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BEAUTIFUL THINGS AND BONES OF DESIRE

Emerging Issues in the Archaeology of Death and Burial
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LIV NILSSON STUTZ AND SARAH TARLOW

INTRODUCTION

[image: image]

On 4 November 1922, after several years of searching, the archaeologist Howard Carter opened up a small breach in the left-hand corner of what appeared to be a royal tomb in the Valley of the Kings in Egypt. In anticipation he shone a candle through the opening, and taken aback by the sight that was revealed in the flickering light he exclaimed: ‘I see beautiful things’. The treasures revealed by his excavations of the undisturbed burial chamber of the young pharaoh Tutankhamun became legendary both within the fields of archaeology and Egyptology, and for the public at large. ‘Beautiful things’ from famous burials fascinate people all over the world, but beyond the sheer beauty and the quality of the work of art, they also provide a foundation from which archaeologists build to tell rich and complex stories about the individual buried with them and about the society in which these ritual practices were carried out. While the tomb of Tutankhamun is exceptional, its contribution to our understanding of the past is typical. While the theoretical interests and questions in the discipline of archaeology have changed since the time of Carter, burials have maintained their privileged position since they allow us to connect an individual that embodies both a biological and a cultural history with a place and time in the past. Archaeology still, in many ways, relies on the information gleaned from burials and the treatment of the dead to recreate life in the past. Cross-disciplinary approaches to burial allow us to unpack sophisticated sociocultural aspects of the human past, including social relationships and identities, social structure, diet and health, population histories and individual biographies, emotional discourses, ritualized practices, migrations and cosmologies. These different strands of evidence all contribute to a better understanding of people in the past in all their complexity. More than anything, the archaeology of death and burial constantly reminds us that archaeology is about more than things—it is about people.

According to John Robb in his contribution to this volume, ‘we have never had an archaeology of death’. This is bad news for the numerous archaeologists who have based books, articles, projects, and careers on the contrary premise. However, Robb’s point is that we have rarely made death—attitudes towards it, its management and cultural elaboration—the focus of our ‘mortuary’ archaeologies. Instead we have used mortuary practices as a window into past social organization, ethnic affiliation, cultural relationships, and so on. The fact that the evidence is drawn from the context of death and disposal has been, if not incidental, then certainly marginal to our research. However, the mortuary context is a specific cultural location. The grave is not a Pompeii (Schiffer 1972) in which past societies are fossilized.

One of the most interesting developments of archaeological theory in recent years is the re-centring of the mortuary context. Edited collections such as those compiled by Beck (1995), Arnold and Wicker (2001), Rakita et al. (2005), Back Danielsson et al. (2009), Sayer and Williams (2009), and Carroll, Rempel, and Drinkwater (2011) all suggest that archaeologists are still choosing to define their research primarily by its mortuary context. In addition, some recent work has taken the archaeology of death in significant, new directions, notably engaging with the actual dead body as a material object (e.g. Nilsson Stutz 2003, Sofaer 2006, Fahlander and Oestigaard 2008). Such work takes the growing archaeological literature problematizing ‘the body’ and its relationships to things, places, and persons (e.g. Joyce 2005, Meskell 1996, Hamilakis et al. 2002, Borić and Robb 2008) and combines it with traditional and emerging methods of archaeological analysis in ways that challenge us to reconceptualize the body, and the person, in death as well as life.

Equally, special kinds of burial, such as the unusual burials of those who seem to have been outside normal society, have excited recent interest (e.g. Murphy 2008), as has the integration of archaeological evidence about death and burial into broader interdisciplinary histories of thought (e.g. Taylor 2002, Wallace 2004).

In this volume we have included both mortuary archaeologies which use evidence from the grave as a basis for understanding something of the living person or living society, and those which ask research questions about death itself, for the grave tells us not only about lived experience in the past, but also specifically about death. Many of the contributions to this volume address specifically past attitudes to death, the conceptualization and management of the transition from life to death, or from newly dead to ancestor, the emotional and experiential aspects of mortality and bereavement, and the structuring of personal relationships between the dead and those they leave behind.

FACE TO FACE WITH THE PAST

[image: image]

The close encounter between modern people and past people is part of the emotional appeal of the archaeology of death and burial. Indeed, mortuary archaeology and the excavation of a burial is one of the few moments when we as archaeologists come literally face to face with a person from the past. This privilege offers us unique possibilities to rewrite that person back into history, to lend them a voice, and to tell a story about their life by drawing on a wide variety of approaches, methods, and perspectives. More than reading their writings or even handling their things, gazing upon the bodies of our ancestors has a powerful visceral impact. This realization of shared humanity is often a particularly potent point of departure in relating what we do to non-archaeologists. This may explain the great public appeal of TV programmes like Meet the Ancestors where figurative and actual ‘flesh’ is put on the bones of an archaeologically recovered set of bones. Australian anthropologist Colin Pardoe notes in this volume that this programme is very popular also among the Australian Aborigines with whom he collaborates. This is especially remarkable since Aborigines as a group, through the activism for reburial and repatriation of human remains, have claimed a certain cultural sensitivity and even objection regarding the excavation and study of human remains.

The presence of the human body places mortuary archaeology at the threshold between the natural sciences, which study the biological remains, and the humanities and social sciences, which see the individual within a historical, cultural, social, and ritual context. The physical remains of the body, often bones and teeth, and more rarely preserved skin, hair, and soft tissue (see Giles, this volume), offer the possibility of identifying features of the biological individual, and based on these insights we can proceed to create a more full image also of the social and cultural life of the person and the society in which (s)he lived. The osteological analysis can inform us about the biological age and sex of the buried individual. In combination with other archaeological data, such as grave goods or variation in mortuary ritual, this allows us to reconstruct social identities, gender roles, and social status of the dead. Through a reconstruction of demography and mortality based on this assessment of biological sex and age, we can also explore health status in a population. At what age did people die, and what does this tell us about their health and lifestyle? We can also reflect on the composition of a buried population. Was everybody who died buried in the same place and in the same way, or do the people at a particular site only represent a selected group? What can that in turn tell us about social relationships in the community?

It is crucial here that we understand that human bodies, and what remains of them, are not only biological entities. They are also cultural products, shaped by the lived experience of social and cultural practices. The analysis does not simply inform us about a biological reality in the past. Beyond that it also tells us a story about a lived life. The skeleton is constantly reshaped by bodily practices, which are usually informed by aspects of personal identity such as gender, status, and ethnicity. Palaeopathology can thus deepen our knowledge of the health and lifestyle of the individual. Stress on particular muscles will result in growth of the muscle attachments, stress on joints can result in arthritis, which is evident on the skeleton; and regular exposure to the risk of particular types of trauma can result in patterns of bone breakage and repair that are evident at population level. Thus social identities as, say, a farmer, a soldier, or an oarsman may well be evident in the biological remains of an individual. It is not possible to make a clear distinction between the evidence of ‘natural’ life, signified in the biological remains, and ‘cultural’ or social identity, signalled in material practices. Culture shapes biology.

But pathologies can also at first glance be misleading. In anthropology we talk about the osteological paradox (see Roberts, this volume), which teaches us that a skeleton with many pathologies evident in surviving bone actually demonstrates relative health in life. In order for an individual to develop these diagnostic characteristics, they must have survived the onset of the disease. From this perspective we can therefore conclude that traces of, for example, arthritis, tuberculosis (Roberts and Buikstra 2003), and syphilis (Stirland 1991, Mays et al. 2003) in medieval populations actually show us that people were healthy enough, or cared for enough, to develop these pathologies. Dental hypoplasia, i.e. lines developing on tooth enamel when the teeth temporarily cease to grow during periods of stress during childhood, most often due to starvation, will only develop in individuals that actually survived these childhood ailments. Similarly, traces of healed wounds or injuries show us that society was organized in a way that allowed for people to care for each other. The most striking case of this phenomenon can be seen in one of the Neanderthal burials in Shanidar (in contemporary Iraq), where an old man had several healed injuries and pathologies that would have been severely debilitating (Trinkaus and Zimmerman 1982). The analysis clearly indicating a society in which Neanderthals cared for their sick, injured, and aged has had a tremendous impact on how Neanderthals are viewed by both specialists and the public.

Recently research into actual human remains has expanded into the molecular realm. DNA analyses potentially allow us to distinguish kinship between individuals in a cemetery or burial ground (see Bramanti, this volume). Once again we see how the biological and the cultural are intimately linked. Heinrich Härke (1992) was able in this way to trace probable relationships within an Anglo-Saxon cemetery in England that suggested that elite warrior status in that society was based, at least in part, on family lineage. Studies such as these complement the understanding of genetic relationships based on studies of physical characteristics of the skeleton, so-called discrete traits. The analysis of stable isotopes extracted from human remains (see Eriksson, this volume) provides us with the opportunity to look into diet in the past, which in turn is intimately linked to cultural practices (Eriksson 2003, Fornander 2011). Besides telling us about subsistence strategies, these indicators can also be informative about the relationship between humans and other predators, and may in fact provide an insight into the cosmology of the human groups. Differential nutrition identified by isotopic signatures can also be the result of socially constructed identities (Hastorf 1991). Finally, the variable mineral composition of groundwater in different parts of the world can leave isotopic signatures in the developing teeth and bones of individuals so that their individual journeys are written into their remains. The human remains themselves thus tell us not only about non-voluntaristic aspects of human experience in the past, such as disease, nutrition, and growth, and characteristics of populations such as life expectancy, but also about the personal and cultural life experiences of an individual.

The great potential of archaeological study of human remains is that it straddles and unites biological and cultural approaches to life and, of greater relevance for present purposes, death. In this way, archaeologists are uniquely well-positioned to negotiate between what are often conceived as social constructivist and biologically determined approaches to the living and the dead body. Jo Sofaer points out (2006) that transdisciplinary body theory—which has lately been fashionable among archaeologists—actually doesn’t always address the kinds of bodiliness with which we archaeologists come into contact. Although some excellent work has been done on the ‘embodied’ person in the past—sensual, experiencing, occupying space, and enabled and constrained by its corporeal form, in fact we are more used to engaging with bodies as things—or more precisely—with the remains of bodies in the form of bones, or mummies. Tracing a pedigree through sociologists, historians, and literary critics for the study of the body ignores our own deep and solid tradition of human osteoarchaeology. Others (Hamilakis 2002, Oestigaard 2004, Fahlander and Oestigaard 2008, Nilsson Stutz 2008a, Fahlander 2009) have argued that these recent archaeological approaches to the body have remained too abstract and removed from the actual physicality of the biological body, especially the problematic liminal dead body and the transformations it undergoes.

MORTUARY PRACTICES: DEATH AT THE CENTRE
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There has, in recent years, been an increasing focus on understanding burials, not only as a reflection of life, but also as the result of the human encounter with death. This archaeology has tended to put death at the centre of the inquiry, while exploring dimensions such as ritual, the dead body, emotion, and power.

The Remains of Ritual

The archaeology of death and burial explores the remains of ritualized practices relating to dealing with death and the dead in the past. They are above all ritualized remains and thus allow us to get a glimpse into a more abstract world of ideas and belief about life and death and about how people viewed their place in the world: what we could call cosmological beliefs. As burial archaeologists we most often encounter the final, or at least one of the final, depositions of the human body. That is how we archaeologically identify a burial, and while we are aware of the fact that the image we have is only a fragment of what actually happened in the past, the ritual character of these remains still allows us to reflect over the place and dynamics of mortuary ritual and the structures it reproduced in the past.

From the ethnographic record we know that mortuary rituals can take on a wide variety of forms; they can be immediate or drawn out, they can involve one single, or many sequential phases, they can involve one or many of a large variety of treatments of the body, they can be exhibitions of fear, anger, supplication, self-aggrandizement, grief, or celebration. What all these different rituals have in common is that they provide a mechanism for people and societies to cope with death—both the loss of a social being, and with the emergence of a dead body, which creates a new and practical situation to be dealt with by the survivors. Like any life crisis ritual, mortuary rites provide a culturally prescribed and socially accepted passage from one defined social identity to another equally defined social identity, in this case the passage from living person to dead, or some form of afterlife. Van Gennep (1909) and Turner (1969) have noted that by providing a passage out of social structure, through a liminal phase and back again, the ritual is structured to connect the participants with a sacred realm recalling and reproducing a cosmology that gives form to central concerns of the community. Beyond providing a vehicle for the transition, the ritual thus also very effectively reproduces cosmology and social structure and provides a framework in which the death of a person can be framed socially, culturally, and emotionally as it is given a place in the view of the world. Mortuary ritual can be seen as a way in which the survivors control and produce death in a way that is culturally acceptable. Through ritualized practices the dead body is controlled, and in the process it is also redefined from the social being it used to embody into an object of death, or perhaps an abject (sensu Kristeva 1980), produced through ritual and eventually disposed of. The actual transition of this rite of passage can take on a variety of forms but it aims at ultimately healing the rupture of the social fabric, allowing the survivors and society as a whole to move on.

The Dead Body

Whether the body is buried, cremated, exposed, or treated according to some other ritual practice, the dead body itself sits at the centre of mortuary practices. Even when the body itself is, exceptionally, not present, as at a cenotaph (empty tomb such as those commonly dedicated to the remembrance of war dead), it is an ‘absent presence’, and the material reality is in fact emphasized by its unusual absence. The newly dead body is universally a cultural problem. It retains the appearance of the living person, and many aspects of their social identity, but its agentive power is much compromised. Worst of all is the problem of putrefaction and decay, by which material personhood is negated. This is both a social and an emotional problem for the survivors. It is a social problem because each death leaves a social hole, which needs to be filled or covered before it becomes the centre of social turbulence and a focus of unrest and tension between competing interest groups. It is an emotional problem for the survivors both because it is a reminder of their own mortality, and because it marks the dissolution of an individual with whom an emotional relationship had developed. In cultural contexts where individual personhood is strongly linked to a body, the sensually repellent decay of that body—its transformation to a place of stink and maggots—is particularly traumatic for survivors.

Social actors have developed a range of often ritualized strategies by which the problem of the dead body could be addressed. Many of these can be identified as denial of death, often linked to the preservation of the corpse in order to prevent decay; or the avoidance of decay through accelerating the process of dissolution, primarily through cremation; or thirdly, ‘bracketing’ the period of decay through a two-phase rite in which the decay of the body takes place between the primary rites of separation following a death, and secondary rites to mark the reconstitution of society. A final strategy, explored by social anthropologists Bloch and Parry (1991), is to channel the power of the dead and decaying body to further the fertility of their communities and their land. In this way the dead can still exercise agentive and bodily power to affect their environment. Other strategies include the denial of bodily death through mummification or embalming. An extreme case of this is the Incas, whose deaths did not prevent them from owning property and participating in ritual life, as their mummified bodies were paraded through the streets, given places of honour at feasts, and served with food and drink (Sillar 1992).

Tony Walter (1993) notes that the physical decay of the body presents serious emotional problems in the contemporary West, but that the UK and the US have responded by adopting different strategies to try and circumvent it. In the modern US it is normal practice to embalm the dead body, thus delaying the onset of decay. At the same time the corpse is dressed, made-up, and its bodily appearance managed in order to maintain an illusion of ‘still life’ where display in an open casket is still widespread. In the UK, by contrast, cremation is the dominant form of disposal of the dead, a practice which accelerates the annihilation of the body. As Oestigaard (this volume) points out, however, cremation in non-modern contexts is not an easy way to avoid dealing with the corporeal realities of the dead body or to carry out a hygienic disposal. Instead, achieving its combustion and reduction to ash can involve considerable labour and potentially unpleasant encounters with the flesh of the dead.

Emotion and Experience

The body of the deceased gains much of its cultural significance because it is a place of emotional investment. Until fairly recently the emotional and experiential dimensions of archaeologically attested mortuary contexts were generally considered to be beyond the purview of archaeological analysis. Instead archaeological explanation tended to revolve around issues of social power, economic structures, and ritual action, without attempting to understand the internal and personal aspects of the encounter with mortality. However, from the 1990s increasing numbers of archaeologists have drawn attention to the importance and the cultural variability of emotion surrounding death (e.g. Tarlow 1999, 2000, Harris and Flohr Sørensen 2010). Precisely because emotional responses to death are so variable it is not possible either to assume that we know what they were in any particular context, or to use our own emotions as an adequate empathetic basis for understanding the emotional experiences of others. None of this means, in our view, that archaeologists should not study the emotions of past people. Rather, we need to be imaginative in identifying the role that fear, or grief, or guilt might have had in shaping material practices and dominant metaphors of death. Taking inspiration from the sophisticated examinations of emotion that had been developed across other social science disciplines, archaeological analyses have sought to identify the ways that emotions can be, and have been, socially constructed. Death represents a particularly rich context for the identification and theorization of the significance of emotion in archaeology. As well as the archaeological evidence of mortuary ritual which can provide a good understanding of the emotional values and beliefs surrounding death and bereavement in the past, human remains themselves have been considered as constituting evidence for emotional practices, although the interpretation of physical disability in the past as evidence for compassion has been critiqued for its unexamined projection of modern assumptions about what constitutes ability or disability (Dettwyler 1991).

