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Abstract
The article summarizes the accumulated information from the investigated 11 houses of the last Late 
Chalcolithic settlement at Tell Yunatsite. The Late Chalcolithic house is discussed both as a functional 
and a symbolically arranged place where real and mystical (profane and sacred) intertwine.
The contextual method that was applied allows for identifying the various functions of the house. The 
residential function was the primary one. The everyday activities of the inhabitants took place in the 
house: childbirth, raising the children, preparing food, and several other household and economic 
activities. On the other hand, inside the house the individual felt in a secure space, protected by the 
household deities that prevented the penetration of evil forces.
The settlement was burnt down and the inhabitants of the houses fell victim to the attackers and the 
fire. The survivors returned and buried those who died outside the buildings. Those who were buried 
under the ruins were left as they were. The survivors performed a complex burial ritual: they covered 
symbolically with soil not only the houses, but also the space between them. In this way, they ‘closed 
down’ and put an end to the life cycle of the houses and transformed the settlement into a cemetery of 
those who died in the military clash. 
Keywords: Late Chalcolithic – houses – architecture – interior – contextual analysis – enemy 
attack – settlement burial.
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The Chalcolithic cultural layer of Tell Yunatsite was registered by V. Mikov as 
early as the first investigations of the site in 1939 (Mikov 1940, 56–62). The resumed 
excavations in 1976–2001 over an area of 1300 m², including Mikov’s trench, allowed for 
a more detailed study of the uppermost, last Late Chalcolithic settlement1 (fig. 1). The 
archaeological characteristics of the cultural deposits, the microstratigraphic context and 
the planning of the settlement complemented with the research on the paleoecology, the 
specifics of the population, and the analysis of the pathological changes that were detected 
in some individuals allowed for reconstructing numerous aspects of the life of the Late 
Chalcolithic inhabitants. The results from the complex approach have been presented in 
several publications (Balabina et al. 1999, 18–22; Balabina & Mishina 2003, 402–408; 
Aleksandrovskiy et al. 2004, 292–307; Kiseleva et al. 2005, 118–128; Buzhilova 2005, 
106–122; Zäuner 2006; Mazanova 2010, 169–278).

Within the excavated area of the final Late Chalcolithic horizon, 11 above-ground 
houses of rectangular layout were discovered (fig. 2). Their surface varies between 72 and 
96 m².
1 The regular archaeological excavations at Tell Yunatsite started in 1976 under the direction of R. 
Katincharov and V. Mazanova. In 1983, the project became Bulgarian-Russian, with N. Y. Merpert as 
director on the Russian part.

Figure 1. Aerial image of Tell Yunatsite, view to the northwest.
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The outlines of the houses on the Chalcolithic surface are rather indistinct and could 
be traced by the contours of the ruins. Only in some cases, small sections of pisé walls were 
detected – greyish-green or greyish-yellow strips of clay, 0.25–0.30 m wide. The layouts 
of the houses were established at the level of the substructure. No holes from the wooden 
posts of the walls were discovered. Only in house 12, small holes were documented from 
a partition wall that divided the room in two. In three buildings investigated by the 
Bulgarian-Greek team, wattle and daub walls were discovered (Mazanova 2011, 9–21; 
Boyadzhiev et al. 2011b, 42–44; Boyadzhiev et al. 2011a, 29-31, Abb. 12).

These observations allow for presuming that both construction techniques were 
used: pisé (rammed earth) and wattle and daub. The combined building technique has been 
attested in late Chalcolithic buildings at the contemporary settlement of Pietrele (Gumelniţa 
culture, Romania), where the inner partition walls were made of wattle and daub, and the 
outer ones were in the pisé technique (Hansen et al. 2011, 44, ris. 38). At the same time, at 

Figure 3. Oven 11. Upper left: upper level. Upper right: lower level. Key: (1) rocks; (2) ceramic 
sherds; (3) burnt daub fragments; (4) reddish burnt clay; (5) yellow-grey clay; (6) level of 
uncovering III; (7) level of uncovering II; (8) level of uncovering I; (9) layer between the levels; (10) 
dark brown clay.
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Figure 4. Oven 1 in house 6.

the settlement of Telish-Redutite III only the pisé technique has been identified (Gergov 
1992, 351; 2004, 438). All excavated structures are of utilitarian function. No buildings of 
public or cult functions were discovered within the investigated area.

