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For nearly a century, questions have remained as to the purpose and age of the Plain of Jars in the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic. Scholars have generally argued that these megaliths served a mortuary function, either as
symbolic monuments or receptacles for the dead. However, due to a paucity of mortuary evidence associated
with the jars, it has been difficult to conclusively argue either way. Aside from small amounts of cremated human
bone fragments found within a limited number of jars, to date no substantive human burials have been found

inside a stone jar across this vast megalithic landscape. Additionally, the stone jars are thought to date to the
Southeast Asian Iron Age, between ca. 500 BCE-500 CE, with ritual activity continuing into the 13th century CE.
This paper provides the first substantial evidence that the jars were used to contain the deceased for either
primary or secondary burials during the 9th to 12th century CE.

1. Introduction

The Plain of Jars comprises over 120 megalithic jar sites distributed
throughout the mountains and lower foothills of the central plain of the
Xiang Khouang Plateau in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Laos).
These sites include boulders, carved disks, and most notably stone jars
that range from one to three meters tall, weighing on average from 6 to
30 t (Colani, 1935; O’Reilly et al., 2018). Some of the larger sites have
more than 300 stone jars, predominately carved from sandstone but
occasionally conglomerate, granite or breccia (Skopal et al., 2023). They
are part of a larger cultural phenomenon extending throughout northern
Laos, reaching an area of ca. 8000 km? (Fig. 1) (Van Den Bergh and
Luangaphay, 2008; Skopal et al., 2020; Skopal et al., 2023).

The chronology of these stone jars remains uncertain. The phenom-
enon is frequently associated with the Southeast Asian Iron Age, be-
tween ca. 500 BCE-500 CE, (Colani, 1935; Shewan et al., 2021). Recent

analyses (radiocarbon and Optically Stimulated Luminescence) suggest
placement of the jars may have commenced as early as the late 2nd
millennium BCE, with ritual activity continuing into the 13th century CE
(Shewan et al., 2021).

An additional challenge has been understanding the exact function of
stone jars. Early interpretations suggested the jars were storage con-
tainers for provisions (Raquez, 1902), however scholars such as Colani
(1935), Sayavongkhamdy and Bellwood (2000), Nitta (1996), Genovese
(2015), and O’Rielly and Shewan (O’Reilly et al., 2019a) have since
argued that they served a mortuary function, either as symbolic mor-
tuary monuments or receptacles for the dead. This interpretation is
primarily due to the presence of secondary pit burials, secondary
ceramic burials and primary burials surrounding the jars at Site 1, which
date between 9-13th century CE (Colani, 1935; Nitta, 1996; O’Reilly
et al., 2019b). Two sites contain evidence to suggest they were vessels
for the deceased: Site 1, where Colani (1935) identified small amounts of
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Fig. 1. Map of Plain of Jars sites 1, 2, 3, 52, 67 and 75 in Laos.

Fig. 2. Site 75 excavated jar.

burnt human bone fragments and teeth inside multiple jars; and Site 67, historic period (post-1000 CE) (O’Reilly et al., 2022a). To date, no
where excavations within and around a buried stone jar found material substantive human burials have been found inside a stone jar. These
culture and fragmented cremated bone dated to the Iron Age and the theories are, however, limited by the lack of research outside of the main
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Fig. 4. Radiocarbon results for samples in Unit 1 at Site 75, Plain of Jars.

sites 1, 2, 3 and 52, which are predominately located around the Xiang
Khouang Plateau (Colani, 1935; O’Reilly et al., 2019b; O’Reilly et al.,
2022b; O’Reilly et al., 2023). Further, it is plausible that the purpose of
these jars evolved over time.

This paper presents new evidence of mortuary activity from a test
excavation inside one of the seven jars at Site 75, ca. 70 km northeast of
Phonsavan. This is the most northeasterly jar site excavated to date. It
was selected after reports that locals had discovered human remains
inside the jar. The jar was damaged with its walls broken into large
fragments, most likely caused by explosives (locally known as bombies)
dropped during the Secret War from 1964 to 1973 (Fig. 2) (Van Den
Bergh and Luangaphay, 2008).

