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Burials in Anthropomorphic Jars in the Philippines

The first joint study by Russian and Philippine archaeologists addresses an unusual variant of a burial tradition
distributed in Maritime Southeast Asia—burials in anthropomorphic clay jars, found in Ayub Cave (southern Mindanao
Island, Philippines), excavated by specialists from the National Museum of the Philippines in 1991-1992, and tentatively
dated to 500 BC to 500 AD. Of special interest are lids of jars shaped as painted human heads with individualized
facial features and expressions. The finds suggest that Ayub Cave was a necropolis of the tribal elite, and that vessels
were produced by a special group of potters using elaborate “prestige technologies”. The Ayub ceramic collection has
various parallels relating to clay figurines and decoration, including painting, among Late Neolithic and Early Metal
Age assemblages from the Philippines (Luzon, Palawan, and Negros Islands), Indonesia (Sumba, Flores, and Bali
Islands), and other regions of the Pacific Basin from Japan (Jomon) and Korea (Early Iron Age burials) to the Vanuatu
Islands (Lapita culture). These parallels suggest that the source of the anthropomorphic symbolism was the Austronesian
migration, with one of its routes passing from southern China via Taiwan, the northern Philippines, Mariana Islands,
and further south to Melanesia and Polynesia.
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Introduction Until recently, archaeology of the Philippines was

only rarely mentioned in Russian publications, such

The Philippines, along with Indonesia, East Malaysia, = as the summarizing papers “The Old Stone Age in
Singapore, Brunei, and East Timor are a part of Maritime  South and Southeast Asia” by P.I. Boriskovsky (1971:
Southeast Asia. Special features of the dynamics  161-162) and “The History of the Philippines: A Brief
of ancient cultures on the islands of the Philippine  Overview” by Y.O. Levtonova (1979: Ch. I); the results
archipelago are determined by its geographical location  of archaeological search and the discoveries of the last
within the tropical belt, as well as by variously directed ~ 25-30 years are actually unknown to Russian specialists.
migration and technological impulses from the mainland  This situation has started changing considerably in recent
territories of East and Southeast Asia. years: along with a mutual common interest of the Russian
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and Philippine scholars in collaborating at the level
of special agreements and options for implementation
of joint projects under national science foundations*,
a separate (“Philippine”) theme is gradually being formed
in publications of Russian archaeologists, including the
present authors (see, e.g., (Tabarev, Patrusheva, 2018;
Tabarev, Ivanova, Patrusheva, 2017; and others)).

Of special interest is a variety of funerary practices
on the islands of the Philippine archipelago. A tradition
of burials in jars stands out among them. First versions
concerning the origins of this tradition appeared as early
as the mid 20th century. Thus, for example, O. Beyer
associated its occurrence on the Philippine Islands with
migrations from the southern regions of China through the
Batan and Babuyan Islands to the north of Luzon Island,
at the turn of the eras, while W. Solheim attributed it to
the cultural diffusion from Indochina, Thailand, and the
Malay Peninsula (Beyer, 1947; Solheim, 1970, 1973).
Thus far, the earliest manifestations of the tradition of
burials in jars have been recorded in Late Neolithic
assemblages (ca 3 ka BP), while individual elements
remain unchanged up to our times. On the one hand, they
fit into the Late Neolithic and Early Metal Age system of
burial rites that is common for the entirety of Southeast
Asia (Tabarev, 2017a; Bellwood, 1997: 202; 2017:
327; Bulbeck, 2017); and on the other hand, Philippine
assemblages demonstrate a number of unique practices.
First of all, this applies to burials in anthropomorphic
jars in Ayub Cave on Mindanao Island (Fig. 1), which are
dated to 500 BC to 500 AD.

In fact, this article is the first experience of joint work
performed by Russian and Philippine archaeologists. It
considers the burials in jars from Ayub Cave as part of
the “anthropomorphic” theme in the funerary practices of
Maritime Southeast Asia and in a broader Pacific context.