The floors of the houses are of beaten clay. On top of them, ovens, grain storage bins, 
and grain-drying platforms were built. In each house, one oven has been discovered that 
had been functional at the time when the structure was demolished. They were situated 
close to one of the walls, in the corners or near the center of the room.

The ovens had one chamber and were mostly small and of round shape (up to 1 m 
in diameter). There are a few horseshoe-shaped ovens. Among them, special attention 
should be paid to oven 8 in house 2 that was the largest one (1.50 х 2.00 m) and had a 
solid base; it was repeatedly reconstructed and probably had special functions.

The ovens have bases built of a layer of gravel, or ceramic sherds, or of a combination 
of the two. The plastering of the floor is flat, severely burnt by the continuous firing. The 
firebox was domed. Only the foundations of the domes were found. Holes were discovered 
from posts that were used for the construction of the dome. The ovens were reconstructed 
several times. They functioned for quite a long time; the oven in house 6 had undergone 
nine consecutive reconstructions that raised its level with 0.80 m, which suggests a rather 
long life of the house itself (fig. 4).
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Figure 5. (1) Feature XXII (excavation 1998); (2, 3 and 4) feature XXII (excavation 2002–2003); 
(5 and 6) feature XXIV (excavation 2002–2003).
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In all houses, between one and three storage bins of unbaked clay were discovered. 
Their shapes vary from round to oval or rectangular. Both storage jars and bins have been 
found. On the floors of houses 2, 4, and 5, grain storage jars were documented: large, 
thick-walled vessels, up to 1 m high. The storage bins were built at the level of the floor or 
were dug into it. In some cases, they are up to 1–1.20 m deep.

Two of these sunken facilities were built of greyish-green clay, with ceramic sherds 
arranged vertically along their periphery (fig. 5). At the bottom, beneath a dense cover of 
other large ceramic sherds, parts of the skeletons of small animals were uncovered: lambs, 
several young and old sheep, a calf. This installation was used for the storage of meat and 
has been interpreted as the earliest ‘meat safe’. Based on the contents of these facilities, 
the time of the year when the settlement was burned down could be estimated: the early 
summer (Aslanis & Boyadzhiev 2004, 376–378; Terziyska-Ignatova 2006, 263–267; 
Boyadzhiev et al. 2011b, 44f ).

Due to the large area of investigation, it is possible to discuss not only the layout of the 
separate buildings, but the layout of the uncovered part of the last Chalcolithic settlement. 
It combines circular and linear planning, a kind of combined layout. Some of the houses 
are situated along the periphery of the tell, following its circumference (houses 7, 11, 6, 
and 2), while the others are arranged in a line (N–S) in the middle of the investigated area 
(houses 4, 12, 13, 5, 3, and 1). Also, some of the buildings are grouped in pairs. They are 
arranged in rows and have the same orientation. In the central part of the north sector, 
there are spaces without buildings. The layout of the final Chalcolithic settlement of Tell 
Yunatsite has parallels at the contemporary settlements of Krivodol, Zaminets, Telish-
Redutite III, Lîga II (with linear layout), and others of the Krivodol–Sălcuţa–Bubani 
culture (Gergov 1992, 349f; Merkyte et al. 2005, fig. III.2), as well as at settlements of 
the Kodzhadermen–Gumelniţa–Karanovo VI culture: Hotnitsa (horizon  I), Drama-
Merdzhyumekiya (Lichardus 2000, 52–60, Abb. 19; Merkyte et al. 2005, 44, fig. III.6).

Figure 6. Pločnik type copper hammer 
axes from house 12.

Figure 7. Pločnik type copper hammer axes in situ 
in house 12.
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Figure 9. Ceramic figurine 
of mother and child 
(curotrophos) from house 5.

Figure 10. Line drawing reconstruction of a ceramic 
anthropomorph from house 7.

Figure 8. Layout of house 1, with the skeletons.
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The number of the tools discovered in the houses does not allow for relating them 
to a specific specialized activity. Isolated and quite worn stone axes were discovered, as 
well as several flint knives and 17 copper artefacts: seven awls, one chisel, three hooks, 
two sewing needles, two hairpins, a copper finger ring discovered next to the hand of 
skeleton 43 (a girl of 7–8 years), a small spiral-shaped gold tube, and two large Pločnik 
type hammer axes (fig. 6). There are no traces of use on the axes (Kalin Dimitrov, personal 
communication). Their archaeological context – placed under the floor of House 12 – 
suggests they were used as offerings (Mazanova 2004, 391ff, obr. 1) (fig. 7). The limited 
number of tools, weapons, and adornments made of copper and gold could be explained 
by their looting by the attackers.