In recognizing that emotions are socially constructed, archaeologists need not abandon any attempt to understand the experiential dimensions of mortuary practices. These may include the effect that mortuary monuments in a landscape had on those who carried out their everyday practices in those places, or made special and ritualized journeys to or through them. Other sensory experiences such as eating and drinking or encounters with special sounds or smells can give additional power to the funerary context, and have a role in creating and shaping memories and, through ritualized re-enactment, promoting particular understandings of time. Experiential archaeologies have been strongly influenced by the phenomenological trend in archaeological theory, especially as it has shaped the study of landscape (see Wright, this volume).

Power, Status, and How the Dead Shape Society

As several of the chapters in this volume note, the burial of the dead is a powerful arena through which relationships of status, power, and inequality in the living society can be structured. Hayden (2009) argues that it is precisely the magnified emotional significance of the funeral, and its capacity to be memorable, that make it such a suitable arena for the negotiation of relationships of power. In a similar vein, Ann Swidler has argued that ritual practice in general might have a privileged role, at least in certain circumstances, in anchoring the social and cultural structure, by reinforcing constitutive rules—especially if they ‘define socially central but informally structured social relationships’ (Swidler 2001: 91).

Hayden draws particular attention to the common association between mortuary rites and feasting behaviour, which he argues give additional sensory force to the occasion. Processual archaeologists such as Lewis Binford (1971), Arthur Saxe (1970), John O’Shea (1984), and James Brown (1971) began the investigation of the relationship between mortuary treatment, status, and power several decades ago, and Chapman (this volume, Chapter 4) traces some of the main trends in their work. The cross-cultural regularities that they observed between the degree of elaboration of mortuary practices, land use, labour cost, and other variables formed the basis of a set of methodologies by which they hoped that social organization of past societies could be inferred from the archaeological record. Later, post-processual and neo-Marxist theorists moved their focus away from mortuary practices as reflective of social organization to their role in constituting, negotiating, and legitimating relationships of power and inequality. Such approaches, as pioneered by Mike Parker Pearson, John Barrett, and others, nevertheless kept the resolution of their analysis at the societal level rather than on individual experience.

DISTURBING THE DEAD/ETHICS

[image: image]

The context of the archaeological study of death and burial has changed considerably over recent decades in response to new, or more forcefully articulated, ethical and political concerns about the exploitation of human remains and intentionally deposited burial materials; at the same time, the origins of existing archaeological and museum collections have been subject to closer scrutiny. Scarre (this volume) reminds us that Mortimer Wheeler famously dismissed claims that archaeological research on excavated human burials presented any kind of ethical problem, announcing that after his own interment he could be dug up ‘ten times, for all I care’. For Wheeler the dead body was only material—it had no emotional or spiritual significance. But his view is not universally shared. For a variety of reasons, both political and religious, many groups and individuals felt deeply unhappy about the disturbance of the dead. In his contribution to this volume, Scarre goes on to explore the possibility that by disinterring burials and carrying out work on the remains of past people, we wrong them in some way. Many other commentators have focused more on the outraged feelings of modern populations who claim descent from or affiliation to the buried people whom we study. This has increasingly led to antagonism between archaeologists and others, which has in turn been met by the examination and re-evaluation of the sometimes arrogant attitudes and shameful actions of archaeologists and physical anthropologists in the past. Antagonism between archaeologists and some local communities is further complicated by political histories of domination and inequality in colonial and post-colonial contexts. Ethical concerns about the appropriateness of excavating, studying, and displaying burials have reshaped the discipline considerably. In many parts of the world it is now unthinkable to excavate human remains for research purposes; even when they are disturbed by development, their removal and study requires the sanction of descendant communities. This has not only affected bioarchaeology, but also the study of other material removed from graves: if somebody in the past was buried with a ceramic jar, for example, perhaps for use in an afterlife, it might legitimately be asked, what right do we have to take it away?

The modern ethical climate of archaeological research is determined by legislation and political pressures from outside the discipline and by enhanced awareness of the social role and responsibility of archaeologists and the voluntary surrender of the scientific privilege that previous generations of archaeologists and anthropologists had often assumed. As well as questioning our practices in the present, we have also looked more closely and critically at the provenance of materials we have already accumulated. In some parts of the world, notably North America and Australia, this has led to large-scale repatriation and reburial programmes (see Fforde, Pardoe, and Watkins, this volume). Similarly, archaeological materials that might have been illegally removed from their contexts by looters and/or traded illegally have been returned and their continuing retention and study is now widely deemed unethical. In some parts of the world and for some periods or kinds of material, the removal of all dubiously acquired artefacts from the legitimate scope of archaeological analysis has had a devastating impact; equally, the continuing demand for illegally acquired and traded archaeological artefacts leads to the destruction or distortion of archaeological sites. The problems of researching extensively looted burial grounds, and a possible approach to the complexities of looting, are discussed in the chapter by Kersel and Chesson.

While there is no comprehensive international legal framework regulating these interests (the UNESCO convention only regulates the relationship between nation states, but not necessarily taking into consideration the interests of minorities within those nation states), several states have independently developed their own legal instruments. One of the most striking examples is the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) in the United States which, since its implementation in 1990, has radically transformed archaeological practice in the US (see Watkins, this volume). Another example is the 1984 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Heritage Protection Act in Australia (see Fforde, this volume). An important positive outcome of these changes supported by laws is a change in the relationship between professional archaeologists and museum curators on the one hand and representatives of indigenous communities. In the United States most archaeologists today agree that NAGPRA has created a level playing field and laid a foundation for the democratization of the discipline. Public archaeology has simultaneously gained increasing attention worldwide and collaborative projects have often led to a better understanding of the archaeological record. At the same time it is also clear that the repatriation movement now has gained a maturity and momentum that allows it to withstand critical examination. Critics have pointed out that exclusive claims to the past can be used for a variety of agendas and that we need to maintain the right to critically examine these claims. Research has also become limited as specific groups impose new regulations on what questions are possible to ask (Pardoe, this volume). The debate also tends to rely on essentialism, which reproduces a dichotomy between indigenous peoples and the West that is neither correct nor, usually, productive (Nilsson Stutz 2008b).

ORGANIZATION OF THIS VOLUME
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The archaeology of death and burial is a huge part of the discipline. For that reason it is not possible, even in a handbook of this length, to be comprehensive. There are numerous kinds of archaeological burial sites across the world and from different periods; we cannot hope to include them all. Instead the strategy of this volume to identify themes, traditions of study, theoretical approaches, and areas of current concern, and to invite contributors to address them where relevant through case studies which are grounded in the material they know best. Our contributors come from North America, Europe, and elsewhere, and their chapters are informed by the national and linguistic traditions in which they participate. However, all contributors have written in English and are thus acquainted to varying degrees with Anglophone traditions of archaeology (which themselves vary from country to country and across subdisciplines).

Some themes re-occur in a number of chapters: for example, Sofaer and Stig Sørensen contribute a review chapter on the archaeology of gender in burial, but gender is also an important consideration in the chapters by Yao on Chinese archaeology and identity, and Carroll’s survey of Roman commemorative practices. Similarly, although cremation is the main focus of the chapters by McKinley (who focuses on scientific aspects) and Oestigaard (whose focus is more cultural), it is also considered by several other contributors, including Gramsch, Giles, and Fowler. In fact, the cultural analyses of cremation, enabled by modern scientific techniques, are among the most exciting of recent developments in mortuary archaeology. Oestigaard’s discussion of the use of human bodies in the smelting of metal makes remarkable connections between technology and cosmology, persons and objects.

The first part of the volume deals with the history of the archaeology of death and burial. The early study of burial contexts and their interpretation in France and England are considered by Richard and Stout, respectively. Chapman and Kus then move the historical focus into the later 20th century. What is clear from all these contributions is the extent to which archaeological approaches to death and burial respond not only to academic fashions in theory and new analytical possibilities enabled by technical innovations, but also to political and social currents in wider society.

The second part deals with scientific methods and techniques in burial archaeology, especially as they affect the study of human bone. Some well-established techniques, such as macroscopic examination of bone, for basic identification of biological characteristics or disease, reviewed by Roberts, have nevertheless seen not only technical refinements, but also a broadening and re-orientation of the research questions in response to which they are mobilized. Thus, for example, Roberts notes that recent applications of palaeopathological techniques have been applied to the study of nutrition and diet as social practice in the past. Other techniques, such as the analysis of DNA (reviewed by Bramanti) or isotopes (Eriksson), are more recent and are constantly being refined and developed. Their potential is yet to be fully explored. Ekengren’s contribution to this part problematizes the category of grave goods in an essay that draws on ritual theory to discuss this classic category of evidence in burial archaeology.

The chapters that follow begin the review of the human experience of death and burial. Ritual and religion are explored by Williams and Edwards, with particular reference to the Middle Ages of northern Europe and to African archaeology. The particular legacies of Buddhist and Islamic burial practices are reviewed by Fogelin and Petersen, and O’Sullivan examines the Christian traditions in late medieval European burial archaeology. All the chapters that look at the archaeology of burial in major world religions make clear the extent of variation in practice over time and across local traditions. This problematizes the old notions both that burial directly reflects religious belief and that it was intended or should be interpreted as an unambiguous cultural signature. Weiss-Krejci’s chapter further illustrates the variability contained within different cultural contexts, exposing both pan-cultural trends and variation.

Understanding burial archaeology in contexts which lack any written history presents particular challenges, but the contributors to this volume are generally optimistic about the extent to which even ‘difficult’ aspects of prehistoric societies such as cosmological beliefs, social relationships, and symbolic understandings of life and death are amenable to archaeological interpretation. These are explored in the chapters by Hovers and Belfer-Cohen, Riel Salvatore and Gravel-Miguel, Coneller and Brown, and in Chapman’s second contribution to the volume.

Peter Kaulicke’s discussion of Inca burial practice unites a rich archaeological record with historical accounts and ethnohistories to explore a society whose attitude to death and the dead throws into question some of our own assumptions about what death and dead might mean. Wright in turn asks how the dead and the living inhabit landscapes, focusing on the underexplored (in the Anglo-American tradition) archaeological landscapes of Mongolia.

The next few chapters, by Midgley, Robb, Gramsch, Giles, Oestigaard, and Fowler return to the subject of prehistoric mortuary ritual in Europe, considering how far lived identities and dead bodies overlap. Several of them, perhaps especially Fowler and Gramsch, challenge us to reconceptualize personhood and its relationship to a single body. While referring to modern interdisciplinary literature of bodies, selves, and persons, they also draw on a long-recognized archaeological distinction between individualistic and collective forms of disposal and commemoration which may help to characterize the constitution of the self in past societies.

Stig Sorensen and Sofaer review the role of mortuary archaeology in developing the archaeology of gender, a topic which is directly relevant to kinds of identity considered by Shepherd, Carroll, and Yao in the following chapters. We have gone well beyond the naive assumption that gender can be assigned according to a universal and binary scheme on the basis of grave goods which unambiguously reflect the lived gender identity of the deceased. Now a range of approaches focus on the ways in which funerary rites help to construct gender as a social variable and to structure gendered relationships throughout society.

The human experience of death is central to the next section, which reviews themes from emotion (Hill) to belief (Tarlow) in contexts from deep prehistory (Hovers and Belfer Cohen) to pharoahic Egypt (Naeser).

A final group of chapters situates the archaeology of death and burial in a modern philosophical, ethical, and political context. After Scarre’s review of the philosophical question of what constitutes ‘harm’ to the dead, Kersel and Chesson explore the ethical and practical issues involved in working on burial sites that are subject to extensive illegal excavation. Watkins’s and Fforde’s chapters open the discussion by setting out the case ‘against’ what unconstrained excavation of and research into human remains. Pardoe’s chapter should be read as a personal response to the sorts of concerns raised in those two chapters. Renshaw and Nilsson Stutz both deal in various ways with how buried and recovered bodies can be locations of cultural contestation or negotiation, and through which painful pasts and disputed presents are discussed.

This final part of the book is one of the longest, but reflects the current reality that the ethical and political context of burial archaeology constitutes, for many contemporary practitioners, more than simply a set of boundaries for research or a legal stricture to be complied with: it profoundly affects the future direction of the discipline.
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APPROACHES TO DEATH AND BURIAL
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CHAPTER 2
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CULTURAL HISTORY, RACE, AND PEOPLES
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ADAM STOUT

A PERMIT TO INVADE THE GRAVE
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In Britain as elsewhere, the archaeology of death and burial grew out of tomb robbery and the boundaries are appropriately murky. Since the Middle Ages bodies had been disinterred to answer specific ‘research questions’, and associated artefacts recorded, the opening of King Arthur’s grave at Glastonbury in 1191 being a case in point (Carley 1996: 147). Curious barrow-openers were recording associated grave-goods in the 17th century: John Aubrey recorded that an Exmoor landowner, the litigious James Boevey of Simonsbath, had found urns filled with Greek and Roman coins within the barrows that he opened around 1670 (Grinsell 1967), while Sir Thomas Browne’s celebrated Hydrotaphia, or Urn Burial of 1658 was careful to report on the finds—’extraneous substances’—associated with the urn-field at Walsingham in Norfolk, ‘like pieces of small boxes, or combs handsomely wrought…’ (Schwyzer 2007: 178–86, Williams 2002: 47).

By the 18th century a marked distinction was already apparent between what might anachronistically be termed the ‘historical archaeologists’ and the ‘prehistorians’. The former were much focused on the tombs of the mighty. Interest in church memorials for genealogical purposes was well established; from the 1770s antiquarians such as Richard Gough began to look to the burial itself to supply further information about the period in which the interment had taken place: Sweet (2004) calls this ‘a new direction in antiquarianism, which no longer relied solely upon the authority of the written word’. Gough was the Director of the Society of Antiquaries from 1771 to 1797, and under his guidance and afterwards the Society of Antiquaries opened a series of medieval royal tombs (Edward I in 1774, Edward IV 1789, King John 1797, and Charles I 1813), as well as the tombs of various bishops of Lincoln. In some cases the principal motive seems to have been to retrieve gold plate and other artefacts, but in others the motivation was purely intellectual curiosity. Justification for the opening of Edward I’s tomb was framed in terms of a clearly defined research question: was the documented purchase of wax for the tomb used for candles or to preserve the body in some way? (Grose 1796: 176). These activities were not without their critics. Antiquarians acquired an enduring reputation for ghoulishness, famously captured in Thomas Rowlandson’s engraving of the disinterment of Edward I, Death and the Antiquaries (1814), and in William Combes’ accompanying verse:

… sometimes I have heard it said,
‘They love to poke among the dead’;
And that these Antiquaries crave
A Permit to invade the Grave (anon. 1903: II: 232–3)

Francis Grose even suggested that Gough, present at the opening of Edward I’s tomb, had surreptitiously tried to purloin a piece of the royal corpse, taking ‘not a gold crucifix, nor valuable ring, but a joint of the King’s middle finger’, which the sharp-eyed Dean of Exeter made him return to the tomb (Grose 1796, Scalia 2005).

THE BARROW OPENERS
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Interest in historic-era funerary monuments remained a defining characteristic of a certain sort of antiquary until well into the 20th century, but they became steadily more marginalized as intellectual focus shifted to grander themes about human origins and race (Díaz-Andreu 2007: 349). These were themselves rooted in the notion of human progress that Spadafora (1990: xiii) sees as the crucial hallmark of the 18th century, but the first systematic investigation of pre-Roman burial sites in Britain was undertaken within a more traditional framework, the quest for religious and national origins. William Stukeley’s researches led him to conclude that British Druids had much in common with the patriarchs of the Old Testament; his detailed studies of prehistoric remains in Wiltshire are generally held to mark the beginnings of scientific archaeology. His account of barrow-opening on Salisbury Plain in the 1720s, for instance, includes careful notes of stratigraphy, scale drawings of the artefacts and positioning relative to the bodies, as well as morphological analysis and relative dating of barrow-types, consideration of their position in the landscape relative to each other and to Stonehenge (Haycock 2002, Stukeley 1740: 43–6). Other 18th-century barrow-openers of note include Bryan Faussett and James Douglas, both of whom investigated and recorded pagan Saxon cemeteries in Kent; Douglas’s Nenia Britannica, or, A Sepulchral History of Great Britain, published in 1793, is thought to include the earliest ground plan of a tumulus (Marsden and Nurse 2007).

At the beginning of the 19th century Sir Richard Colt Hoare, a wealthy Wiltshire landowner whose taste for antiquities had been whetted by the Grand Tour, turned his attentions to domestic sites once the Napoleonic Wars had closed off Europe to British visitors. Hoare travelled widely around Britain and Ireland, and began a systematic analysis of Wiltshire barrows in a bid ‘to ascertain to which of the successive inhabitants of the island they [the prehistoric antiquities] are to be ascribed, or whether in fact they are the work of more than one people’ (in Graves-Brown et al. 1996: 50). With his assistant William Cunnington, Hoare opened around 400 or so barrows, scrupulously recorded in Hoare’s lavish and exemplary The History of Ancient Wiltshire (1812, 1819).