Anthropomorphic jars
in the funerary assemblages
of Mindanao Island, Philippines

Mindanao Island (whose area is slightly less than
100 thousand km?) has been only preliminarily studied in
terms of archaeology. Among the earliest projects were
studies conducted in 1963-1964 and 1967 under the
supervision of M. Maceda in the Kulaman Plateau (Sultan
Kudarat Province), where excavations were carried out
in several caves, and a series of funerary clay vessels

*For example, in August 2018, an agreement for cooperation
in science and technology, the first in the history of Russian-
Philippine contacts, was signed between the Russian Foundation
for Basic Research and the Philippines’ Department of Science
and Technology.

Fig. 1. Map of the Philippine archipelago, with indication of
locations of the main sites mentioned in the text.
1 — Ayub Cave; 2 — Magsuhot; 3 — Tabon.

and soft-stone urns with remains of buried people, items
made of stone and shells, and several metal artifacts were
found (Maceda, 1964, 1967). Of special interest are stone
urns with anthropo- and zoomorphic subjects (figures of
humans, lizards, snakes) (Fig. 2).

In 1965-1966, S. Briones, a postgraduate student of
Silliman University, visited the Kulaman Plateau and
noted the presence of stone funerary urns and ceramic
vessels in Salangsang caves and niches (Briones, 1985—
1986). Soon after this, in the 1967-1968, American
specialists E. Kurjack (University of Miami) and
K. Sheldon (University of Oregon) conducted additional
studies in the same areas, and dated a bone fragment from
a burial in a jar (585 = 85 AD) (Dizon, 1996: 195; Dizon,
Santiago, 1996: 10; Kurjack, Sheldon, Keller, 1971: 127—
128). At the end of the 1970s, W. Solheim, A. Legaspi,
and D. Neri published a review paper on the archaeology
of the southeastern part of Mindanao (Solheim, Legaspi,
Neri, 1979), following which field studies on the island
were interrupted until the beginning of the 1990s.

In the middle of 1991, the first data appeared on the
anthropomorphic burial jars found in abundance during
searches for “treasures”* in one of small caves in the

*We are talking about searches for gold bars hidden by
Japanese military men during World War II.
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Fig. 2. Burial urns with anthropomorphic symbolism, the Kulaman Plateau

(photo from the authors’ archive).

Province of South Cotabato. According to E. Dizon, he
managed to see some of these materials, which included
25 ceramic items (lids of jars) in the form of human
heads up to 7-14 cm high, up to 612 ¢m in diameter, and
0.2-0.5 cm thick (1996: 191). Details (ears, noses, lips)
were made with different techniques: as individual
appliqué patterns or as a unified sculpture form; some
items were painted red and black; red engobes were also
present on the most fragments of the jars themselves.
Archaeological excavations in the cave, which was
called Ayub*, were conducted by the team of the National
Museum of the Philippines in 1991-1992. The pre-
entrance part of the cave has a height of about 3 m with
a width of 5 m; the internal cavity descends from the
entrance at an angle of 30° by approximately 8 m. The
“treasure hunters” destroyed the pre-entrance part using
heavy equipment, and excavated test pits in the internal
cavity of the cave. Nevertheless, archacologists managed
to discover several square meters of undisturbed cultural
layer (Fig. 3), where 29 nearly-complete jars with lids
in the form of human heads, as well as about 20 lids
restorable from larger parts, and more than 100 various
fragments, were found during excavations. According to
Philippine specialists, in general, there were about 200
anthropomorphic lids of funerary jars (Cuevas, Leon,
2008; Dizon, 1996: 191; Dizon, Santiago, 1996).
Notably, the faces of ceramic heads show various
emotions: smiles, grief, sorrow; some of them have
distinctively elaborated parted lips, teeth, and extended
earlobes, with paint on the forehead and cheeks clearly

*After the name of one of the leaders of the Moro National
Liberation Front (MNLF), which controlled this territory.

visible (Fig. 4). Sexual characteristics
designated on the jars themselves allow
male and female images to be distinguished
(Fig. 5). Thus, a ceramic jar not only serves
as a funerary container, but also provides
certain information about the buried person
or persons.

Funerary urns were accompanied
by small jars painted red and black and
decorated with spatula and cord imprints,
as well as with incised geometrical figures.
Grave goods comprise glass and ceramic
beads, fragments of ceramic bracelets,
ornaments made of shells, and several
small iron plates.

