voyage.

The recovery of small coins, and single beads placed inside the head or close to the jaws of
the deceased is an interesting feature. It is postulated that these small obols might have been
an influence of a common Greek practice whereby they constituted the offering to Charon “the
boatman” to facilitate the journey to the netherworld.

Moreover, the use of oil lamps probably served to light up the passage. Incense burners must
have also had a ritual significance as indicated by the number of upturned deposited receptacles
filled with burnt substances, next to the grave cover.
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Decorated disc (applied to clothing ?) featuring a female character, in repoussé technique, gold
Shakhoura necropolis, 1st cent —2nd cent. A.D.
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Funerary stele, in the nephesh tradition (H : 40 cm), limestone. Shakhoura necropolis, 1st cent. B.C. — 1st cent. A.D

COMMUNICATING WITH THE GODS

The structure and dynamics of the burials reveal the centrality of religious practice in Tylos. The
meticulous care attributed to the funerary rites and the specificity of the different episodes of the
afterlife journey articulates the tenacity of local beliefs and traditions. Above all, these rituals were
the means by which the inhabitants of Tylos approached and communicated with their gods.

In particular, offerings and figurative representations were active vehicles of communication.
It was common practice in Tylos to place steles near the grave or gathered in a type of small
enclosure within the graveyard. Over time, simple anthropomorphic steles - nephesh - gave
way to more elaborate representations in which the figures of both sexes appear in full face
presentations, in a praying posture with the right hand raised and the palm facing forwards. Thus,
the stele could be considered as a medium between the deceased and their gods and as means
by which the deceased expressed gratitude.

From the 2nd century BC to the 3rd century AD, the development in rendering surely
communicated varied forms of self perceptions. It might also have been an indication of change
in the relationship with the gods. Certainly, the deceased was no longer anonymous, but could
now be clearly recognizable for the gods.

The fact that the steles were not placed in all burials is socially meaningful. In addition to
representing gratitude and divine favour, steles evoked the wealth or social status of the
deceased. The different associations and mainly the differentiation between genders reflected a
significant societal phenomenon. This is further reinforced by the myriad objects carefully placed
in graves and clearly reflecting gender differentiations as well as the social and cultural orientation
of the deceased. In some contexts, the presence of some personal belongings reveals the
inhabitants diversified tastes and social choices.
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