Hoare correlated different styles of burial or cremation with barrow morphology and grave-goods, which allowed him to develop a relatively sophisticated dating sequence. Three successive ‘modes’ were postulated, of which Hoare was ‘of opinion that the one of burying the body entire, with the legs gathered up, was the most ancient: that the custom of cremation succeeded, and prevailed with the former; and that the mode of burying the body entire, and extended at full length, was of the latest adoption’ (Hoare 1812: 24).

Hoare also saw the extent and nature of grave-goods as dating indicators: thus the lack of ‘costly ornaments of jet, amber, or gold’ from tumuli around Avebury demonstrated their ‘high antiquity’ (Hoare 1819: 91). This use of artefacts to indicate progression over time, from simple to complex, was paralleled in the work of the remarkable school of antiquaries in southern Scandinavia. A suggestion by the Danish collector L. S. Vedel Simonsen in 1813 prompted Christian Jürgensen Thomsen, head of the Antiquarian Collections at the Danish National Museum, to devise the ‘Three Age System’ for the better ordering of his collections: though perhaps ‘revive’ would be a better term, since he himself described the stone/copper/iron sequence as ‘the old notion’ in deference to Classical authors such as Hesiod and Lucretius (see Pluciennik 2005: 48–9).

THE CRANIOMETRIC REVOLUTION
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Thomsen’s work coincided with the development of scientific racism. Biblical notions of the ‘unity of mankind’ had been steadily undermined as trade and exploration brought home the fact that people in different parts of the world had very different levels of material culture and attitudes to land-use and social utility. By the early 19th century ‘monogenism’ was becoming replaced by more profoundly racialist, ‘polygenic’ narratives that accentuated the differences between different races, and drew upon new sciences such as craniometry to support claims that different tribes and races could be distinguished by measuring the shape and capacity of skulls (Pluciennik 2005: 31–2).

Craniometry revolutionized 19th-century burial archaeology; indeed, to scholars such as Thomas Bateman, ‘the absence of any Craniological Notices or Measurements’ in the writings of Colt Hoare, who had worked in the darkness before the craniometric dawn, rendered his work ‘in a great measure useless to the scientific student’ (Bateman 1861: v). First in the field was another Scandinavian, Daniel Freidrich Eschricht, Professor of Physiology at the University of Copenhagen, who in 1837 analysed mortuary remains from Danish sites and attempted to fit the results into Thomsen’s new three-age scheme. He was also, according to his contemporary Joseph Davis, the first to draw attention ‘to the long and short skulls derived from ancient barrows, attributing them to different races’ (Long 1876: 155). Five years later the Swedish anatomist Anders Retzius devised a ‘cephalic index’ which classified brains by shape, ranging from ‘dolichocephalic’ (long and thin) to ‘brachycephalic’ (short and broad).

Relative dating remained problematic, and Retzius suggested that long skulls came to replace broad skulls, which he felt were indicative of lower intelligence and were to be found among marginalized groups in Europe, such as the Finns, the Lapps, and the Bretons (Rowley-Conwy 2007, Díaz-Andreu 2007: 347). British archaeologists took the opposite view. Thomas Bateman, who opened some 200 barrows in the English North Midlands between 1843 and 1867, noted the correlation between artefacts and skull types (primitive stone goods and long-headed skulls, bronze goods and broad-headed skulls), and, applying Thomsen, concluded that the long-headed folk belonged to an earlier period than the broad-heads: ‘to the most remote antiquity, when the sole material for the spear and arrow was flint’ (Long 1876: 155). This view was shared by John Thurnam, a medical doctor whose professional interest in mental illness led him into craniometry and ultimately ethnology. In partnership with fellow-doctor Joseph Davis, Thurnam embarked on a nine-year study of skulls in Britain and elsewhere, which was published as Crania Britannica in 1865. Thurnam took a keen interest in burial artefacts as well as skeletal remains—‘there can be no satisfactory classification of barrows which does not likewise refer to their internal contents’—and supplemented his own findings by revisiting the work of Hoare and Cunnington to construct elaborate and illuminating typologies, but today his reputation rests upon his simple rephrasing of Eschricht’s observation: ‘long skulls, long barrows; round skulls, round barrows’ (Thurnam 1867, 1871).

INVADERS
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Thurnam thought that the later population had probably ‘absorbed’ the early one rather than had ‘extirpated’ it (Thurnam 1870: 76–7). Others, notably William Boyd Dawkins, emphasized competition and aggression between coexisting races. This was the ‘invasion hypothesis’, in which invading races drove existing inhabitants to the geographical margins, aided by superior technology; thus it was the introduction of bronze that gave the round-heads the edge over the long-heads (Bowler 1989: 115).

In the British context, successive invasions from the east drove earlier races to the ‘fastnesses’ of Wales and Ireland, ‘ever pressing them to the west’ (Dawkins 1880: 322). These were areas that were now conveniently occupied by the cultures labelled ‘Celtic’, against which the dominant English culture had been defining itself for some decades (Stout 2008: 52–8; cf. Williams 2007). Reviewing the classical literature, T. H. Huxley in 1871 felt that there was ‘no reasonable ground for doubting’ that the pre-Roman inhabitants of western Britain were ‘of darker complexion’ than they were elsewhere, but he cautioned against mapping this information too directly onto Thurnam’s findings since German scholars continued to consider that ‘round-heads’ had preceded ‘long-heads’ (Huxley 1900, Schiller 1992: 146). George Rolleston, Professor of Anatomy at Oxford and co-author with Canon William Greenwell of British Barrows in 1877, was much less circumspect, equating long heads with ‘the black-haired type’ still to be found in the British west, who were replaced by stronger, broad-headed Scandinavians, whose crania were ‘the most favourably conditioned’ (Greenwell and Rolleston 1877: 715).

Ethnic differences were emphasized by Augustus Pitt-Rivers, who used a craniometer of his own devising to measure skulls from graves on both sides of the Bokerley Dyke in Dorset. The results led him to suggest that they represented ‘Celtic’ and ‘Saxon’ groups, the earthwork itself having been raised by the Celts to hold the invading Saxons at bay. It has been suggested that this idea was inspired by the contemporary Anglo-Irish conflict, which Pitt Rivers saw as a ‘war of races’. He invoked perceived Irish primitiveness by way of ethnoarchaeological explanation for the apparently unfinished state of the disc-barrow, wilfully abandoned as ‘laziness’ set in: ‘The habit of all primitive people, including the modern Irish as a familiar instance, of lashing themselves up into a frenzy on the occasion of a death, and general excitability upon any common occurrence, followed by a speedy relapse, favours this hypothesis’ (Thompson 1977: 99–100, 114, Bowden 1991: 10, 21).

RACE OR CULTURE?

[image: image]

Anthropological redemption for the Celts came with the early 20th century. Competition with Germany led to a growing disinclination to identify Britishness too closely with Teutonism, and prehistoric mortuary evidence from all periods was invoked in a sort of making-of-the-nation mix: ‘Few Englishmen, Welshmen, or Scotsmen, if their pedigrees could be traced back far enough, would not be found to count among their ancestors men of the type who were buried in long barrows, sturdy warriors of the Bronze Age; and Celts who fought against Caesar or were subdued by Agricola’ (Holmes 1907: 456).

Such sentiments served to establish the resilience and robustness of ‘British stock’ in the tense years before the Great War. The new science of eugenics claimed to be able to distinguish between genetically weak and strong races, and once again archaeology was invoked as expert witness (Bowler 1989: 112–13). Prehistoric chronologies were unrolling expansively, and the quest for bones that might reconcile racial and evolutionary theorizing became pronounced. Palaeoanatomists such as Arthur Keith maintained that competition between races was the result of natural selection, on the analogy of Darwinian competition between species. To Keith, the Great War was to be seen as ‘part of the real biological processes which shape the future of living races’, which he later reduced to the pithy formula that ‘war is Nature’s pruning-hook’. His critics contended that the span of human evolution was too short to encompass such profound racial divergence: Keith responded by enthusiastically endorsing the Galley Hill and Piltdown skulls, which seemed to supply the necessary evolutionary time-frame (Spencer 1990: 56–8, Keith 1915, 1931: 49, Stout 2008: 75–7).

The generation of archaeologists who established archaeology as a discipline in the period between the two world wars were driven by very different motives. To O. G. S. Crawford, archaeology had a major role to play in undoing all the racial and nationalist tensions that had been fostered during the 19th century (1921: 32–3); and although he accepted the invasion hypothesis he re-cast it as evidence of technological and social progress in which both races shared. Thus the broad-headed ‘conquest’ of the long-headed population served not only to ‘purge them of that senseless cult of the dead on which they wasted their energies—a kind of megalithomania—but it released them from the tyranny of stone in another way, by introducing the knowledge of metal’ (Crawford 1927: 424).

Gordon Childe shifted the emphasis completely from ethnicity to social practice. His ‘cultural-historical’ approach began with the presumption that societies leave ‘cultural’ traces that could be picked up in the archaeological record: ‘community of tradition imposes on all members of the society in question a common pattern of behaviour. This must result in the production of standard types, which, if they be artefacts, burial rites or remains of repasts, archaeology can identify’ (Childe 1956: 9–10). According to Childe himself, this approach was inspired by John Abercromby, who in 1912 had coined the term ‘Beaker People’ to describe the makers of the early bronze age barrows whose burials were accompanied by distinctive bell-shaped beakers. To Childe, the Beaker People constituted ‘a perfect example’ of an archaeological culture: ‘Abercromby had shown with conspicuous acumen and with rich documentation how a prehistoric people or society could be defined archaeologically by a recurrent assemblage of distinctive relics’ (Childe 2004 [1947]: 81).

Burial rites were held to be a particularly convincing demonstration of cultural norms; a view that Childe shared with others of the functionalist generation, notably the anthropologist Bronislaw Malinowski, to whom ‘the ceremonial of death… provides the most powerful means of reintegration of the group’s shaken solidarity’ (Parker Pearson 1999: 22–3). Burial practice was also held to be relatively resistant to change, so funerary monuments and mortuary evidence were seen as key elements in determining cultural signatures.

Childe’s approach allowed mortuary evidence to be used in new ways, for instance to estimate the size and distribution of a given culture, as he demonstrated on Rousay by correlating distribution of long barrows with availability of arable land (Childe 1940). There were, however, problems. Although Childe saw the emergence of private property ‘mirrored in the replacement of communal tombs by individual ones’ (Trigger 1989: 259), the ‘culture’ approach has been seen as ‘normative’, tending to occlude social differences behind presumed cultural norms (Chapman and Randsborg 1981: 3).

Nor was the distinction between culture and ethnicity always clear; Trigger notes that Childe’s formula was ‘useful for identifying specific ethnic groups’ (Trigger 1989: 171). Here Childe was not only echoing Pitt Rivers but also Gustav Kossinna, the German archaeologist whose work paved the way for Nazi theorizing. Kossinna, like Abercromby, had anticipated Childe in deriving coherent cultures from artefactual assemblages, but unlike Childe he was convinced that culture was always equated with ethnicity. He posited the existence of a ‘Corded Ware culture’ from the nature of its grave-goods, and through its geographical distribution equated it with the Indo-European or ‘Aryan’ race (Arvidsson 2006). In Kossinna’s analysis dolichocephalic crania became an indicator of Germanic ethnicity, and their presence even in Hellenic contexts was used to demonstrate Germanic involvement in the achievements of Classical antiquity (Ascherson 2008).

DIFFUSION AND THE SAINTS
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Childe took the old craniological debates head-on during the 1930s when Nazi apologists were taking the theories of Kossinna and Keith to their logical conclusion, and reiterated his conviction that ‘cultural’ assemblages did not equate with ethnic boundaries. Changes in material culture were generally to be explained by introduction of new ideas from outside, ultimately from the Aegean and the Near East (Barkan 1993: 55–6). Cultural diffusion he saw as a way to undermine ‘the archaeological buttresses of Hitlerism’ (Childe 1958: 16), and his influence ensured that diffusionism remained the dominant mode of thought amongst British prehistorians until long after ‘Hitlerism’ had disappeared.

Within the British context, diffusionism and cultural archaeology came together most clearly in the interpretation of the ‘Severn-Cotswold’ chambered tombs. These monuments display such a degree of morphological diversity that the value of the category itself has been called into question (e.g. Lynch 1997: 48, Darvill 1982: 5). What they have in common is relative geographical proximity. Whittle (2005) suggests that Crawford was the first ‘to bring a sense of the distribution or grouping of what would later be called Cotswold-Severn monuments’, and it seems that Crawford chose these features because they appeared on the same Ordnance Survey map (Crawford 1925). The term ‘Severn-Cotswold’ was coined by Glyn Daniel in 1937, and though recent work has cast doubt on exactly what he intended by this ramshackle categorization (Leivers 2000: 22), it seems clear that he envisaged an archaeological culture on the Childe model, susceptible to local variation but retaining an underlying coherence (Daniel 1950a: 61, 1970: 262).

The critical point about these monuments’ distribution is that they are more or less grouped around a large river (the Severn), thereby providing maritime support for diffusionists: the monument-builders were assumed to have arrived by sea. Similar monuments were to be found close to the seaboard of continental Europe, and scholars such as Daniel (1963: 137) and Fox (1933: 9) were able to see them as the cultural signatures of a trading or even a colonizing culture of ‘megalithic shipmen’; thereby reiterating some comforting and traditional English self-image as a seafaring nation at a time of disquieting social and economic change. But, as Childe pointed out, the cultural inferences that were being drawn from these monuments were little more convincing than their racial antecedents: ‘megalithic tombs do not contain skeletons belonging only to a single racial type or relics that could characterize a single culture’. An explanation had to be found for a form of diffusion that left other aspects of material culture unaffected, and Childe therefore drew an analogy with wandering seaborne saints of the early medieval period to suggest that the spread of these monuments might be attributed to ‘megalithic missionaries’, the bones that they contained belonging to monks rather than lords (Childe 2009: 145, 148). After two centuries of racial, technological, social, and cultural speculation about the archaeological significance of burial practices, the academic focus returned briefly to religion.

DISCUSSION
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In spite of the sobering fact that scientific ‘advances’ such as craniometry could be (as it were) wrong-headed, underwritten by increasingly pernicious grand narratives such as polygenic racism, the history of archaeology tends to be profoundly teleological. ‘Great names’ are singled out on the strength of specific discoveries, positions, or insights, and are shown building on each other’s work to bring the study of archaeology to its present happy condition. The actors in this drama are judged by their ability to identify issues that are significant to us, an approach that tends to downplay their own objectives: thus Stukeley is a pioneer of scientific archaeology even though the questions he was addressing and the conclusions that he drew were far removed from those of modern archaeologists, and Thomsen’s three-age system is likewise heralded as an innovation, although he himself saw it as confirming ‘the validity of the old notion’.

Historians streamline their arguments with hindsight, and gloss over uncomfortable contradictions. Glyn Daniel (1950b: 31), looking for evidence of three-age thinking, was unimpressed with Colt Hoare’s burial sequences since he ‘failed to find any way of breaking down the apparent contemporaneity of pre-Roman remains’. Howard Williams (2007), interested in Victorian notions of Anglo-Saxondom, plays down the ‘Celtic’ element in Thomas Bateman’s avowed research into ‘Celtic and Saxon grave-hills’; Childe’s biographers are little interested in his ‘megalithic missionaries’ (Trigger 1980, Harris 1994).

These are details, but they do serve to demonstrate the extent to which subsequent writers select emphases that support their positions, and in the process can distort, misrepresent, or even ignore the ideas of their predecessors. The history of burial archaeology is an excellent example of how the archaeological past is continually being recreated.
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DID PREHISTORIC MAN BURY HIS DEAD?

Early Debates on Palaeolithic Burials in a National Context

[image: image]

NATHALIE RICHARD

INTRODUCTION
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In May 1868, the French naturalist Louis Lartet (1840–99) gave the first description of Cro-Magnon burials at a session of the Anthropological Society of Paris (Société d’anthropologie de Paris) and in the Annales des sciences naturelles (Lartet 1868). In a rock shelter discovered during the construction of a new railway and a new road (Fig. 3.1), Lartet had carefully excavated four archaeological levels containing flint implements. He described five incomplete human bodies lying at the bottom of the cave, associated with what he called ‘grave accessories’ (‘les accessoires de cette sépulture’; Lartet 1868: 344), mainly perforated marine shells and amulets (Fig. 3.2). In Lartet’s opinion, the human bodies had been intentionally laid out with ornaments in a specific section of the shelter, at a very ancient period when extinct species such as mammoths, cave bears, or reindeer still lived in south-western France. Louis was the son of Édouard Lartet (1801–71), a famous palaeontologist who had played a crucial part in the first debates over the existence of man in prehistoric times. Louis dated the Cro-Magnon site according to his father’s theory, in relation to fauna, and, like his father, argued that prehistoric man had produced artwork, had buried his dead, and, more generally, was capable of complex symbolic activities. But this statement was soon to be debated.