Two radiocarbon dates (1840 + 60 BP
(Beta-83315) and 1900 + 50 BP (Beta-
83316) (Dizon, Santiago, 1996: 109))
make it possible to assign the use of the
necropolis in Ayub Cave to the turn of the
eras, i.e. to the time defined as the Early
Metal Age in the archaeological literature on Southeast
Asia, and as the “Metal Period” with respect to the island
part, since bronze, iron, and gold appeared here almost
simultaneously. So far, the number of sites belonging
to this period is insufficient to distinguish full-fledged

>
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Fig. 3. Arrangement of burial urns found during excavations
in Ayub Cave in the 1991-1992 (adapted after (Dizon,
Santiago, 1996)).
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Fig. 4. Anthropomorphic lids of burial jars from Ayub
Cave (after (Dizon, Santiago, 1996)).

“archaeological cultures” in the territory of Philippines,
so specialists use the terms “assemblage” and “tradition”
at this stage (Handbook..., 2017: 6-7).

Anthropomorphic jars from Ayub Cave
and their nearest parallels

Owing to the partial preservation of the assemblage in
Ayub Cave, the absence of data on DNA, and detailed
anthropological definitions, the interpretation of the
assemblage and its ethnocultural relation to the present
aboriginals of Mindanao has a preliminary character. It
is also notable that the adjacent Sagel Cave, pertaining to
the same period, does not contain any anthropomorphic
funerary jars. Besides, though Ayub is dominated by group
burials, Sagel accommodates only single ones (Cuevas,
Leon, 2008). All of this points to the variability of burial
rite details within the framework of a common tradition.

1 2

Fig. 5. Burial jars from Ayub Cave (after (Dizon,
Santiago, 1996)).

At the same time, finds in Ayub Cave, despite their
vivid specifics, uniqueness, and local character, also
reflect anthropomorphic subjects in grave goods, which
are common for Maritime Southeast Asia. Noteworthy
are the most spectacular examples within the Philippines
and Indonesia. For instance, one of the most ancient
manifestations of an anthropomorphic subject was
found in Tabon Caves (Palawan Island, Philippines),
in hall “A” (Fox, 1970: 109). We are talking about the
famous Manunggul burial jar. Its height is 66.5 cm, the
maximum width is 51 cm. The jar’s lid is surmounted
with a sculptural composition depicting two dead people,
who are moving to the kingdom of the dead in a boat
(Fig. 6). The funerary urn was accompanied by artifacts
made of jade, agate, and shells, as well as several small
clay vessels. There are 891 + 80 (USLA-992A) and
711 £ 80 (USLA-992) BP dates available for this
assemblage, which corresponds to the Late Neolithic, or
the transition to the Early Metal Age for the Philippine
archipelago (Tabarev, Ivanova, Patrusheva, 2017).

For the Early Metal Age (Metal Age), extremely
interesting materials were obtained in 1974-1975, when
studying the Magsuhot site (the southern part of Negros
Island, the Philippines) (Tenazas, 1974), where common
(single) and two “complicated” funerary complexes were
discovered. One of them accommodated a ground of
2 x 1 m, paved with flat ceramic fragments, where three
large empty burial jars were placed, accompanied by a set
of more than 80 small ceramic vessels, anthropomorphic
and zoomorphic sculptures, a burial of a woman
and two children, and a single stone block weighing
ca 500 kg. Of special note is a jar depicting a pregnant
woman (Fig. 7, 1), and also jars with lids in the form of
a paired composition consisting of sitting or standing
figurines (Fig. 7, 2).
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Fig. 6. Manunggul

burial jar from Tabon

Caves (photo from the
authors’ archive).

Certain ceramic items with anthropomorphic
symbolism are also known from other Philippine sites
belonging to the Early Metal Age (Leta-Leta, Baja,
Kalamaniugan, Kalatagan, etc.) (Fig. 8, /, 2). No less
interesting parallels can be traced on the islands of
Indonesia. For example, noteworthy is the Pain Haka site
(the eastern part of Flores Island), where 13 single burials
(mostly partial, without skulls) in jars were found. All
jars, with one exception, are of spherical shape, with red
engobes; some of them have incised ornaments; in one
case, decoration of the upper portion of the body with
appliqué patterns in the form of human faces (Fig. 8, 3) is
recorded, and in another one, representations of lizards.
Grave goods include sub-rectangular adze-like tools made
of stone or shells, bracelets, beads, and pendants made of
shells, plus a spine of a sea skate. Metal items are absent,
and radiocarbon dates determine the necropolis’s age
within 3000-2100 BP (Galipaud et al., 2016).