The number of ceramic pots in the houses could reach up to several dozen (house 
1: 41 vessels; house 3: 28 vessels; house 4: 30 vessels; house 12: 15 vessels). Rows of vessels 
were uncovered along the walls (they were probably placed on shelves), but they were also 
discovered scattered all over the floor (fig. 8). We rule out the use of the ceramic vessels as 
burial offerings during the deliberate burning down of the houses as it has been attested at 
other prehistoric settlements (Burdo 2010, 123ff ). The morphology and the decoration 
of the pottery display a mixture of the cultural traditions of Kodzhadermen–Gumelniţa–
Karanovo VI and Krivodol–Sălcuţa III–Bubani cultures (Todorova & Mazanova 2000, 
354–359; Todorova 2002, 114–129). The archaeological context of the plastic imagery 
discovered in the settlement is of utmost importance for the reconstruction of various 
aspects of the inhabitants of the houses. The final horizon of the late Chalcolithic yielded 
more than 600 cult items made of clay or bone: 313 anthropomorphic ceramic figurines and 
107 zoomorphic ones; 39 anthropomorphic figurines made of bone; 120 ornithomorphic 
(the so-called cross-shaped idols), and 74 miniature vessels. Among the anthropomorphs, 
most numerous are the figurines (200 pieces); there are 13 face pots and 21 cult tables and 
stools. The majority of the face pots were discovered on the floors of the houses, half of 
them in house 1. Isolated examples were uncovered in houses 4 and 12.

From a total of 60 standing anthropomorphic ceramic figurines, 45 were discovered 
in the houses and 15 outside. Among the 35 seated anthropomorphic ceramic figurines, 
females seated on a stool with their hands crossed on the abdomen predominate; there 
are only a few male examples. Almost all of them were discovered in the buildings. 
The zoomorphic figurines – 58, plus 15 amphisbaenae – were discovered mainly in the 
buildings. Half of the 120 ornithomorphic figurines were found in the houses. Sixty-
three of the miniature vessels were in the houses, and 11 out of them (Balabina 2014). 
This statistical overview clearly demonstrates that the majority of the plastic imagery was 
discovered in the houses. In some structures, many cult artifacts were discovered that are 
otherwise of rarely found types. In house 1, among the numerous ceramic vessels (41), 
there were three face pots, a head from an anthropomorphic figurine, an ornithomorphic 
figurine, a female figurine seated on a stool, an amphisbaena, four flat bone figurines 
and a concave one (Mazanova 1992, 260f, Taf. VII–VIII; Mishina 1988, 244–248). In 
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Figure 11. Ceramic anthropomorphs from: house 12 (1 and 2); house 3 (4, 5 and 9); 
house 11 (3 and 6); house 2 (7 and 8); house 5 (10).
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house 5, close to the oven, a unique seated female figurine holding a child (kourotrophos) 
was discovered (figs. 9 and 11.10) (Mazanova & Terziyska-Ignatova 2014, 247ff ), as 
well as one ornithomorphic, one zoomorphic, and one standing anthropomorphic, 
two cult stools, and one stamp seal. In house 7, next to the oven, there were a female 
anthropomorphic figurine seated on a round stool, similar to the ‘Venus of Pazardzhik’ 
(fig. 10), an ornithomorphic and a zoomorphic figurine. In house 2, next to oven 8, there 
were an ithyphallic male statuette, a zoomorphic figurine, three standing male figurines, 
and two female figurines seated on stools. House 6 yielded four ornithomorphs, three 
standing female figurines, and a zoomorph. In each of the remaining houses 3, 4, 8, 12, 
and 13, between one and three standing figurines and one seated female figurine were 
discovered.