Before the Cro-Magnon shelter, other sites had been discovered, displaying similar remains. Neolithic burials had been excavated, described, and interpreted as ancient graves at least since the Renaissance (Bahn 1996, Schnapp 1996). Therefore, in the second half of the 19th century, the idea of Neolithic death rituals was undisputed. There was only uncertainty around more ancient (Palaeolithic) periods. One of the first discoveries possibly related to such ancient times had been made in 1823 in Goat’s Hole, near Paviland (Wales; Fig. 3.3), by the Oxford geologist William Buckland (1784–1856). But Buckland, aiming to reconcile geological fact with the biblical narrative, and following Georges Cuvier’s authority on this point, did not believe that man could have been contemporary with extinct animals. He interpreted the body (the so-called ‘red lady of Paviland’), covered with red ochre and associated with perforated seashells, amulets, and a mammoth skull, as that of a prostitute following the Roman army, buried in an older geological deposit (Rudwick 2005, Sommer 2007). In 1861, Édouard Lartet had used the word burial (‘sépulture’) to characterize the Aurignac site that had been under excavation since 1860 in the French Pyrenees (Lartet 1861: 177). He described the remains of at least 17 bodies, and small perforated discs probably used as ornaments. Lartet mentioned that these provided evidence of ‘funeral rituals’ (Lartet 1861: 184) among the prehistoric group which had used the shelter as a ‘sepulchral cavity’ (Lartet 1861: 185). But his paper dealt primarily with the still much debated question of the geological antiquity of man, and with the dating of the remains according to fossil fauna. Lartet did not further discuss the evidence of Palaeolithic death rituals, and his almost matter-of-fact statement on this topic did not immediately raise comments.
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FIG. 3.1 The valley of the Vézère River near the Cro-Magnon shelter

Source: Lartet 1869:100.

This changed after the Cro-Magnon discovery, which was widely publicized in Europe and America. In England, for example, Lartet’s report and analysis of the human bones by French anthropologists (Broca 1868) were discussed in many national and local scientific associations and published in numerous journals. The discovery was presented at the 1869 Exeter meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science; the ‘racial’ type of the human bones was discussed at the Anthropological Society of London in December 1868; casts of some of these bones were given to the Leeds Philosophical and Literary Society Museum. Lartet’s paper was summarized in the Geological Journal of 1869. The Popular Science Review or the more elitist Edinburgh Review also informed their wider audience about the Cro-Magnon discovery in 1869.
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FIG. 3.2 Section of the Cro-Magnon burial site

Source: Lartet 1869:101.
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FIG. 3.3 Section of the cave of Goat’s Hole at Paviland, showing the human skeleton found in the shelter

Notes: The mouth of the cave, located at the base of a nearly vertical cliff, facing the sea, is accessible only at low tide, except by dangerous climbing. At the mouth of the cave loose sea pebbles can be found in small quantities across the floor where they have been washed up by violent storms.

At the back of the cave, the chamber becomes so small, that only a small animal like a dog (seen in the figure) can penetrate further into it. The cave is about 60 feet deep and 20 feet wide. The height is 25 to 30 feet. The section can be described as an irregular chimney-like aperture, ascending from the roof of the cave, and terminating in the nearly perpendicular cliff. It is too small for the entire carcase of an elephant to have passed down through it. In the view from above a layer is indicated in the upper left which contained both the human remains and the elephant cranium. In this area, the floor of the cave was covered with a six feet thick layer that can be described as a loose mass of argillaceous loam and fragments of limestone of diluvial origin. It has been heavily disturbed by digging, an activity which has also to some extent dispersed the bones and teeth. The elephant cranium and the human skeleton are marked in the spot in which they were found. On a small overhang to the right, about five feet above the level of the skeleton, two elephant’s teeth were found. The layer to the right in the view from above is less disturbed and extends into the small hole at the back of the cave. This layer contains recently deposited sea shells and pebbles. It is firmly united by stalagmite, which rarely occurs in any other part of the cave.

Source: Buckland 1824, pl. XXI.

The initial debate focused on the ‘racial type’ of the skeletons found in the shelter. Taking place in the context of the controversies over human evolution stirred by Darwin’s recently published theory, this discussion ended with the conclusion that the Cro-Magnon fossils belonged to a distinct race, baptised the Cro-Magnon race by the French anthropologists Armand de Quatrefages (1810–92) and Théodore Hamy (1842–1908) (Hamy and Quatrefages 1873, 1874). But the statement that prehistoric ‘cavemen’ had buried their dead, and therefore had some kind of metaphysical beliefs, gave rise to some controversy.

Discussions really began after 1870, and were fuelled by new discoveries, such as those in the Balzi Rossi caves, on the Italian coast near Mentone. The seven shelters and 16 bodies lying in 12 graves exhumed between 1872 and 1901 became the main Palaeolithic burial site known in Europe in the second half of the 19th century. The first body was discovered in 1872, and described by Émile Rivière (1835–1922; Fig. 3.4). It was decorated with perforated shells and red ochre, associated with flint implements, and covered with earth. At the Brussels session of the International Congress of Prehistoric Archaeology and Anthropology (1872), Rivière compared the Mentone skeleton to the Cro-Magnon fossils, and concluded that it had been ‘intentionally deposited’ on the ground (Rivière 1873: 172). New discoveries helped Rivière confirm this conclusion in 1873 and 1874 (Rivière 1874: 95); they were followed by many others in the different shelters of the site. Other sites displaying similar remains were discovered, mainly in France (Laugerie-Basse, Bruniquel) and in Belgium (Trou du Frontal, Spy).
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FIG. 3.4 Human skeleton discovered in the Mentone Cave

Source: Rivière 1872: 228.

Debates over burial evidence began in the 1870s, and lasted until the beginning of the 20th century. They addressed two different questions: first, did the remains support the hypothesis of intentional burial; secondly, if they did, how old were the graves? These discussions took place while prehistoric archaeology was still a new science. In most Western countries, the great antiquity of mankind had been recognized only at the end of the 1850s. After 1860, most geologists, naturalists, or anthropologists began to accept that man had been a contemporary of extinct animal species, and therefore that human history was of geological scale, going beyond the short timescale of 6,000 years calculated by biblical exegetes (Grayson 1983, Van Riper 1993, O’Connor 2007, Richard 2008). But what had been the course of this long history was still largely mysterious. Was prehistoric man anatomically similar to or different from modern man? If he was different, did human fossils provide evidence to support the evolutionary theory, which Darwin had recently presented in The Origins of Species (1859)? How had cultural change occurred in the very ancient past? Did prehistoric people master art? Did they have religious beliefs? All these questions remained open when the Cro-Magnon bodies were disclosed.

Controversies were especially fierce in France, as compared, for example, to Britain. This difference was due to different contexts, both in the intellectual background according to which the discoveries could be interpreted, and in the broader political and religious backdrop, which conferred connotations upon scientific interpretations. The aim of this chapter is to describe these different contexts, and to illustrate that interpretations in archaeology are never completely independent from the opinions and bias of their promoters. Such a statement has already been widely documented by historians of archaeology, in relation to nationalism, colonialism, and feminism (see e.g. Díaz-Andreu 2007, Murray and Evans 2008).

It seems particularly relevant when vestiges from the past are related to symbolic matters. Burials and other relics indicating death rituals, as well as artwork, indeed belong to such a category. If something can be learnt from the past, the specific episodes dealt with in this chapter could perhaps help those who practice archaeology of death to remain conscious of the difficulty and complexity of their task.

CONTROVERSIES IN THE FRENCH CONTEXT: PREHISTORY, PHILOSOPHY, AND POLITICS
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In France after 1860 debates about human prehistory were closely related to a specific political context, and scientific opinions in this field were often also political standpoints about the relation between the State and the Church(es). Between 1851 and 1870, the political regime of the Second Empire was established in close association with the Catholic Church. But this regime met a growing political opposition in the 1860s. Liberal and Republican opponents of Napoleon III criticized the Church’s role in social and cultural policy more and more fiercely, and advocated secularization. When the Second Empire was militarily defeated in 1870, and when new institutions were progressively established for the Third Republic, anticlericalism became a powerful political trend. Controversies over the secularization of education, and over the recognition of the new regime by Catholics, turned into genuine ideological wars.

While the clerical party found its main arguments in the evidence of faith and in the truth of Christianity, its secular opponents grounded their positions on lay theories. Liberal Christians, often Protestants, adopted a form of Positivism inspired by Auguste Comte’s philosophy, and more directly based on Émile Littré’s ideas. They argued that religion was a private affair, and that the Churches should not interfere with politics, and furthermore they should not interfere with the education of citizens. But some were more radical. Belonging to free-thinking movements, they defined themselves as atheists and materialists. In the name of ‘scientism’, they thought that the duty of the new regime was to fight all religious beliefs.

Taking place in the first decades of the Third Republic, at a time when major educational reforms were being discussed,1 French controversies over prehistoric burials should be understood in this polarized context. To grant or to deny religious beliefs to Palaeolithic tribes had strong philosophical and political implications, and the positions taken in scientific fields were as diverse as those taken in the political arena.

A first strategy was to avoid entering such an ideological minefield. Such was, for example, the tactical choice made by the discoverers of the Laugerie-Basse (Dordogne) body (Fig. 3.5). Excavated by Élie Massénat (1832–1903), the site disclosed a human skeleton crouched on its left side, covered by heavy rocks. In their paper presented at the Académie des sciences in April 1872, Émile Cartailhac (1845–1921), Philibert Lalande (1838–1925), and Massénat dated the remains to the Palaeolithic period, but they also concluded that it had not been intentionally buried, and that it had been the victim of a rockslide (Cartailhac et al. 1872). In their view there was no evidence of interment in Laugerie-Basse; furthermore, they blamed scientists for admitting too quickly that such evidence existed in other sites (Cartailhac et al. 1872: 227). They argued that no such relics could be found, and interpreted the perforated seashells found with the Laugerie-Basse body as clothing ornaments unrelated to death rituals. Completely putting aside the hypothesis of Palaeolithic burials, a similar interpretation was put forward for many other sites. The body discovered in the Raymonden shelter (Chancelade, Dordogne) in 1889, for example, was interpreted as a drowned person despite its crouched position. The anatomist Léo Testut (1849–1925), who published a thorough description of its skull, could therefore concentrate solely on the anatomical aspects of the remains (Testut, 1889).

But in other sites or to other scientists, the evidence of burials seemed harder to question. Therefore interpretations focused on whether the remains were as ancient as the archaeological strata in which they lay. In these discussions, opinions were often linked to religious, philosophical, or political presuppositions, and dissent showed an explicitly ideological side.

At that time the French community of prehistorians was dominated by a small group of radical free-thinkers, who endorsed materialism, evolutionism, atheism, and a fierce political anticlericalism. They saw prehistory as a militant science, and as a tool in favour of their philosophical fight against what they described as backward religious superstitions.
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FIG. 3.5 The Laugerie-Basse body

Source: Cartailhac et al. 1872: 224.

Among them, Gabriel de Mortillet (1821–98) was a prominent leader (Richard 1999). A former revolutionary of 1848, banished from France for taking part in riots, he came back from exile in 1864 and became one of the leading European prehistorians. A founding member of, and since 1866 a regular participant in, the International Congresses of Prehistoric Archaeology and Anthropology, he was the publisher of the first periodical ever dedicated to prehistory between 1864 and 1868 (Les Matériaux pour l’histoire positive et philosophique de l’homme). He was also the author of an important treatise on prehistory, Le Préhistorique. Antiquité de l’homme (1883), and the curator of the prehistoric exhibits in the new Museum of National Antiquities (Musée des antiquités nationales), opened in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, near Paris, in 1867. Mortillet’s intellectual achievements matched his institutional activity: between 1868 and 1872 he invented a broadly accepted classification of prehistoric remains, forging names (Acheulean, Mousterian, Magdalenian, Solutrean) which are still used to designate prehistoric cultures.

In France, Mortillet’s interpretations remained very influential until his death in 1898, and were explicitly linked to philosophical and political standpoints. Indeed, Mortillet was a politician as well as a scientist: he became a member of the left-wing Radical group (tendance radicale) in the French Parliament, and was also elected mayor of Saint-Germain-en-Laye between 1882 and 1888. As a Member of Parliament, he took part in the debates over the secularization of education. His anticlericalism was related to his philosophical materialism. Mortillet believed that everything could be explained by physical and chemical laws, and that both man and the universe were the products of such laws. Mankind had evolved through biological processes, and even its most symbolic activities were the result of this evolution. In Mortillet’s view, any explanation allowing for supernatural factors, that is any theory leaving space for religious belief, equated to mere superstition, and had to be fought both intellectually and politically. Such a Manichean view on the struggle between ‘scientific truth’ and ‘religious superstition’ was formulated in articles mixing scientific and political matters (e.g. Mortillet 1896), and broadcast in a free-thinking periodical, L’Homme, issued between 1884 and 1887 (Richard 1989).

In Mortillet’s view, man and his culture were the results of a linear and steady process of biological evolution: therefore, the more ancient the man, the more primitive his brain. Human intellectual and cultural capacities diminished as one went back in time, and Palaeolithic man could not master complex symbolic activities such as religion and death rituals. Mortillet’s materialist and evolutionist conception thus forbade Palaeolithic burials, and the French archaeologist produced a convincing argument against them. He built his interpretation on the stratigraphic complexity of the known Palaeolithic burial sites (Henry-Gambier 2001, 2002), and on the fact that it was incompletely documented at that time. He concluded that the buried bodies were not as old as the archaeological strata in which they lay. In his main book, Le Préhistorique, Mortillet asserted that no burial site withstood a ‘thorough and impartial scrutiny’, and that the graves should be dated from the Neolithic period. Nothing could therefore be inferred about the religious beliefs of Palaeolithic societies from the discovery of such remains (Mortillet 1883: 471–2). Until his death, Mortillet argued that religion had only appeared in ‘modern times’, that is at the beginning of the Neolithic period, when evolution of the human brain allowed such abstract activities.

This interpretation was shared for some time by Émile Cartailhac, another famous prehistorian of the 19th century, who succeeded Mortillet as the editor of Les Matériaux in 1868. Like Mortillet, he combined a scientific career with a political one in Toulouse. He shared Mortillet’s philosophical creed, but was more open-minded, so that, unlike Mortillet, he was prepared to change his mind when evidence outweighed his beliefs. In 1871, Cartailhac was one of the first to use stratigraphic arguments in order to deny the Palaeolithic dating of burials. He had visited the Aurignac shelter in 1870 with Eugène Trutat (1840–1910), and, adopting Édouard Lartet’s interpretation, he admitted interment. But he concluded that the Aurignac bodies were much younger than the Palaeolithic deposit in which they were buried (Carthailac and Trutat 1871).

His opinion changed around 1885 (Cartailhac 1886). In his main book on prehistory, La France préhistorique (1889), he devoted a chapter to ‘the cult of death in caves’ (‘Le culte des morts dans les cavernes’), now concluding that there was indubitable evidence for such a cult in the Palaeolithic period (Cartailhac 1889: 91–122). This change of mind was mainly due to the evidence found in the Mentone caves. In a later text explaining why he had also changed his opinion about Palaeolithic rock art, Cartailhac gave a testimony about the atmosphere in which he and some of his colleagues had begun their career. Prehistoric archaeology was then considered as a philosophical and political battleground for the modern champions of ‘science’ against the conservative champions of the Catholic Church. Belonging to the former group, Cartailhac had suspected that extraordinary remains such as the rock paintings found in the Altamira cave in Spain (1879) were frauds, forged by the clerical party in order to discredit the new science of prehistory (Cartailhac 1902). Such a testimony would also hold true for burial evidence. Scientific opinions about prehistory were often related to ideological bias as much as to archaeological data.

Those who shared Christian beliefs were indeed of a different opinion about Palaeolithic burials. Some of them were politically moderate, and remained careful to draw a line between private religious commitments and public scientific opinions, as well as between political and scientific matters. But where burials were concerned, the frontier was no longer so clear. These scientists easily accepted the idea that Palaeolithic tribes buried their dead because it gave evidence in favour of their faith. This preconception sometimes led them to see ancient burials where there were none.

The moderate Christian position is well illustrated by Armand de Quatrefages, a leading anthropologist who held the anthropology chair at the National Museum of Natural History in Paris (Muséum national d’histoire naturelle). In accordance with his Protestant denomination, he professed a spiritualist philosophy, and postulated that spiritual phenomena could not derive from material laws. He therefore believed that man differed from animal, because he alone possessed a spiritual nature, or ‘soul’. An important argument in favour of such a thesis was, in Quatrefages’s view, the universality of religious beliefs among human beings. Data about prehistoric burials fitted in with such an argument, and Quatrefages considered Palaeolithic graves as well-established facts (Quatrefages 1884: 68–9, Richard 1998).