A series of “candy” jars in the shape of flasks or kettles
with relief or incised contours of human faces, known
from a number of funerary assemblages on the Sumba,
Flores, and Java islands, is of no less interest (Heekeren,
1958: P1. 34) (Fig. 9).

Fig. 8. Anthropomorphic images from funerary assemblages of Maritime Southeast Asia.
1 — Leta-Leta, Palawan Island, the Philippines (after (Dizon, Santiago, 1996)); 2 — Baja, Luzon Island, the Philippines
(drawing by Y.V. Tabareva); 3 — Pain Haka, Flores Island, Indonesia (after (Galipaud et al., 2016)).
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Fig. 9. Ceramic “candy” jars, Sumba Island, Indonesia (after
(Heekeren, 1958)).

Conclusions

Thus, the assemblage from Ayub Cave (the southern
part of Mindanao Island) is a telling illustration of one
of the local funerary traditions of both the Philippine
archipelago and the entire Maritime Southeast Asia.
Analysis of its materials brings researchers to a wide
range of interesting subjects.

First, burials in anthropomorphic jars can be interpreted
as high-status, and the entire complex as a necropolis of
the tribal elite. The grave goods, the “portraitness” of
depictions, the complexity of the rite itself, and the
absence of data about other funerary assemblages of
such complexity in this part of Mindanao Island speak in
favor of “elitism” (Barretto-Tesoro, 2003). Manufacture
of vessels implies special skills and the existence of a
group of potters using elaborate “prestige technologies”
(Tabarev, 2008; Hayden, 1995).

Second, the question arises as to whether the
anthropomorphic burial attributes are related only to
ceramic items and to the period of transition of Neolithic
pottery technologies from mainland parts of East and

Fig. 10. Jar depicting a human

face, 70.2 cm high. Yayoi 1

culture. Ibaraki Prefecture.

Exhibition of the Tokyo

National Museum (photo from
the authors’ archive).

Southeast Asia to the island part ca 4 ka BP; or whether
they could have been preceded by local (pre-Neolithic)
tradition of making figurines, masks, and amulets from
organic materials. This requires a search for and special
study of early funerary assemblages (10-5 ka BP) in
Malaysia, the Philippines, and Indonesia.

Third, it is essential to involve a maximally wide
range of archaeological and ethnographic parallels to
the anthropomorphic symbolism within the Pacific
Basin. The earliest ones are discovered in the early and
middle periods of the Jomon culture (anthropomorphic

Fig. 11. Anthropomorphic symbolism of the Lapita culture.
1 —variants of ornaments on jars (after (Spriggs, 1990)); 2 — jars from Teouma cemetery, the Island of Efate,
Vanuatu (after (Ravn et al., 2016; Valentin et al., 2010)).
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images of “shamans”) and the Yayoi culture (stylization
of the upper portions of jars in the form of human heads)
(Fig. 10) in the Japanese Archipelago (Solovieva,
Tabarev, 2013; Tabarev, 2017b), and in the Early Iron
Age assemblages on the Korean peninsula, where paired
burial jars are interpreted as a “human body” or an “egg”
(Riotto, 1995).

And finally, an important event of cultural genesis for
the entire Pacific Basin is the distribution of speakers of
Austronesian languages from the coastal areas of southern
China via Taiwan, the northern Philippines, Mariana
Islands, and further south to Oceania (Carson et al., 2013).
One of the markers of this migration is red-painted pottery
with complex incised ornaments, which is also becoming
the determining feature of archacological assemblages
recorded in Polynesia, Melanesia, and the Micronesia
islands and combined into the Lapita culture (tradition)
(30002500 BP). Notably, the anthropomorphic theme
(symbolic representation of faces) is recorded in even the
carliest pottery belonging to this culture; for example, in
burials of the Teouma cemetery on the Island of Efate,
Vanuatu (3.0-2.8 ka BP) (Bedford, Spriggs, 2007; Ravn
etal., 2016; Valentin et al., 2010), and continues to persist
with various modifications throughout the entire period of
the Lapita tradition (Spriggs, 1990) (Fig.11), and also in
the subsequent Polynesian cultural stratum.