The contextual method that was applied allowed for identifying the various functions 
of the house in the late Copper Age. Undoubtedly, its main function was residential. In 
the house, the everyday activities of the inhabitants took place: childbirth and raising 
children, preparation of food, and various household and economic activities such as 
weaving, spinning, making some of the tools, etc. The diverse pieces of plastic imagery 
reveal the other equally important function of the house: the sacral one. As stated by M. 
Eliade, after stepping through the door of the house, the individual feels in a secure place. 
His household deities are here to prevent the penetration of evil, and here he is protected 
from maleficent forces. In the house, the ontophany (the manifestation of the being) and 
the hierophany (the manifestation of the sacred) ‘are two modes of being in the world, two 
existential situations assumed by man’ (Eliade 1959, 14). The inhabitants of each house 
worshiped their domestic deities: the seated goddess, personification of the Mother Earth 
related to the agricultural activities, the universal nursing mother (kourotrophos); the seated 
ithyphallic male and female figurines with hands crossed on the abdomen, symbolizing the 
divine couple and the ‘sacred marriage’, the hierogamy (Balabina 2002, 214f; Mazanova 
& Terziyska-Ignatova 2014, ris. 1 and 2) (fig. 11). Representatives of mythical and real 
ancestors were depicted; of the origins and the ancestry; the amphisbaenae, magical forces 
that protected the house (Terziyska-Ignatova 2008, 184); the ornithomorphic figurines, 
these syncretistic images, mediators between sky and earth, probably related to fetishism 
and animism; the zoomorphic statuettes related to the totemistic ancestors (Mazanova 
1994, 53–62; Terziyska-Ignatova 2004, 379–390).

It should be noted that the diverse pieces of plastic imagery were discovered 
clustered around the oven, the sacral center of the house, next to which the household 
deities, protectors of the inhabitants, were worshiped. This tradition that emerged in the 
Neolithic and Chalcolithic (Avramova 2003, 89), continued in the religion of ancient 
Rome with the household lararium with the so-called Penates (Palaguta & Mitina 2014a, 
287–290; 2014b, 87–92), and up to present day with the icon corner of the Christianity. 
The existence of domestic sanctuaries does not exclude the existence of a special cult 
building in the part of the settlement that remains unexplored.
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Figure 12. House 4: (1) layout with the skeletons; (2) ceramic askos in situ on the floor; (3) line 
drawing of the askos.
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Figure 13. (1) Direction and distribution of the burning intensity in the last late Copper Age of Tell 
Yunatsite (horizon I), burning degrees: (0) room temperature, (I) below 250°, (II) below c. 400°, 
(III) c. 500°, (IV) below c. 700°, (V) above 700°; (2) burning intensity in houses 1, 3, 6 and 12 
(horizon I) ( from Zäuner 2006).

Männliches erwachsenes Individuum
Weibliches erwachsenes Individuum
Kind / jugendliches Individuum
Alter und Geschlecht nicht bestimmt
Information aus Dokumentation; Skelett nicht in Junazite

1

2Individuum mit Nummer, darunter Verbrennungsstufe(n)

In Pfeilrichtung zunehmende Verbrennung

In Pfeilrichtung zunehmende Verbrennung
Skelett in Pithoi gerutscht

In Pfeilrichtung zunehmende Verbrennung
Unter Keramik

Unter Schutt Unter Keramik
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Figure 14. Layout of house 3, with the skeletons.

Figure 15. Reconstruction of the probable strike and skull fracturing of skeleton 67 ( from Zäuner 
2006).
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It was established that the existence of the settlement was discontinued in result of 
an enemy attack. Traces of a conflagration were discovered throughout the investigated 
area. The houses were burnt down and collapsed, covering the household goods and the 
remains of the people who perished.

In nine of the investigated 11 houses, burnt human skeletons were discovered. Their 
number in the separate buildings varies. In the lowest part of the tell, in two houses (Nos. 7 
and 11), there were no skeletons, and under the ruins of the neighboring houses, closer 
to the center, between two and six skeletons were uncovered. They are more numerous 
in the buildings closer to the center: between five and 11 individuals. The skeletons were 
piled close together, sometimes overlapping, and were severely burnt. In two cases the 
skeleton of an adult overlays a child, and a woman holds a child in her arms (houses 4 and 
5; fig. 12).

Apparently, the houses in the south and southeast sectors, in the considerably lower 
and gently sloping parts in the periphery of the tell, were attacked first. Probably, the 
entrance of the settlement was from that side. Even today this area offers the easiest access 
to the main territory of the settlement.