A similar opinion was held by Adrien Arcelin (1838–1904), who excavated the famous Solutré site (Saône-et-Loire) from 1866 onwards. He was a convinced Catholic, and took an active part in promoting the involvement of Catholics, laymen or clerics alike, in modern science. He wrote articles on prehistory in the French Catholic press as well as in lay scientific journals, and he took part in the organization of the International Scientific Congresses of Catholics between 1888 and 1900. Like Quatrefages, he was careful to draw a line between his religious activity and his scientific research. Nevertheless, like Quatrefages, he was ideologically inclined to accept that Palaeolithic men possessed religious beliefs. This led him to believe that he had found Palaeolithic burials in Solutré, despite the complex site stratigraphy (Arcelin 1878). This conclusion attracted much criticism. Cartailhac, for example, considered it a ‘poetic invention’ (Cartailhac 1881: 229).

The alleged Palaeolithic burials in Solutré were fiercely debated in 1888 by the Lyon Anthropological Society. The arguments exchanged between Gabriel de Mortillet and Arcelin’s collaborator, the abbot Antoine Ducrost (1833–89), were not all of a scientific kind. Mortillet accused ‘a certain school of thought’ (‘une certaine école’, i.e. the clerical party) of denying the well-established idea that prehistoric man did not bury his dead, and therefore of undermining the scientific status of prehistoric archaeology. In return, the abbé Ducrost blamed Mortillet for not having closely studied the Solutré site, and for expressing an opinion solely based on philosophical bias (Bulletin de la Société d’anthropologie de Lyon 1888). In 1888 Ducrost’s answer to Mortillet was relatively moderate in tone, but restraint did not always prevail in such discussions. Indeed Mortillet’s or Cartailhac’s militant free-thinking prehistory was met by an equally militant Catholic discourse.

This discourse was generated mainly by members of the clergy, who intended to revive the authority the Church had lost against science and, in so doing, hoped to regain the cultural, social, and political influence that the Catholic clergy was fast losing in the first decades of the Third Republic. Such was the case of the abbot Pierre Hamard (1847–1918), who was encouraged by his Oratorian Congregation hierarchy to study geology and prehistory in order to better protect religious dogma against scientific attacks. According to this agenda, the tone of his 1883 book, L’Âge de la pierre et l’homme primitif, was aggressively polemical. Hamard intended to fight the ‘false science’ of those who used prehistory as a weapon against religion, and introduced his book as an ‘antidote’ (‘contrepoison’) to Mortillet’s contemporary treatise Le Préhistorique (Hamard 1883: 3). Hamard concluded that archaeological data did not contradict the short chronology of 6,000 years deduced from the biblical narrative, and that it did not provide any evidence for evolution. On the contrary, the primitive aspect of ancient human bones and tools was the proof that mankind had degenerated from the perfect primitive state of Eden, loaded by the burden of original sin.

For Hamard there was no doubt that primitive man was religious, as he had been created so by God. He dedicated a whole chapter of his book to this question (Hamard 1883: 461–95). Hamard embraced the argument from the universality of religion, and considered that Palaeolithic burials backed up this thesis. He quoted Quatrefages’s thesis and Arcelin’s articles about the Solutré graves, and consequently accused Mortillet and Cartailhac of denying empirical evidence out of materialist and anticlerical bias.

In the broader context of the political confrontations over the secularization of education taking place in the French Parliament, such were the tone and the connotations of the controversies over Magdalenian burials in late 19th century France. On the Continent, controversies only abated after the complete secularization of the State in 1905. At that time, a new generation of archaeologists, including many clerics such as the abbots Henri Breuil (1877–1961), Amédée (1867–1958), and Jean Bouyssonie (1877–1965), replaced the old scientists who had begun their career at a time when the issue of clericalism vs anticlericalism could not be avoided. Reconciling the practice of prehistoric archaeology with Christian faith was of course still problematic, but the dilemma was set in a less directly political network of implications (Defrance 2005). In 1908 when the complete skeleton of a Neanderthal was found in La Chapelle-aux-Saints (Corrèze), the Bouyssonie brothers (two abbots) stated that it had been intentionally buried (Bouyssonie et al. 1908). Now generally accepted for more recent sites displaying Cro-Magnon remains,2 such a conclusion had never been produced for Neanderthals. The hypothesis had been raised about Spy in Belgium, but had been immediately dismissed by the investigators of the site (Fraipont and Lohest 1887). In 1908 this interpretation, which was confirmed in La Ferrassie (Dordogne) the following year (Capitan and Peyroni 1909), did not really encounter much opposition. But neither did it change the prevailing conception of Neanderthals as a very primitive form of humanity (Defleur 1993, Trinkaus and Shipman 1993). At that time, scientists were more interested in the archaic aspect of the bones, and in commenting on Marcellin Boule’s (1861–1942) anatomical conclusions (Boule 1908, 1909).

PREHISTORY IN THE CONTEXT OF CULTURAL EVOLUTIONISM: THE ENGLISH DEBATE
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During the same period, no such controversies occurred in England, where the philosophical, religious, and political context was different. In this national tradition, the existence of Palaeolithic burials met with opinions as diverse as those in France, but the question did not appear as a problem heavily loaded with political and philosophical implications.

During the last decades of the 19th century Britain witnessed, as did France, many reforms, but none was as dramatic as the French political shift from Empire to Republic and secularization of the State. The Reform Acts passed between 1867 and 1911 progressively established a quasi-democratic electoral system and deeply modified the balance of power between the House of Commons and the House of Lords. The 1870 Education Act initiated State action in educational matters on a larger scale, and was completed after 1876 by laws rendering school mandatory and free. Controversies on education arose more fiercely when Dissenters fought the 1902 Act providing for public funding of schools through local taxes.

Even if the security of the Catholic Church steadily grew after its restoration in 1850, it still represented only about 5 per cent of the population in England in 1914. It could not be considered a major force, and could not organize an influential fundamentalist answer to modernity as it did in France or Italy. This progress, as well as the increase of dissenting denominations, did not break the unity of a global undenominational ‘Christian atmosphere’ which superseded the denominational differences at least until the beginning of the 20th century. Such a context did not prevent religious controversies, but they took place in a much less polarized atmosphere than in France and left the pervasiveness of Christian values intact throughout society.

The philosophical context in which prehistoric remains were interpreted was also different on either side of the Channel. Among the educated elite, especially among Anglican Church members (clerics or laymen), prevailing liberalism often prevented the radicalization of intellectual conflicts. Like many Victorian intellectuals, some leading prehistorians were affected by a crisis of faith as a result of new scientific theories such as Darwin’s, and by new emancipatory attitudes towards religious tradition. These were often inspired by the German school of biblical criticism, which was imported into England, for example, through the publication of Essays and Reviews in 1860. But very few scientists professed atheism or materialism, seeking instead a path towards secularism, which, even if it was unorthodox, did not lead to anticlericalism and disbelief. This sometimes paradoxical posture was broadly shared: Charles Darwin and the poet Alfred Tennyson, each in his own way, illustrate such a complex position. Such also was the case with many English interpreters of prehistoric remains after 1860.

Discussions about evidence of religion in prehistoric times did indeed arise, but they did not have the crucial political and philosophical implications they had in France. Nor were they a major issue for British scientists. The main Palaeolithic burial sites known at that time were foreign, and when discussions were at their strongest in France, British pre-historians had other concerns. Prehistoric remains were discussed mainly among the two partly overlapping groups of geologists and anthropologists. The former focused on dating the archaeological levels according to geological or palaeontological criteria. Between 1870 and 1914, major discussions developed about the connection between British prehistoric sites and diverging chronologies established according to glacial geology (O’Connor 2007). Among anthropologists, the years following the Cro-Magnon discovery were mostly characterized by complex negotiations with a view to their reunification, between the two competing groups of the Ethnological Society of London and the Anthropological Society of London (ASL). Efforts were finally crowned with success in 1871 with the founding of the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain (Stocking 1971). Even if the word ‘anthropology’ was retained, the polemical anthropologists of the ASL, who took the French physical, polygenist, anti-Christian, and sometimes anticlerical anthropology of the Société d’anthropologie de Paris as their model, were outweighed in the new Institute. Their main speaker, James Hunt (1833–69), had just died, and British anthropology became dominated by monogenist evolutionists, either Darwinian or cultural, such as Alfred Wallace (1823–1913), Edward B. Tylor (1832–1917), John Lubbock (1834–1913), and Thomas Huxley (1825–1913), the leading peacemaker between the two groups. Turning the page after years of fierce competition over scientific, but also religious, social, and political issues, the Institute adopted moderation and urbanity as its main mottoes. Any topic likely to reignite religious or political controversy was handled with much caution. Such was the case with Palaeolithic burials.

The famous geologist Charles Lyell (1797–1875) had been one of the main actors in the recognition of the great antiquity of man. In September 1859, his presidential address to the British Association for the Advancement of Science (BAAS) meeting in Aberdeen had a decisive influence on European scientific communities. Contrary to what had been the most common belief among scientists (including himself) up until then, Lyell proclaimed that evidence had been found in England and in France that man had been coeval with extinct species. The geological strata in which the remains lay implied that human history was of a geological scale, incompatible with the short chronology of the Christian tradition (Lyell 1859). In 1863, Lyell published a first synthesis on prehistory. In The Geological Evidences of the Antiquity of Man, he recorded the sites where implements, human bones, and extinct species had been discovered (Lyell 1863), and this list seemed sufficiently convincing for the members of the BAAS to declare the question of man’s geological antiquity solved at their 1863 meeting in Newcastle upon Tyne.

Lyell described the Aurignac site in his book. He concluded that his own study of bones and flints found in the shelter, together with the details given by Édouard Lartet, left ‘no ground for doubting the soundness of his conclusions’ about the death rituals of the ancient ‘post-pliocene’ tribes who had inhabited the cave (Lyell 1863: 181). Such a statement was consistent with Lyell’s complex view on human evolution, as expressed in the last chapter of his book. He admitted a graduated zoological series from animal to man, and therefore biological evolution, but did not explain through the same physical laws the introduction of what he called ‘the improvable reason of man’ on earth. He denied materialism, and presented his evolutionary synopsis as ‘a picture of the ever increasing dominion of mind over matter’ (Lyell 1863: 506). This spiritualist view of evolution implied a definition of man as a unique spiritual being, and in many respects resembled Quatrefages’s anti-evolutionary conception, to which Lyell indeed referred (Lyell 1863: 496). From this perspective, it was obvious that man, as a spiritual being, would have displayed religious beliefs from very ancient times.

During the same years, John Lubbock provided a more broadly shared interpretative framework for remains of ancient burials. A main founder, together with Edward Tylor, of Victorian cultural anthropology (Stocking 1987), John Lubbock concentrated on the development of ‘civilization’ or culture as his main subject matter. He tried to understand what kind of broad cultural changes had occurred in human history, and believed in a general cultural and social progress, allowing for local regression (Lubbock 1870), explicitly setting his cultural evolutionism against the Christian degeneration model (Lubbock 1865: 337). In his view, European modern nations, especially England, embodied the highest stage reached by human civilization, whereas the so-called modern ‘savages’ remained at an earlier stage of development. Therefore, the vestiges of Europe’s ancient past could be better understood through a comparison with the customs of modern ‘uncivilized’ tribes (Lubbock 1865: 336–7), even if the European primitive man could not be exactly equated to the modern savage. The title of his main book clearly indicated the global framework of Lubbock’s vision of prehistory; Pre-historic Times, as illustrated by Ancient Remains and the Manners and Customs of Modern Savages (Lubbock 1865) became a best-seller, and went through seven editions until 1913. Its influence in Britain can be compared with Mortillet’s Le Préhistorique in France, and the book gives a good picture of what was probably the most widely shared ‘idea of prehistory’ among Victorians (Daniel and Renfrew 1988: 41–59, Van Riper 1993, Pettitt and White 2010).

In the chapter dedicated to ‘cave man’, Lubbock listed the evidence for the coexistence of man and extinct species. He described the Aurignac shelter and quoted Lartet’s conclusion about the intentional burial of some bodies. But he deplored that Lartet had not directly witnessed the discovery of the human bones, so that uncertainty remained over the fact ‘that the human skeleton belonged to the same period as the other remains’ (Lubbock 1865: 266). In the concluding chapters on modern savages, Lubbock stated that they were economically, socially, politically, but also morally and intellectually inferior to Europeans. Resembling in many respects the young children of civilized countries, they represented a lower stage in the general development of civilization. Lubbock admitted that cruelty, amorality, or superstitions similar to that of the savages could sometimes be witnessed in civilized countries, but they were accidental regresses, due to atavism, in the general trend of progress. Such an evolutionary synopsis was also applied to religious beliefs: as well as having no sense of good and bad (no morality), many modern savages did not believe in a supreme God, and in this sense they could be considered as deprived of religion. But most of them had some primitive kind of supernatural superstitions, amongst other things believing in witchcraft (Lubbock 1865: 470–1). The paragraphs dedicated to symbolic beliefs can also be understood as a narrative of religious evolution, from the crudest form of superstition and belief in evil forces and witchcraft to primitively organized beliefs such as fetishism, up to Christian monotheism, a synopsis which was developed in more detail in Tylor’s Primitive Culture (1871).

Contrary to Mortillet’s biologically grounded conception of evolution, Lubbock’s cultural evolutionism allowed for the recognition of primitive, crude forms of beliefs among Palaeolithic tribes. Whether such beliefs constituted a religion or not was a debated question, to which Lubbock would for example answer in the negative, while Tylor held the opposite opinion. But none of the cultural evolutionists denied that even the most primitive savages would display at least some very crude forms of supernatural beliefs (see e.g. Distant 1877). In Prehistoric Times, the many descriptions of death ritual and burial practices among modern savage peoples (Lubbock 1865, Chapters 10 and 11) gave comparative evidence for such an interpretation. Even if Lubbock remained cautious about the Aurignac burial, his theory did not rule out the possibility of such remains. In 1872 he indeed confessed that the Solutré site had convinced him to change his mind on ‘a point on which [he] had hitherto entertained considerable doubt’ (Lubbock 1872: 383).

Lyell’s spiritual and Lubbock’s cultural evolutionism integrated Palaeolithic death rituals as a plausible fact, but such an opinion was not unanimously shared. On the same topic, the geologist William Boyd Dawkins (1837–1929) held radically negative conclusions. A specialist in caves, he had first encountered Palaeolithic remains in 1859 while excavating the ‘hyena den’ of Wookey Hole in Somerset (Dawkins 1874: 295–314). He consequently dedicated a large part of his book on cave geology, Cave Hunting, to human vestiges. Many pages were devoted to the question of ‘interment’ in caves (Dawkins 1874: 19). According to Dawkins, the Wookey Hole remains provided strong evidence for the ‘contemporaneity’ of man and extinct animals, therefore putting the question of human antiquity ‘beyond all doubt’. But Dawkins also mentioned that the absence of human bones ‘precluded the idea of the cave ever having been a place of sepulture such as Aurignac’ (Dawkins 1874: 301). Like Cartailhac, and contrary to Louis and Édouard Lartet or to Lyell, he asserted that the bodies found in Aurignac and Cro-Magnon were from a later age than the Palaeolithic layers in which they were buried (Dawkins 1874: 19–20). He therefore classified Aurignac and Cro-Magnon among the ‘caves containing human remains of doubtful age’ (Dawkins 1874, Chapter 7). About Aurignac, he concluded that Édouard Lartet had written his report without being in possession of all the facts (Dawkins 1874: 246). In the case of Cro-Magnon, he denied that the data supported Louis Lartet’s interpretation, and concluded that ‘taking the whole evidence into account’ he felt ‘inclined to assign the interment to the Neolithic age’ (Dawkins 1874: 255). He had presented the same conclusions to the general reader in an earlier paper published in Nature in 1871. Dealing with ‘The date of the Interment in the Aurignac cave’, he contradicted Lyell and Lartet, and concluded that Aurignac did not afford ‘the slightest ground for any hypothesis as to the belief of Palaeolithic men in the supernatural’, a point on which he said archaeological data remained silent (Dawkins 1871: 209).

Referring to Lubbock, Dawkins made use of ethnographic comparison to make further interpretations of the Palaeolithic remains in Cave Hunting. But, among the many examples provided by Lubbock, he picked out only one, and compared the prehistoric inhabitants of the Dordogne caves to Eskimos who lived under similar cold climate conditions and who, in his opinion, belonged to the same ‘race’ (Dawkins 1874: 353–8). In this parallel, he mentioned that Eskimos had no burial practices, and did not show respect for the bones of their ancestors (Dawkins 1874: 357). While Lubbock’s discussions were based on the great diversity of beliefs and rituals among primitives, which might or might not be considered proof of symbolic activities, Dawkins chose to insist on the lack of death rituals. But the denial of Palaeolithic burials was not at the core of his book, no specific section was dedicated to this question, and the author’s conclusion was not expressed in a polemical manner.