2. Methods

The authors established a 2x1m trench (Unit 1) running north-east at
30° across the centre of the jar (Fig. 3). Due to time limits and available
personnel, only a partial excavation of the jar was conducted, with the
intention of a following field season. Excavation was undertaken using
arbitrary 10 cm spits unless a stratigraphic layer was encountered.
Features uncovered in each spit were labelled sequentially, and human
remains were excavated using brushes and wooden implements. The
excavated sediment was floated, using bucket flotation, to allow for
archaeological plant macrofossils to be recovered and analysed. The
light residue or ’flot’ was captured in a 200 um flot bag, and the heavy
residue was wet-sieved through a 2 mm screen. After the excavation of
Spits 1 and 2 of Unit 1, the unit was subdivided into four sub-units: Unit
la, 1b, 1c and 1d, to gain greater spatial resolution across the jar (Fig. 3).
Three samples - two human teeth and one human bone - were radio-
carbon dated by the Australian National University (Fallon et al., 2010;
Wood et al., 2023). Collagen was purified using ultrafiltration and the
dates were calibrated against IntCal20 in OxCal v.4.4 (Ramsey, 2009;
Reimer et al., 2020).

3. Results

The excavation reached a depth of 40 cm in Unit 1d, with all units
comprising only one stratigraphic layer. Due to the limited excavation, it
is difficult to determine if the context remains in situ. There is evidence
of some disturbance in the centre of the jar, labelled Feature 1 (Fig. 3).
This is the likely point of intrusion by locals, measuring 50 by 40 cm in
size, with an excavated depth of 30 cm. Two bombie fragments were
uncovered in Spit 1, Unit 1d, which suggests additional disturbance of
the jar deposit.

Fragmented human remains were found across the five subunits,
ranging in size from 0.5 to 4 cm in length. Preliminary analysis suggests
that these fragments represents mature bones, femur diaphysis, a well
preserved mandible with occluded Mss, cranial fragments and four
permanent teeth. At this stage of the investigation none of the fragments
yielded evidence of burning. Most of the bones have been found com-
mingled in Feature 2, which is characterised by more compact sediment
intermixed with small stones and pebbles (Fig. 3). This feature does
suggest some evidence of stratigraphic integrity within the jar and
highlights the potential continuation of the context. Human remains
have been directly radiocarbon dated, including a molar, a premolar and
a femur diaphysis giving dates in the range of c. 900 CE-1200 CE (see
Fig. 4 for details). Further skeletal analysis and publication to follow
once excavations conclude.

While detailed analysis of raw materials will be reported elsewhere
(Skopal et al., 2023 in prep.), a broad overview can be presented here.
Artefacts include four small earthenware pottery sherds, a glass bead
(A2), a quartz crystal and a flat piece of mudstone (A1l). The earthen-
ware sherds were examined under low-powered magnification. All four
sherds feature a plain, black/brown slip on both surfaces. Their fabric is
composed of medium sand-sized mineral temper (Wentworth, 1922)
from a sedimentary lithic source (likely sandstone) but petrographic
examination would be required to confirm this beyond doubt. The
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colour range exhibited across the sherd fabrics (including orange-red,
red-brown, or black-brown) indicates use of varied clay sources. How-
ever, colour is uniform through the section of each sample, suggesting
that the sherds were fired at low temperatures and under oxidised at-
mospheric conditions allowing for complete combustion. This is
consistent with the use of an open firing technique such as a pit kiln or
bonfire (Santacreu, 2014: 106) and may explain the considerable
erosion of the sherds. Preliminary analysis suggests that the glass bead
(Fig. 3, A2) is typical of the Indo Pacific tradition (Dussubieux and
Walder, 2022). It is an orange colour, measuring ca. 2 mm in diameter.
Within Unit 1c¢ was a flat piece of smooth mudstone (A1) ca. 12 by 5by 1
cm in size (Fig. 3). Finally, a small quartz piece measuring ca. 60 by 50
mm was uncovered in Unit 1c¢, which is similar to those found associated
with the burials at Site 1 (O’Reilly et al., 2022a).

4. Conclusions

Preliminary excavations at Site 75 have revealed the first substantive
evidence for uncremated human remains inside the Lao stone jars. The
disturbances make it difficult to confidently assess the nature of the
deposit and to associate the accompanying cultural material with the
human remains. However, it is plausible that the concentration of bones
contained within Feature 2, and examples (Colani, 1935; O’Reilly et al.,
2019a) of earthenware products and glass beads found within burials at
Site 1, could suggest that these commingled human remains represent a
burial. The absence of cremated human remains suggests that the jars
may have been used for a more complex mortuary practice than previ-
ously identified.

This paper provides further insight into chronology of stone jars and
associated human remains. Initial results suggest that the stone jar at
Site 75 was used for mortuary purposes during the 9th to 12th century
CE. The dates align with mortuary activity surrounding the jars at Site 1
and buried jars at Site 67. They are, however, contrary to the suggested
Iron Age dates for standing jars (Shewan et al., 2021). Further research is
required to determine if the jar was potentially repurposed for burials at
a later date or was carved during the 9-12th century CE with the
intention as a repository for burials.
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