Under the ruins of the houses, a total of 47 skeletons have been documented 
in various degrees of preservation of the bones. The remains of children and juveniles 

Figure 16. Skull fractures: (1 and 1а) skeleton 87; (2) skeleton 67; (3) skeleton 24; (4) skeleton 83 
( from Zäuner 2006).
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constitute one quarter of the total, among them 22% children of up to four years old, 26% 
of five to nine years old, 14% of 10 to 14 years old, and 38% of 15 to 19 years old. There 
is not a single individual of the age group 20–24 years. The men are mostly adults and of 
the maturus group, while there are mostly women of old age (senilis) (Balabina & Mishina 
2010, 337ff; Zäuner 2011a, 56).

A considerable part of the skeletons in the houses bear traces of burning (25 
individuals): 42.44% of all remains (fig. 13). The fire has been particularly strong in house 
2, where individuals 70 and 71 were completely charred and not even sex determination 
could be obtained. Here, the temperature exceeded 800°C, and the wall daub vitrified 
(Zäuner 2006, 27ff, Abb. 6 and 7). The strength of the fire in the neighboring buildings 
varied from 300–400°C to 800°C. Mainly the skulls and the thoraces bear traces of 
burning (skeletons 76 and 73 in house 12, skeleton 88 in house 3 (fig. 14); skeleton 23 
in house 1). The individuals that were covered by the collapsed walls or fell into a storage 
bin, like skeleton 68, were only partly burnt.

Sixteen skeletons reveal traces of violence: several injuries on the occipital part of 
the skulls (Zäuner 2011a, 64f, obr. 6; Buzhilova 2005, 109f ). Perimortem injuries were 
established on the skulls of the skeletons (skeletons 24, 80, 87, 96 and 101). Some of the 

Figure 17. Skeleton 96 buried in a 
contracted position to the right.
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injuries correspond to the copper battle axes that were used in this period (Zäuner 2011b, 
52) (figs. 15 and 16).

A group of 11 individuals were buried in flexed position between the houses, close 
to their walls. No burial pits were identified. The bodies were placed on the then surface 
and covered with burnt debris: wall daub, ceramic sherds, and animal bones (Mazanova 
2000, 121–131; Boyadzhiev 2001, 19f; 2006, 41; Balabina & Mishina 2010, 336–342; 
2012, 47–64). The injuries of certain individuals from that group (skeletons 67, 96 and 
98) suggest violent traumas (figs. 16.2 and 17). The shapes and sizes of the perforations of 
the skulls are identical to those from the houses, indicating that they were delivered with 
the same weapons during the attack (Zäuner 2006, 8f and 104f; 2011, 53f ). This fact and 
the partial burials that were performed in extreme circumstances indicate that the two 
groups of skeletons – in and outside the houses – are contemporary.

Situations that are similar to that in the burnt down houses have been uncovered 
at other settlements as well. At Pietrele, Romania, in a burnt down two-story building at 
site F, nine individuals (two adult men and one woman, a young woman, a young man, 
and four children of between 1 and 10 years) burnt in the fire that reached a temperature 
of 600–700°C. However, the skeletons were incomplete and mixed together, based on 
which the excavators presumed that they were collected in one place after a long time in 
the burnt house (Hansen & Toderas 2009, 16f; Hansen et al. 2011, 76 and 80).

The final Chalcolithic settlement of the tell was burned down and the inhabitants 
fell victim to the attackers and the conflagration. However, not all inhabitants perished. 
The survivors returned, most probably within a day, and buried all those who died outside 
the buildings – hastily, but with all due reverence (Zäuner 2011b, 55)1. Those who were 
buried beneath the collapsed buildings were left as they were.

Then, a complex burial ritual was performed; the survivors symbolically piled a thick 
layer of loose soil that was collected, according to the paleoecological analyses, from the foot 
of the tell – not only on top of the houses, but also of the spaces between them. Precisely 
this layer helped preserve the investigated details of the wartime incident (Aleksandrovskiy 
et al. 2003, 297, ris. 4). Thus, the last inhabitants of the settlement ‘closed down’ the houses 
at the end of their life cycle. Life at the tell was not resumed for several hundred years. The 
settlement at the citadel became a sacred place, a ‘home of the dead’.

Tell Yunatsite reveals one of the ritual practices in the life cycle of the houses and the 
settlements in the late Copper Age that have been discussed in archaeological literature 
(Brami 2014, 161–177), and illustrates a poorly known religious aspect of the culture of 
the late Chalcolithic society.

1 A theory exists about the longer use of the intramural necropolis (Balabina & Mishina 2012, 47–64), 
which is supported by one of the authors of the present article (VB). See also Balabina & Mishina, this 
volume.
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