Neither Lyell’s nor Lubbock’s interpretative frameworks were faithful to Christian orthodoxy: they both insisted on the discrepancy between the high geological antiquity of mankind and the literal chronological interpretation of the Bible; they both advocated evolutionist models, and objected to the degeneration synopsis of the fall from Eden. But neither endorsed a materialist or atheist commitment. Their views allowed for the existence of religious beliefs in the most ancient times, and they were not instrumented in political arguments against Churches. As George Campbell (1823–1900), 8th duke of Argyll, put it in his summary of the debates about the course of civilization in the introduction to his book on Primeval Man, the discussions were conducted in a purely ‘scientific spirit’, only taking into consideration facts, irrespective of the biblical narrative of Creation (Campbell 1873: 6). Indeed Lubbock quoted the bishop of London in the foreword of Prehistoric Times, and stressed the same moderate, lay epistemic point of view. This rhetoric conferred a very different tone to intellectual discussions over prehistoric burials and religion on either side of the Channel.

Campbell’s Primeval Man: An Examination of some Recent Speculations can be considered an Anglican response to Lubbock or Lyell, but its liberal inspiration is very different in its intent and tone from, for example, Hamard’s Catholic answer to Mortillet in France. The moderate tone of Campbell’s book contrasts sharply with Hamard’s polemical style. Campbell indeed dismissed both materialists and Christian fundamentalists as dogmatic parties, who equally refused open-minded discussion in the name of their dogma; there were, said Campbell, ‘many forms of Priestcraft’ (Campbell 1873: 21). Referring to Augustine as a warrant for his own religious orthodoxy, Campbell argued in favour of a moderate position, which would take into account both the human desire for science and the limits of reason. Even the most literal reading of the biblical narrative of Creation left room for interpretation concerning the primitive condition of man and the timescale of human history. It would therefore be prejudicial both to science and to religion to identify ‘the interests of Religion to any interpretation […] of the language of Scripture upon subjects which are accessible to scientific research’. Past experience (such as the Galileo affair) had demonstrated ‘how foolish and how futile’ it was to do so (Campbell 1873: 127–8).

The questions addressed in his book, about the origins, the antiquity, and the primitive customs of mankind, were therefore legitimately opened up to positive enquiry, and could be answered in a manner that would be both scientific and respectful of religious orthodoxy. Campbell’s argument on the antiquity of mankind demonstrated just such a conciliation. Following the liberal trend of biblical criticism, he insisted that the biblical narrative did not provide firm ground to calculate the absolute age of Creation, because hiatuses in the text left much space for interpretation. Other evidence, given by ethnography, archaeology, geology, and philology, pointed towards the high antiquity of mankind, even if man’s exact age could not be calculated. Moreover, such an antiquity was necessary in order to sustain such an orthodox religious thesis as the ‘Unity of Mankind’, because much time had been necessary in order to transform the original, unique (and created) human type into the diverse modern races, through the influence of climate and food (Campbell 1873: 76–128).

In Campbell’s book, the relationship between science and religion, or between reason and faith, was not depicted as a war: a very different picture indeed from Mortillet’s or Hamard’s views. Such radical views were not widely held in Great Britain; meanwhile America saw the publication of much less moderate books such as John Draper’s History of the Conflict between Religion and Science (1875) and Andrew White’s The Warfare of Science with Theology in Christendom (1876). In Britain, William Cooke’s polemical book, The Fallacies of the Alleged Antiquity of Man Proved (1872), holding that the new ideas about the age of mankind were grounded on disputable data, and that such theories were diametrically opposed to the doctrine of the Bible, remained an exception. Though it was highly praised in the Methodist Christian Ambassador, this fundamentalist essay had little impact in scientific circles. While contributing to modern science, many scientists kept their Christian faith. Moderation and conciliation were often keywords even for those, such as the anatomist Thomas Huxley, who advocated a more clearly separated realm for science, and who opposed what they saw as the authoritarianism of organized Christian churches.

In this context, Palaeolithic burials were discussed in a more open-minded manner than in France. Many, like Lubbock or Dawkins, expressed doubts about the remains, but none completely ruled out the possibility of such remains in the way Mortillet did in France. Therefore British scientific journals dealing with prehistory did not register debates such as the Mortillet/Ducrost 1888 confrontation, and the question of Palaeolithic burials never became a main issue in controversies. At the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, prehistoric burials never provided the topic for a major discussion, even though the discoveries were presented. In 1877, the annual meeting of the Institute was dedicated to the ‘Present state of the question of the antiquity of man’ (1878). The archaeologist Arthur Evans’s (1851–1941) presidential address noted that discoveries relating to this question had multiplied so rapidly that it was difficult to distinguish what was sound information and what should be considered more dubious (Evans 1878). Evans argued in favour of great caution, especially in dating remains, and mentioned burials in Palaeolithic deposits as an especially relevant example. The following discussion, beginning with a presentation by Dawkins on the evidence of human antiquity in British caves, did not address this point (Dawkins 1878). It focused on the interpretation of prehistoric remains in the new geological theory of glaciations. Had man existed in pre-, inter-, or only post-glacial periods? Such was the main discussion point. Between 1870 and 1900, only one memoir dealt directly with Palaeolithic burials in the journal of the Institute, when Evans presented a report on the Mentone caves discoveries (1893). Contrary to the main excavator of the site, Émile Rivière, and to Émile Cartailhac, Evans, like Mortillet, expressed doubts about the dating of the burials and concluded that they dated from the beginning of the Neolithic period (Evans 1893). His conclusion did not apparently spark discussion among the members of the Institute.

At the London Geological Society, silence prevailed on this topic. No original paper on Palaeolithic interment was published in the society’s quarterly journal, and no general discussion arose. Among geologists, the main question remained how to connect British prehistoric sites, mainly discovered in the drifts of the Thames valley or in East Anglia, with the (competing) sequences recently constructed according to glacial geology (O’Connor 2007). Such was, for example, the aim of James Geikie’s (1839–1915) The Great Ice Age, and its relation to the Antiquity of Man (1874). Focused on the illustration of Geikie’s glacial theory, and dealing with the connection between the archaeological strata found in the south and east of the country and the glacial deposits mainly found in the north, this synthesis did not address the issue of interment in caves nor that of the religious beliefs of Palaeolithic man. No reference was made to Aurignac or Cro-Magnon, and the Mentone skeleton was mentioned only once in an appendix, with regard to its anatomy (Geikie 1874: 531). This geological standpoint still organized Geikie’s later synthesis, The Antiquity of Man in Europe, in 1914.

Thus an important, very polemical, and ideological issue among French prehistorians of the 19th century, in a different national context, turned into quite a marginal issue. This discrepancy demonstrates, if demonstration is necessary, that interpretations in archaeology are never completely devoid of elements from outside science.

Increasing consciousness of the obstacles which researchers need to overcome, or accept, is probably one of the most challenging aims for the history of archaeology. If the historical episodes briefly narrated in this paper have a moral, it could be that those who practice the archaeology of death have to deal not only with the beliefs of the past, and with the beliefs of modern locals, but also with their own beliefs.
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DEATH, BURIAL, AND SOCIAL REPRESENTATION
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ROBERT CHAPMAN

INTRODUCTION
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The dead have played a significant role in archaeology since the discipline’s emergence in the 19th century. Often more visible than settlements in the archaeological record, the cemeteries and burial mounds of the dead have supported inferences of shared cultural traditions as well as, in the cases of monumentality and wealthy grave goods, the existence of prominent individuals/groups and unequal societies in the past. But it was only in the decades of the 1960s and the 1970s that there was a greater and more coherent focus on these inferences, examining their theoretical bases and exploring the analytical methods and interdisciplinary collaboration that gave rise to references to a ‘Mortuary Archaeology’, an ‘Archaeology of Death’, or a ‘Burial Archaeology’, as if these were subdisciplines in their own right.

This interest in the inferences that archaeologists could make about past societies from the ways in which they disposed of their dead was an integral part of what was called ‘Processual’ Archaeology. In this chapter my aims are (1) to outline the bases of this approach, (2) to illustrate the main arguments and examples of the study of the dead within Processual Archaeology, (3) to highlight some problems with these arguments, and (4) to recognize their legacy and challenges for us in the early 21st century.

ARCHAEOLOGY, THEORY, AND ETHNOGRAPHY
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Processual Archaeology is a name given to a ‘school’ of thought and practice that developed initially in North America during the 1960s and it can be best studied in the work of Lewis Binford and his students at the University of Chicago (e.g. Binford and Binford 1968, Binford 1972). At its basis was a specific, materialist view of culture, according to which ideas and beliefs were regarded as inadequate to explain similarities and differences in human behaviour. Instead the principles of systems theory, evolution, and ecology were used to structure analysis of the adaptation of human behaviour to environmental (human and natural) constraints and changes. Human cultures were argued to be tightly integrated, with all parts of our behaviour (whether subsistence, social organization, politics etc.) related to each other, usually in some kind of balance and only disturbed by external stresses.

This view of culture contradicted the basic tenets of the culture history approach, by which change was the outcome of some kind of interaction, whether it be the movement of people or that of ideas and beliefs. The emphasis on the integration of culture also provided an opportunity to make inferences about aspects of human behaviour that many archaeologists had thought could not be studied effectively with archaeological evidence. Great emphasis was placed upon the use of ethnographic analogy, not just for the interpretation of specific features and practices seen in the archaeological record, but also for understanding how all aspects of human behaviour were integrated within human cultures. Cross-cultural studies of surviving, non-capitalist societies informed the proposed existence of evolutionary types of societies (e.g. Service 1962, Fried 1967), situated in a history of two centuries of evolutionary Western thought, and gave archaeologists models of how major changes in economic and technological behaviour could be linked to forms of social and political organization: for example, ‘band’ societies were associated with an economic basis in hunting and gathering, while ‘chiefdom’ societies had a mainly agricultural basis.

These models of social and political organization based on living, non-Western societies were taken as analogies that archaeologists could use for the study of past societies. This raised a key challenge: how could archaeologists identify the existence of ‘tribal’ or ‘chiefdom’ societies with the often poorly preserved and silent material remains that were the object of their study? The answer to this question required that archaeologists challenge what was called their ‘methodological naivety’ (Binford 1968: 23): in other words, we had to develop methods of argument and analysis by which we could extract more information from our data in order to build robust inferences about social and political organization in the past. This could be done in a variety of ways. For example, we could study how our archaeological record was formed, by participant observation in living, non-capitalist societies (e.g. Binford 1978). We could develop the use of sampling methods to help us evaluate the extent to which our archaeologically known populations of artefacts, cultural features, ecofacts, and sites were representative of those that existed in the archaeological record on a regional scale (Binford 1964a). Quantitative methods would enable us to identify more robust patterns in our data, and new methods of analysis might support our inferences. In the early publications of the Processual Archaeology, we can see examples of these approaches, whether they be the study of pottery styles to make inferences on post-marital residence, the analysis of settlement patterns to study environmental adaptations and the existence of social hierarchies, or the classification of artefacts into broad categories according to what they might tell us about different aspects of human culture (e.g. ‘socio-technic’ or ‘technomic’—see Binford 1962). In this context it is not surprising that there was also a focus on the study of inhumations and cremations to infer the structure and organization of past societies. This forms the focus of the next section.

DEATH AND SOCIAL REPRESENTATION
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The key publication of Processual Archaeology on death and burial was Brown’s (1971a) edited volume Approaches to the Social Dimensions of Mortuary Practices. The authors were united by their study of death in a social context (therefore giving the potential for making social inferences from the study of past mortuary practices), the exploration of ethnography for both the understanding of mortuary rituals and the reconstruction of social types (e.g. egalitarian, chiefdom, stratified), and the use of quantitative analyses of biological and cultural data from excavated cemeteries.

Binford (1971) criticized and rejected approaches to death and burial in anthropology, according to which similarities and differences in the treatment of the dead were caused by ideas and beliefs, or degrees of inter-cultural contact, or matters of style and fashion. In contrast he argued for the social context of the disposal of the dead and built on a lineage of anthropological theory from key authors such as Durkheim, Hertz, and Van Gennep. This led him to propose the following hypothesis: ‘other things being equal, the heterogeneity in mortuary practice which is characteristic of a single sociocultural unit would vary directly with the complexity of the status hierarchy, as well as the complexity of the overall organization of the society with regard to membership units and other forms of sodalities’ (1971: 14–15). Binford used role theory to argue that, when an individual died, the living determined his/her treatment by deciding on the ‘social persona’ (‘the composite of the social identities maintained in life and recognized as appropriate for consideration at death’) in the wider context of the size and composition of the social group(s) that were engaged in social relations with the deceased. He tested his hypothesis on an ethnographic sample taken from the Human Relations Area Files, using subsistence as a proxy measure of social complexity, concluding that ‘these findings permit the generalization that the form and structure which characterize the mortuary practices of any society are conditioned by the form and complexity of the organizational characteristics of the society itself’ (1971: 23).

It is important to stress that Binford’s primary research was ethnographic, not archaeological, and that he focused on mortuary practices in general, not just specific types of disposal (e.g. burial) as found by archaeologists. Also he argued that forms of disposal may be shared, but their symbolism may vary between cultures (cf. Ucko 1969). This emphasis on (a) the processes that determine the choice of particular forms of disposal of the dead, (b) the functional relationships between mortuary practices and the nature of the societies in which they were practised, and (c) the comparative, cross-cultural study of these relationships in the ethnographic record was shared by Saxe (1970, 1971). A contemporary of Binford’s at the University of Michigan, Saxe came to similar conclusions about the relationship between the heterogeneity of mortuary practices and the complexity of social organization. Whereas Binford studied an ethnographic sample of 40 societies, Saxe focused in much greater, analytical detail on only three societies (from New Guinea, West Africa, and the Philippines). Both had to confront deficiencies in the ethnographic record, most notably in the measurement of social complexity and its division into stages. Saxe submitted eight hypotheses for testing against the ethnographic record. The most famous of these was his hypothesis 8: ‘to the degree that corporate group rights to use and/or control crucial but restricted resources are attained and/or legitimized by means of lineal descent from the dead (i.e. lineal ties to ancestors), such groups will maintain formal disposal areas for the exclusive disposal of their dead, and conversely’ (Saxe 1970: 119). Unlike his other hypotheses, here Saxe was trying to address the reason(s) why the dead were deposited in particular locations and why it was thought appropriate to gather them together in cemeteries in some areas and periods and not in others. This variation in spatial distribution of the dead had been frequently noted by archaeologists. The work of both Saxe and Binford was exploratory rather than, as is sometimes assumed, a fully finalized theoretical account of the relationships between life and death.

Although ethnographic analogy played a role in most of the papers in Approaches to the Social Dimensions of Mortuary Practices (Brown 1971a), and all situated mortuary practices within their social contexts, their main focus was on the archaeological analysis of burial mounds from the Mississippian period of the first half of the second millennium AD, in the south-east of North America. Peebles (1971) began with the assumption that ‘persons who are treated differentially in life will be treated differentially in death’ (1971: 68) and used Binford’s (1962) distinction between artefacts that were more or less symbolic (e.g. ‘socio-technic’, ‘technomic’) to structure his analysis of grave goods from Moundville. The distances between cemeteries such as Moundville and the sources of such artefacts emphasized their differences in value, the more exotic artefacts being argued to have had greater value for local communities. This assumption underlined Larson’s (1971) analysis of the Etowah burial mound in Georgia and Brown’s (1971b) analysis of the Spiro ceremonial centre in eastern Oklahoma. Quantitative methods were used to identify structure in the cultural and biological data (e.g. age, sex, orientation, grave goods, burial location, and degree of body articulation) from the burials. This structure was interpreted as representing different social groups and the degree of ranking of such groups in a kind of society similar to that which was known in the ethnographic record. On this basis, Larson interpreted the Etowah burials as those of a high-ranking descent group with inherited social position in a stratified society, Peebles reconstructed Moundville as the centre of a chiefdom society and Brown proposed the existence of ranked statuses at Spiro. Each author cited the seminal work of the neo-evolutionary anthropologist Elman Service (1962).

In contrast Deetz and Dethlefsen (1971) used historical rather than ethnographic sources to develop arguments linking the disposal of the dead to its social contexts. Their data consisted of evidence for age, sex, social status, wealth, community affiliation, and inter-marriage represented in gravestone art from colonial New England. They analysed the chronology and diffusion of gravestone designs in urban and rural Massachusetts’ cemeteries during the 18th century AD in terms of stylistic traditions and local status groups.

The papers assembled in Approaches to the Social Dimensions of Mortuary Practices marked a distinct and novel attempt to understand the social contexts of the disposal of the dead and thereby use archaeological evidence to reconstruct the structure and organization of past societies. They exemplified the ‘archaeology as anthropology’ maxim of Processual Archaeology and showed how quantitative methods could be used to search for patterning in the large bodies of cultural and biological data found in cemeteries. The reconstruction of past social organization was no longer straining the limits of archaeological interpretation. We now need to document its impact and the criticisms that it attracted.

CONTRIBUTIONS AND CRITIQUES
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Those archaeologists who were unconvinced, or even antagonized, by Processual Archaeology (and usually dismissed as being ‘traditional’) rejected the approaches to mortuary practices proclaimed in Brown (1971a). In contrast, the supporters of these new approaches made attempts to (a) evaluate and strengthen the cross-cultural ethnographic arguments, linking the treatment of the dead to a wider social context and (b) develop archaeological analyses of cemeteries and burial mounds. This also involved some internal debate and critique, but there was general support for the theoretical arguments proposed by Binford and Saxe.