Acknowledgements

The authors are grateful to Dr. E. Dizon (the National Museum
of the Philippines, Manila) for his help in working with
literature and information on excavations in Ayub Cave, and to
artist Y. V. Tabareva for the preparation of illustrative material
for this article.

References

Barretto-Tesoro G. 2003

Burial good in the Philippines: An attempt to quantify
prestige values. Southeast Asian Studies, vol. 41 (3): 299-315.

Bedford S., Spriggs M. 2007

Birds on the rim: A unique lapita carinated vessel in its wider
context. Archaeology in Oceania, vol. 42 (1): 12-21.

Bellwood P. 1997

Prehistory of the Indo-Malaysian Archipelago. Honolulu:
University of Hawaii Press.

Bellwood P. 2017

First Islanders: Prehistory and Human Migration in Island
Southeast Asia. Victoria: Wiley-Blackwell.

Beyer H.O. 1947

Outline review of Philippines archaeology by islands and
provinces. Philippine Journal of Science, vol. 77: 205-374.

Boriskovsky P.I. 1971

Drevniy kamenniy vek Yuzhnoy i Yugo-Vostochnoy Azii.
Leningrad: Nauka.

Briones S.M. 1985-1986

The Late Neolithic — Early Iron Age limestone secondary
jar burial complex in the caves of Salangsang, Lebak, Sultan
Kudarat, Philippines and its implications in the chronology of
Southeast Asia. Ancient Nepal: Journal of the Department of
Archaeology, No. 91: 16-20.

Bulbeck D. 2017

Traditions of jars as mortuary containers in the Indo-
Malaysian Archipelago. Terra Australis, vol. 45: 141-164.

Carson M.T., Hung H., Summerhayes G.,

Bellwood P. 2013

The pottery trail from Southeast Asia to remote Oceania.
Journal of Island and Coastal Archaeology, No. 1: 17-36.

Cuevas N., Leon A., de. 2008

Archaeological investigation of Sagel Cave at Maitum,
Sarangani Province, Southern Mindanao, Philippines. Hukay,
vol. 13: 1-24.

Dizon E.Z. 1996

The anthropomorphic pottery from Ayub Cave, Pinol,
Maitum, South Cotabato, Mindanao, Philippines. Bulletin of the
Indo-Pacific Prehistory Association, Bull. 14: 186—196.

Dizon E.Z., Santiago R.A. 1996

Faces from Maitum. The Archaeological Excavation of
Ayub Cave. Manila: The National Museum of the Philippines.

Fox R. 1970

The Tabon Caves. In Monographs of the National Museum,
vol. 1. Manila: National Museum.

Galipaud J.-C., Kinaston R., Halcrow S., Foster A.,

Harris N., Simanjuntak T., Javelle J., Buckley H. 2016

The Pain Haka burial ground on Flores: Indonesian evidence
for a shared Neolithic belief system in Southeast Asia. Antiquity,
vol. 90: 1505-1521.

Handbook of East and Southeast Asian

Archaeology. 2017

New York: Springer-Verlag.

Hayden D. 1995

The Emergence of Prestige Technologies and Pottery.
In The Emergence of Pottery. Washington: Smithsonian
Institution Press, pp. 257-266.

Heekeren H.R., Van. 1958

The Bronze-Iron Age of Indonesia. 's-Gravenhage: Martinus
Nijhoff. (Verhandelingen van het Koninklijk Instituut voor Taal-,
Land- en Volkenkunde; vol. 22).

Kurjack E.B., Sheldon C.T., Keller ML.E. 1971

The Urn Burial Caves of Southern Cotobato, Mindanao,
Philippines. Siliman Journal, vol. 18 (2): 127-153.

Levtonova Y.O. 1979

Istoriya Filippin: Kratkiy ocherk. Moscow: Nauka.

Maceda M.N. 1964

Preliminary report on ethnographic and archaeological field
work in the Kulaman Plateau (Cotobato), Island of Mindanao,
Philippines. Anthropos, vol. 59: 75-82.