Two examples illustrate attempts to develop ethnographic arguments. Goldstein (1976) used a sample of 30 non-state societies to reformulate Saxe’s hypothesis 8. While Goldstein’s larger sample supported the proposal that the presence of a ‘permanent, specialized, bounded area for the exclusive disposal of the group’s dead’ suggested the likely existence of corporate group rights over ‘crucial but restricted resources’ legitimized by ‘lineal descent from the dead’, the reverse was not necessarily the case. Thus such corporate group rights may be ritualized in other ways than through cemeteries of burial mounds (e.g. through domestic shrines). Tainter (1975) used a sample of 93 societies to propose that energy expenditure on mortuary practices could be taken as a measure of the social status of the deceased (although Goldstein 1976 pointed out that this did not account for individuals who had ‘parallel’ rankings). He also noted that less than 5 per cent of his ethnographic sample signified status distinctions by the inclusion of grave goods, a warning against overreliance on this part of the mortuary rituals.

Some of the research contained in the papers in Brown (1971a) had begun more than five years before its publication, so it is not surprising to see case studies in social inferences from cemeteries and burial mounds during that time. Binford (1964b) published his Galley Pond Mound analyses, which included inferences on individual and group statuses, as well as on post-marital residence and descent. Stickel (1968) and then King (1978) and Wright (1978) debated the extent to which particular hunter-gatherer groups in California and the Near East were ‘egalitarian’ or not through burial analyses. Shennan (1975) drew on the theoretical arguments of Binford and Saxe and undertook quantitative analyses of the Early Bronze Age cemetery at Branč in Slovakia, aiming to trace the development of social hierarchy and stratification through the recognition of patterning in artefact associations and distributions, as well as the correlation of cultural and biological data. She concluded that the evidence for ascribed wealth at birth indicated the existence of social stratification in this region in the later third millennium BC. Peebles and Kus (1977) combined the refinement of the chiefdom model of society proposed by Service (1962) with the development of means of measuring chiefdom organization and ‘levels of socio-political complexity within this class of societies’: these ‘means’ included the mortuary rituals practised at the Mississippian site at Moundville. Chapman (1981) took Saxe’s hypothesis on corporate groups and formal disposal areas as the starting point for a study of the cemeteries and megalithic tombs of Mesolithic hunter-gatherers and Neolithic agriculturalists respectively in north-west Europe. Central to the analysis was the study of the ‘crucial but restricted resources’, which were thought to be behind the decisions of corporate groups to dispose of their dead in these locations.

The 1970s also saw the more profitable integration of cultural and biological analyses of death with the change in the role of the human osteologist from passive technician to a colleague who could inform the design of research projects that recognized the complex relationships between social organization, demography, biological distance, health, and diet (e.g. Buikstra 1976). Part of this change was about a more holistic approach to mortuary analysis by understanding how such issues as health and diet may determine, or be determined by, the social positions of individuals and groups: this enabled the patterning observed in the disposal of the dead (e.g. grave goods, burial container) to be compared against complementary lines of biological data in the proposal and evaluation of processual interpretations of past societies. It also stimulated interest in the development of new analytical methods (e.g. strontium analysis) that could extend archaeological inference. Inferences on post-marital residence based on human osteology (Lane and Sublett 1972) were also proposed as a complement to the interest of Processual Archaeology in this topic (e.g. papers in Binford and Binford 1968).

While there was much theoretical unity in these analyses of cemeteries and burial mounds, there were also signs of disagreement and debate. Both Goldstein (1976) and Tainter (1977) criticized the use of burial evidence to attribute societies to a particular evolutionary type imported from anthropology: this approach underestimated the degree of variation and change in both modern and past societies. Goldstein (1976) was also critical of the mechanical use of the expenditure of energy in mortuary rituals (see Tainter’s work, above) to infer a society’s range of ranks and statuses. Braun (1981) developed this critique, pointing out that different burial types could represent different stages in a programme of mortuary rituals for individuals of the same rank. The relationship between the expenditure of energy in the funerary rituals as a whole, as opposed to that witnessed in the archaeological record, need not be direct and required further study. In retrospect it is noteworthy that this whole approach was framed in terms of the expenditure of energy, rather than social labour, which has to be allocated in relation to other demands on it (i.e. it is a relative rather than an absolute concept). Braun (1981) was also critical of the compatibility of the analytical methods used in mortuary analysis with the questions that were being asked, and made the case that some archaeologists were interpreting Binford and Saxe’s theoretical arguments in a mechanical way. O’Shea (1981, 1984) demonstrated how the ethnographically based arguments of Binford and Saxe, which dealt with the disposal of the dead in living societies, had yet to be matched by robust arguments linking the disposal of the dead with the data available for archaeological study (e.g. the extent to which means of horizontal and vertical social differences would be preserved in the archaeological record).

More aggressive criticisms came as part of a wider-ranging critique of Processual Archaeology as a whole and, interestingly, they also began with the ethnographic record. Hodder used the burial practices of the Mesakin Nuba of Sudan to criticize the proposal that ‘patterns in death directly and fairly simply reflect patterns in the life of a society’ (1980: 163). He argued that Nuba burial practices were an ideal, not a direct reflection of where people lived or what their social groupings were. ‘Practical social relations’ could be inverted or distorted because of culturally specific attitudes to death shown in ideas and symbols of purity and fertility (see also Hodder 1982). The neglect of symbolism and meaning, in other words of culture, meant, as far as Hodder was concerned, that the materialist programme of Binford and Saxe, as part of the wider Processual Archaeology, was theoretically flawed.

The role of ideology in expressing or concealing the ‘real’ relations of power within a society was further developed by Parker Pearson (1982), who argued that the living could manipulate the dead for their own interests. For this reason the costs of the funerals might bear no relation to the wealth or rank of particular groups in society (a contrast to the basic assumptions of Processual Archaeology). His analysis of funerals in Cambridge, England in 1977 was employed to support this argument. He then expanded his study to note the increasing investment of wealth in funerals in Victorian England, followed by a decline in the late 19th and 20th centuries. He concluded that ‘social advertisement in death ritual may be expressly overt where changing relations of domination result in status re-ordering and consolidation of new social practices’ (1982: 112). Thus the living played active roles in the design and pursuit of culturally specific ritual activities such as mortuary practices, and patterning in cemeteries and burial mounds could not be assumed to reflect in any mechanical way the distribution of status, rank, power, etc. in living societies.

This is not the place to pursue a detailed presentation of the often acrimonious Processual-Postprocessual debate that occupied archaeology during the decade of the 1980s. But if, as is often erroneously assumed, this decade marked the end of Processual Archaeology, then it is worth asking how the proponents of mortuary analysis influenced by Binford and Saxe have responded (theoretically and practically) to these criticisms, what their legacy has been for contemporary archaeology, and what challenges their work still poses.

LEGACY AND CHALLENGES
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Brown (1995) responded to the critiques of Hodder and Parker Pearson by recognizing the central part played in the disposal of the dead by the living, who do not sit down and work out finely graded funerals according to the relative social position of the deceased. Instead, he argued, decisions are made within a wider context of ideological constraints, political manipulation, and economic transactions. Thus decisions about the time, effort, and resources to be devoted to funerary rituals have to be taken in relation to what can be mobilized, at that time, from the social groups to which the deceased and their living relatives belong. Funerary rituals are not simply a means of direct, social record, as they have often been studied as part of the ‘representationist’ arguments of Binford and Saxe. However, Brown argued that the Processualist and Postprocessualist positions on death are not mutually exclusive: ‘the controversy over the use of burials as symbolic representations of the social order or as objects symbolizing political manipulation is not a problem of the exclusive legitimacy of one or the other perspective in mortuary analysis… they are two perspectives to symbolic representation that are potentially coextensive’ (1995: 21).

The theoretical debate on mortuary practices has continued to be built on the basis of ethnography (e.g. Carr 1995, Parker Pearson 1999), although opinions are still divided on the extent to which cross-cultural generalizations can be discerned. Archaeologists are more widely aware of some of the deficiencies of the ethnographic record of mortuary practices (e.g. sample sizes studied in time and space, and their distribution in relation to social groups). They also have access to an impressively wide range of what we may call, for want of a better description, ‘death studies’ in classical studies, medieval and modern history, art and art history, and in sociology (for examples, see Chapman 2003). The majority of these have been published since 1980, providing both historical data with which archaeologists can work and information on the social, economic, and political contexts of death in state societies. This is a very different intellectual context from that of early Processual Archaeology.

In addition to theoretical arguments, there have continued to be a variety of detailed, cemetery-specific analyses in the tradition of those undertaken in the 1970s, as can be seen, for example, in O’Shea and Zvelebil’s (1984) study of the Mesolithic cemetery of Oleneostrovski mogilnik in northern Russia, which challenged the standard interpretation of an egalitarian society for local foragers. A larger-scale analysis by O’Shea (1996) of Early Bronze Age cemeteries in the Maros valley in south-eastern Hungary recognized the critical importance of placing individual cemeteries within their regional context (cf. Beck 1995).

The need to move from an ethnography of death to an archaeology of death, as recommended by O’Shea (1981, 1984), implies that we develop a good understanding of the nature of funerary data so that we do not ask unsuitable or over-ambitious questions and we are able to evaluate the reliability of our interpretations. The scales of funerary data in time and space form an interesting area for study. We have long been aware of problems such as regional and local variations in artefact circulation times and the heirloom effect when constructing relative chronologies of burials (e.g. Rowe 1962). This has recently been elegantly documented by Olivier (1999) in showing how objects deposited in the Early Iron Age tomb at Hochdorf in Austria had different life histories, circulation times, and intensities of use: this was not the ‘closed find’ usually imagined of a burial. In cases where we have radiocarbon dates for burials in cemeteries, we may still not have sufficient, well-chosen samples (especially at a regional level) to distinguish more fine-scale variations in mortuary practices and their symbolism. An example of how this problem can be approached is given for the Early Bronze Age of south-east Spain by Lull (2000) and Chapman (2005).

These are important issues for studies of death and burial whatever their theoretical basis. Archaeologists working within both the Processual Archaeology (e.g. Chapman et al. 1981) and Postprocessual (e.g. Parker Pearson 1993) traditions accept that the dead should not be studied in isolation. But if we are to compare social, economic, and political differences as they impacted on people’s everyday lives with those represented symbolically in the treatment at death, then we need to ensure that we are comparing like with like: can we be sure, for example, that the treatments of particular burials or groups of burials date from the same period of time as the evidence for production and consumption of households under study within associated settlements? How close can we get to a comparable level of resolution in the dating of settlement and funerary contexts and how will this affect our interpretations of past societies? These are critical questions for scholars who wish to take forward the archaeological study of the dead, no matter what questions we ask of them.

Clearly there have been a lot of changes in archaeology as a whole, let alone that part of it which studies the remains of the dead, since the 1960s. The discipline is more fragmented, with a wider range of theoretical approaches (the famous ‘isms’), materialist and idealist approaches oppose each other, there are different conceptions of society (from large-scale, long-term structures to small-scale, everyday practices of social agents, from the individual body up to regional landscapes), and problems under study include gender, social position, health, ethnicity, social identity, ancestors, cosmology, and emotional responses to death. Our analytical methods have multiplied. None of this would have been possible without the mortuary analyses of the Processual Archaeology. It brought social thinking to the forefront of archaeological research, rather than leaving it on a rather precarious and inaccessible high rung of the ladder of archaeological inference. It stressed the need for theoretical and methodological rigour. It demonstrated the importance of working back and forth between complementary sources of evidence, whether they be burials and settlements, or the cultural and biological sides of death. The challenge now is not just to introduce new ‘isms’, or to develop new analytical methods, but to devise research in which the theory is more coherently articulated with analytical practice in the pursuit of productive questions.
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DEATH AND THE CULTURAL ENTANGLEMENTS OF THE EXPERIENCED, THE LEARNED, THE EXPRESSED, THE CONTESTED, AND THE IMAGINED
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SUSAN KUS

INTRODUCTION: ALL MEN ARE MORTAL; SOCRATES IS A MAN, I AM A WOMAN, THEREFORE….
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In living we are, as many poets, philosophers, and archaeologists have noted, always surrounded by memento mori whether we are seizing the day (carpe diem) or surrendering ourselves to daily routine. Indeed, it is interesting that our being can be defined by its eventual non-being, by our mortality. We, along with Socrates, are mortals; we are mortal (in the many senses of the term) beings.

In ‘seizing the day’ of research possibilities, I found myself in Paris not only writing and researching the first draft of this work, but also as an ethnographer riding numerous buses to and from libraries in the city. The following personal reflections on what I observed on those bus rides (as well as what I observed during many previous stays in the city) may initially appear (and perhaps even in the end prove to be) self-indulgent. Yet, I would ask the reader’s patience to allow me to provide the context for the preface of my central argument: in the immediacy of our emotional and sensuous responses to death, we might assume that empathy grounded in shared human experiences and in the compelling material symbols we create and subsequently incorporate into routine would serve as a powerful interpretive tool in our studies of mortuary practices, even those of cultures of the deep past.
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FIG. 5.1 Plaque outside an elementary school in Paris that reads: ‘To the memory of the students of this school who were deported from 1942 to 1944 because they were born Jews, innocent victims of Nazi barbarity, with the active complicity of the Vichy government. They were exterminated in death camps. Let us never forget them. 22 June 2007’

The lively markets and vibrant store windows of Paris that one see from buses and on foot are punctuated by storefronts for Pompes Funèbres (funeral arrangements and undertakers). On many buildings and fences there are plaques (over 1,000). Many of these plaques mark spots where the sons and daughters of La Patrie (many members of the Resistance) were executed by Nazi occupiers of the city; other plaques urge us to remember elementary school students who were deported by the Nazi and who later died in concentration camps (Fig. 5.1). A number of bus routes pass cemeteries where the remains of the immortal, the infamous, and the forgotten have found a place: the Cimetière Père La Chaise (Chopin, Piaf, and Jim Morrison), the Cimetière Montmatre (Nijinsky, Truffaut, Zola, and victims of the siege of the Commune), the Cimetière Montparnasse (Baudelaire, Ionesco, Sartre). A street-level sculpture of a golden flame with small bouquets of flowers scattered around it stands close to the bridge of Alma (visible from where I sat in the rooftop of the library of the Musée Quai Branly) as memorial to Princess Diana, who lost her life at that place. From many vantage points in the city one can see the domes of the Le Panthéon and Les Invalides. Le Panthéon, according to official French Tourism literature, is ‘the resting place of France’s Great and Good’ (all men of accomplishment except for one woman of accomplishment, Maria Słodowska Curie, and several wives of famous men), while the golden-domed Les Invalides is ‘singularly’ occupied by the remains of the emperor Napoleon Bonaparte (though some additional military notables are also buried there). Many Parisians go about their daily routines, and many tourists go about their sight-seeing, seemingly unfazed by these memento mori. However, many Parisians, as well as tourists in the city, had their daily routine disrupted when they learned the news of the unexpected death of Michael Jackson. For more than a week the French news media focused attention on the shock and grief of fans in Paris, including their spontaneous demonstrations at Notre Dame that seemed to create, and not just restore, a community of fans. Many of those interviewed said they would remember where they were when the news of Jackson’s death was announced, as many remembered where they were when they heard the news of Princess Diana’s death, Elvis’ death, and even the news of Kennedy’s assassination. The press moved from monitoring the shock of fans and reviewing Jackson’s life as it contributed and/or led to his death to discussing potential inheritors of his wealth and his debts, guardianship of his heirs, and the place, the venue, and nature of his burial and memorial service. There was additional speculation as to who would and would not (i.e. his father) play a role in the final obsequies. The continuous French news coverage of Jackson’s death was interrupted briefly by news of the crash of a Yemen Airlines flight on 30 June in the Indian Ocean. One hundred and fifty-two passengers, mostly Comorians who were French citizens, died in the crash. Political and racial outrage surrounded these deaths as relatives spoke of exploitation by Yemeni Airlines: exorbitant prices for tickets, the rude and demeaning behaviour of agents and staff, and old, under-serviced airplanes. Attention turned back quickly to Michael Jackson who was transitioning into the status of one of the all-time greatest rock stars, entering into the ‘Panthéon de stars disparus’, and being placed in his golden casket.