Maceda M.N. 1967

Preliminary studies of the figures and ornamentation of some
selected jar covers from Kulaman Plateau (Southwestern Cotabato),
Island of Mindanao, Philippines. Anthropos, No. 3/4: 509-532.

Ravn M., Bedford S., Spriggs M., Hawkins S.,

Philip 1., Valentin F. 2016

Pottery spatial patterns at the Lapita Site of Teuma, Central
Vanuatu: Some preliminary refitting results. Les Séances de la
Société Préhistorique frangaise, No. 7: 163—176.



A.V. Tabarev, A.E. Patrusheva, and N. Cuevas / Archaeology, Ethnology and Anthropology of Eurasia 47/2 (2019) 40—-47 47

Riotto M. 1995

Jar-burials in Korea and their implications. Korea Journal,
vol. 35 (3): 40-53.

Solheim W.G., I1. 1970

Prehistoric archaeology in Eastern Mainland Southeast Asia
and the Philippines. Asian Perspectives, vol. XIII: 47-58.

Solheim W.G., I1. 1973

Remarks on the prehistory of Sabah and Southeast Asian
archaeology. Borneo Research Bulletin, vol. 5 (1): 3—6.

Solheim W.G., I1., Legaspi A.M., Neri J.S. 1979

Archaeological Survey in Southeastern Mindanao. Manila:
National Museum of the Philippines; [Manoa]: University of
Hawaii. (Monograph / National Museum of the Philippines;
No. 8).

Solovieva E.A., Tabarev A.V. 2013

Keramicheskaya posuda s antropomorfnymi syuzhetami
v drevnikh kulturakh tikhookeanskogo basseyna: Dzyomon
(Yaponiya) i ilama (Kolumbiya). Vestnik Novosibirskogo
gosudarstvennogo universiteta. Ser.: Istoriya, filologiya,
vol. 12 (7): Arkheologiya i etnografiya: 133—141.

Spriggs M. 1990

The Changing Face of Lapita: Transformation of a Design.
In Lapita Design, Form and Composition: Proceedings of the
Lapita Design Workshop, Canberra, Australia, December, 1988.
Canberra: The Australian National University, pp. 83—122.

Tabarev A.V. 2008

Prestizhniye tekhnologii, promysloviye ritualy i
kompleksniye obshchestva epokhi kamnya, Dalniy Vostok
Rossii. In Neolit i neolitizatsiya basseyna Yaponskogo morya:
Chelovek i istoricheskiy landshaft. Vladivostok: 1zd. Dalnevost.
Gos. Univ., pp. 218-224.

Tabarev A.V. 2017a

Traditsiya pogrebeniy v sosudakh v ostrovnoy chasti Yugo-
Vostochnoy Azii: Proiskhozhdeniye i arealnoye podrazdeleniye.
In Problemy arkheologii, etnografii, antropologii Sibiri i
sopredelnykh territoriy, vol. XXII. Novosibirsk: I1zd. IAET SO
RAN, pp. 409-412.

Tabarev A.V. 2017b

Dancing Shamans, Snakes and Drugs: On the Similar
Motives in the Art of Ancient Cultures of the Far East and
Northern Andes. International Journal of South American
Archaeology, No. 10: 35-39.

Tabarev A.V., Ivanova D.A., Patrusheva A.E. 2017

Drevniye kultury Filippinskogo arkhipelaga: Klyucheviye
syuzhety i problematika issledovaniy. Gumanitarniye nauki v
Sibiri, No. 2: 54-57.

Tabarev A.V., Patrusheva A.E. 2018

Neolit ostrovnoy chasti Yugo-Vostochnoy Azii: Osobennosti,
gipotezy, diskussii. Teoriva i praktika arkheologicheskikh
issledovaniy, No. 1: 165-179.

Tenazas R.C.P. 1974

A progress report on the Mugsuhot excavations in Bacong,
Negros Oriental, Summer 1974. Philippine Quarterly of Culture
and Society, vol. 2 (3): 133-155.

Valentin F., Bedford S., Buckley H., Spriggs M. 2010

Lapita burial practices: Evidence for complex body and bone
treatment at the Teouma Cemetery, Vanuatu, Southwest Pacific.
Journal of Island and Coastal Archaeology, No. 5: 212-235.

Received December 10, 2018.
Received in revised form February 7, 2019.