Why this reflection on a personal memento mori so culturally and temporally situated? Because it is worth noting that both routine and remarkable experiences, grounded in cultural and spatio-temporal context, have given rise to, and continue to give weight and lend credibility to, many of the abstract formulations archaeologists and anthropologists have employed (and argued about) in studies of death and mortuary practices: temporal diagnostics, socio-political analyses of the status of the dead and status contestations among the living, interpretations of symbols, rituals, and beliefs, and issues of the universality versus the culturally grounded nature of individual and collective responses to death. One of the earliest and continuing uses of mortuary data is chronological control (Flinders Petrie’s work on Egyptian tombs is often offered as an early classical example in many introductory archaeology texts); consequently archaeologists who are fans of Michael Jackson will have no problem dating the moment of inspiration for this section of the chapter. That death evokes strong emotions and spontaneous physical outbursts would seem unquestionable to the fans of Michael Jackson, as well as to archaeologists. The flowers placed at spots in the city would find our Jackson (as well as Princess Diana) fans empathizing with their Neanderthal relatives, were the fans to learn of some interpretations of Shanidar burials (Solecki 1971). Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown’s understanding of death as a social disruption that necessitates communal restoration through ritual would make sense to Jackson fans. Gennep’s notion of liminality and rites of passage concerning death would ring painfully true for the families of the Comorians whose loved ones lost their lives in the flight that crashed into the Indian Ocean, some of whose bodies may never be retrieved. Hertz’s argument that ‘the death of a stranger, or of a slave, or of a child will go practically unnoticed; arouse no commotion [emotion], occasion no ritual’ (author’s translation 1970 [1928]: 70) might also ring appallingly true for those same Comorian families, who, in their outbursts of grief, continued to rail against their treatment as ‘just Comorians’ by the French and the Yemeni. Saxe and Binford would certainly find some vindication in golden coffins and golden domes. The fact that a single female is buried in the Panthéon would come as no surprise to feminist archaeologists. That rituals of death seem to be inextricably tied to religion, as Tylor and Frazer argued, would strike many fans that held vigil for Michael Jackson in front of Notre Dame as very plausible. That in the presence of death we are drawn into a larger context of reflection concerning life as well is certainly borne out, not only by eulogies at Jackson’s memorial services, but in the nightly news broadcasts in the first days after his death. The autopsy that the body of Jackson underwent draws our collective attention to certain beliefs held by Western culture, useful to illustrate a number of points concerning the cultural construction of belief and the fact that the private is indeed political. The cause of death is not only a matter of personal beliefs about ‘the need to know’ and about ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural deaths’, it is a communal and legal matter as well. There are institutions responsible for the ‘certification’ of deaths, for the prosecution of anyone found guilty of causing the death of another, for the distribution of the money, materials, and children of the deceased according to her/his will and/or the laws of the state, and for the adjudication of any disputes between rival claimants. This also draws our attention to the fact that the actual moment of physical death and subsequent mortuary practices do not encircle and contain death in space or time. That culture and social status is contested, even in death, was clear to some French Elvis fans I spoke with who resented the elevation of Jackson, by his fans and the press, to the same status as ‘The King’.

While Michael Jackson’s death as experienced in Paris might effectively illustrate and lend credibility to many of the abstract formulations archaeologists deploy in studies of death and mortuary practices, it also allows us to dispute them as well, and provides cautionary tales from cultures and experiences close to home (for some of us). While wealth and power may be correlated with the grandeur of funerary rites and materials, certainly the golden casket of a man whose debts are estimated to be between $300–500 million complicates the correlation. That a society characterized by individual and institutional racism would mourn the passing of a black man-child complicates the relationship of mortuary practices to social categories (of race and age minimally). That many fans across continents cried or were stunned when they learned the news of Jackson’s death, and that many fans not only spontaneously offered flowers, but also sang and even performed the ‘moon walk’ in tribute to Jackson troubles speculation on universal emotional responses. Rather, such behaviour suggests culturally learned ‘spontaneity’ in situations of grief.

The prefatory discussion above, of the interdigitation of disciplinary problem foci concerning death and mortuary practices with contemporary socio-historical experiences of and responses to death, lays the groundwork for discussion of the following assertions. (1) The problem for the archaeologist in studying death and mortuary practices is not so much that s/he starts with lived experience, self-reflection, and self-referencing; the problem is to stay limited to this as the source of empathy and generalization, and even disputation. (2) While ethnoarchaeology and ethnographic analogy originally proved to be powerful incitements to interpretive and theoretical imagination among archaeologists, it has become increasingly evident that current social and cultural anthropological appreciations of the cultural crafting of perceptions, senses, and emotions bring a new (and exciting) challenge to the interpretative skills of archaeologists in pursuit of ‘past alterities’.

BECOMING HUMAN IS TO BE MARKED BY MORTALITY
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‘Death awareness is a natural sequel to the development of self-awareness—an intrinsic attribute of humankind’ (Palgi and Abramovitch 1984: 385), some anthropologists have argued. Despite impressive survival skills and sophisticated technology, it is Neanderthal-the-symbol-user rather than Neanderthal-the-tool-maker that was and is more often seen to grant some form of ‘humanity’ to our relatives. The evidence for Neanderthal symbolic ability is often said to be most clearly recognized in their practice of deliberate burials. These burials have been seen as an astonishing nexus of ritual and symbolic activity, activity beyond the strict pragmatic and ecological dictates of animal behaviour. Offerings of flowers and indications of cannibalism are wonderfully suggestive of a humanity that stands both in proximity and in alterity to us. Nevertheless, archaeologists are sure to instruct their students ‘not to read too much into’ Neanderthal behavior. Our first inclination is to understand (and reconstruct) Neanderthal beliefs as earlier, simpler versions of those we hold. Minimally, archaeologists often suggest that burial can be seen as evidence for some recognition of a social persona beyond the physical body. Interestingly enough, such warning against speculation about the imaginary and such invitation to imagine the social fits well with the agenda of the processualist archaeologists, hardy empiricists, concerning the analysis of burial remains.

While our daily lives are not without their share of deliberateness and planning, many archaeologists (e.g. d’Agostino and Schnapp 1982: 17, Arnold and Wicker 2001: ix) have noted that mortuary practices are more deliberate in execution and more intentional in attempting to convey information and messages, ‘to signify’ (d’Agostino and Schnapp 1982: 17). This suggests a certain possible legibility of cultural information concerning: the social status and role of the deceased; sentiments and relationship of the bereaved concerning the deceased; contestations and competition among the still living for power, material wealth, and prestige that might be gleaned from their relationship to the deceased; cultural beliefs concerning death, practices, and attitudes towards the dead and handling of the dead; and so on. For many archaeologists, as well as non-archaeologists, it would appear that many materials and features of mortuary practice can be measured and analysed along a number of fairly evident dimensions: quality and rareness of an interred item, quantity of items interred, skill and time needed for the production of an interred item, amount of material labour investment in the completion of burial, gender association of an interred item, and other variables. It would also appear that cultural beliefs, meaning, and symbols on the other hand, are difficult to read in the archaeological record. Whether beliefs and symbols are arbitrary or under-determined, or whether they are the culturally colourful expression of more universally shared perceptions and tenets, if they can be (theoretically) judged to be epiphenomenal, then it is of limited matter when approaching mortuary practices. One could better focus attention on those messages which seem to be the most unambiguous, most legible, and most related to the determining aspects of culture (i.e. a mix of technology, environment, and socio-political organization). The analytical approach that takes as its assumptions that an individual’s social role will be mirrored in mortuary treatment and that a direct correlation exists between the status of an individual and the energy invested in the treatment of the body, the grave, and grave goods is referred to in the literature as the Saxe-Binford approach (Brown 1995, Rakita and Buikstra 2005: 4–5). This approach falls squarely into the processualist camp of archaeology. In the recent Anglophone literature on mortuary archaeology, it is most often taken as self-evident that the original and enduring sources of critique of the Saxe-Binford processualist approach come from the conglomerate of approaches that have been given the label ‘post-processual’ (e.g. Parker Pearson 2000, Rakita and Buikstra 2005), a heterogeneous amalgam of theoretical approaches (including structuralism, semiotics, Marxism, phenomenology, and post-modernism) intended to examine the critical role symbol and meaning play in the practices of social agents. Such critique is most often launched from a level of high theoretical assumptions and agenda. However, it is important to recognize that the Saxe-Binford approach also sowed the seeds of criticism from within its own ranks, and that the subsequent roots of internal criticism are both (1) important in continuing to refine and to nuance archaeological studies of death and mortuary practices ‘at the ground level’, and (2) have been important in allowing archaeologists to dispense with the continuing prefatory rehearsals and recitatives of the polemics of processualism and post-processualism in their studies.

Processualism was, in part, an effort on the part of ‘New Archaeology’ to elevate the status of archaeology by reclaiming its critical position as one of the four subdisciplines of anthropology in the Anglo-American tradition. Indeed, one of anthropological archaeology’s rallying cries, also employed by processualists, was: ‘Archaeology is anthropology or it is nothing’ (Willey and Phillips 1958). The sense of this slogan was that in order for archaeology to move beyond limited matters of dating, description, and classification of cultures and materials and move into the arena of explanation and theory, it needed to focus on the full range of anthropological questions concerning the explanation of cultural variability and similarity across space and time. A critical point to observe in this agenda is the seeds that sowed the possibility of critique of the Saxe-Binford approach from within the processualist ranks: ethnographic analogy and ethnoarchaeology. Students of the ‘New Archaeology’ were deliberately encouraged to enter the classes of cultural anthropologists and urged to steep themselves in ethnographic literature for several reasons: (1) most often to hunt for interpretive insight and theoretical inspiration in ethnographic analogies, and (2) to find societies that could be useful to ‘beef-up’ the (statistical) sample size needed for detecting patterns in material culture and behaviour in the hunt for cultural processes, or (cultural) laws comparable to those of the natural sciences. Indeed, Saxe’s hypotheses concerning mortuary practices and social complexity were ‘tested against ethnographic data from three societies’ (Rakita and Buikstra 2005: 3, emphasis added). Additionally, when ethnographers did not supply information needed by archaeologists, archaeologists resorted to becoming ethnographers themselves, albeit ethnoarchaeologists with delimited problem foci and limited time in the field.

A sustained focus on materiality has been both archaeology’s strength and its occasional blind spot. Materials can be measured along many dimensions, but if they can be stripped of their cultural veneer to leave behind the ‘real matter’, then one can compare apples to oranges, Hawaiian feathered capes and deep-sea delicacies to Mississippian copper ear spools and bears’ teeth (Peebles and Kus 1977), for example, along dimensions of quantity, cost of procurement, rareness, skill, and time needed to produce, etc. Such materials occurring in mortuary contexts can subsequently be quantitatively evaluated and compared according to a self-evident piece of logic that equates expenditure of time and labour with status of individual interred. But this agenda and this argument was early called into question, in part from a critique generated internally within processualism that came from archaeologists’ familiarity with ethnographies that speak not only of objects and practices but of indigenous logic and belief as well. One of the early internal critiques of processualist analysis of mortuary data came from Braun, a student of second-generation processualists. Speaking the language of processualists, Braun argued that the symbolic (and consequently cultural) aspects of material culture could not be dismissed: ‘the relationship between a symbol and its referent is, by definition, abstract rather than directly representational’ (1981: 411). He went on to alert archaeologists to the fact that their analyses were ‘interpretive’ (culturally and contextually coloured) rather than self-evidently descriptive: ‘the criticisms… illustrate simply that every decision taken during an analysis constitutes a premise in an interpretive argument. And the credibility of an interpretation depends not only on the argument’s formal validity, but on the credibility of its individual premises’ (1981: 412). The internal critiques continued. Some were cautionary tales from various ethnographic contexts, but others arose from an enlarged field of inquiry with additional questions posed of mortuary data generated from ethnographic familiarity with alternative cultural contexts and contemporary anthropological research (e.g. Kus 1992, Beck 1995, Chesson 2001, Rakita et al. 2005).

Not only did the materials of culture used to measure social status become recognized as embedded in context and culture, but the very categories of social status that seemed straightforward and legible were called into question. Sex and gender come immediately to mind as an example. ‘Obviously’ gendered items of material culture have been found to be ambiguously gendered: modified and disassembled atlatls, or spear throwers, have been found buried with women (identified anatomically) in North America during the Woodland period (approximately 1000 BCE to 1000 CE) (Doucette 2001); archaeologists have found harpoon heads and snow knives buried with Inuit women, and ulus, or women’s knives, buried with Inuit men (Crass 2001: 115); spear points with alternative wear patterns have been found in burials of women of Iron Age Europe (Arnold and Wicker 2001: xv). This observed ‘mutability’ of material culture complements the more important contribution of feminist archaeologists to the study of mortuary remains and practices: the recognition that gender is a socially constructed category (e.g. Arnold and Wicker 2001). So the materials and the categories of mortuary analysis originally favoured by processualism, rather than constituting a docile domain of data amenable to being ‘read’ as information with the aid of statistics to reveal patterns in their signalling, came to be revealed as a more contestable arena of culturally embedded and symbolically constituted information that demanded ‘interpretive reading’. Such grounded appreciations of the domain of the symbolic and cultural interpretive context, coming from the ranks of processualists (and their sympathizers) complemented critiques that arose from the high theoretical propositions characteristic of early post-processualists. The complementarity of these critiques echoes Robb’s statement: ‘the question [became] not whether we can find symbols archaeologically, but whether we can find anything cultural that is not symbolic’ (1998: 331).

FOOLS RUSH IN WHERE THE DEVIL IS IN THE MATERIAL AND SYMBOLIC DETAILS
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Interpretive theories were ushered into mortuary studies both by students originally trained within processualism and by post-processualists. The signs and symbols of tombs, bodies, objects, and, more recently, landscapes became open to symbolic, semiotic, and structuralist interpretation, and the use and place of such signs and symbols in mortuary rituals became available as ‘texts’ for readings.

To aid in the reading and interpretation of individual symbols and signs archaeologists have used a repertoire of oppositions culled from anthropological, literary, and other sources: wet and dry, hot and cold, dissolution and re-aggregation, chaos and order, degeneration and regeneration, individuation and communization, etc. Obviously the challenge is to demonstrate how these qualities are made materially manifest in the remains of mortuary practices. One early heuristic approach that can facilitate an initial appreciation of this challenge is Victor Turner’s (1980) suggestion that we understand symbols as ranged along a continuum that runs from a ‘physiological (or orectic) pole’ at one end to a ‘normative (or ideological) pole’ at the other end. Turner offered that there are elements of the physiological pole that are sensually and physiologically ‘evocative’ candidates for symbols in almost every culture. Blood and semen he argued, for instance, elicit affective responses; they are not met with indifference. Certainly, as we continue along the continuum we would expect to find ‘natural symbols’ that demand attention: sunrises and sunsets, lightning, dramatic landscapes, dangerous animals, etc. The pole that lies at the opposite end, the normative pole, is the gathering place for symbols that are highly arbitrary, from a cultural point of view. Examples would include symbols signifying loyalty to a matrilineage or to a nation state, and symbols attached to a religion or a god. Turner suggested that a symbol of the normative pole gains its evocative strength and compelling connotations for members of a culture from the grafting of symbols from the physiological pole onto the normative symbol, primarily through ritual, but also through socialization and daily practice (aligning with post-processual concerns about practice, habitus, and agency). Turner’s heuristic might allow us to understand recurring symbols associated with death that reference flesh, decay, bones, cold, silence, etc. and their relation to culturally specific ‘ideological symbols’ that reference society, community, power, gender relations, etc. One might even think of the relationship between Turner’s physiological symbols and normative symbols in terms of the relationship of ‘biological death’ to ‘social death’. Were things so simple, archaeological interpretation of symbols would be straightforward, but there are at least two challenging recent anthropological caveats to Turner’s heuristic that complicate matters: (1) the choice of the term ‘physiological’ is somewhat problematic as it temporarily distracts us from the fact that some of the most basic symbols in a society can be cultural materials whose symbolic significance is perhaps the most ‘invisible’ to outsiders because they appear to be mundane and ubiquitous in their presence: woven materials, corn, canoes, etc. (e.g. Davis 2001: 64–6, Kus 2006: 111–13); (2) an additional caveat is that ‘natural symbols’ and ‘physiological symbols’ may reference a seemingly self-evident domain of materials and phenomena such as blood, bones, stars, sunset, or stone. Yet the meanings assigned to such materials and phenomena are ultimately culturally determined, and thus not necessarily immediately or easily accessible through empathy or logic shared across humanity. For the Oglala (Sioux) the circle (of the sun, the moon, the tree, the teepee, the encampment) is the representation of life, while stone, inert and irregular in shape, represents chaos and death (Radin 1957). Such symbolism seems immediately understandable to most of us. For the Merina of Madagascar it is stone that is the most celestial of terrestrial elements, representing ‘fossilized’ lightning that was sent by ‘Sky’ in battle against his brother ‘Earth’. Consequently, certain sacred boulders protected the feet of sovereigns, who were considered to be living and ‘Visible Gods’, from touching the soil. Certain standing stones continue to guarantee the vibrant memory of oral traditions and customs; and other stones used in tomb construction protect the fertile and vital force of the ancestors (Kus and Raharijaona 1998). Even the most ‘obvious’ of symbols are not so cross-culturally obvious.

Individual multivalent symbols used in metonymy, simile, or synecdoche can be clustered into metaphors. Certain metaphors seem recurrent in the conceptualization of death. Several of the more cross-culturally salient metaphors of death would appear to be death understood as ‘journey’ and death understood as ‘rebirth’. Such metaphors in turn serve larger cultural conceptual schema, or world views. Perhaps the most referenced and researched by anthropologists and archaeologists (e.g. Humphreys and King 1981, Bloch and Parry 1982) are those schema proposed by Frazer (1922) concerning death and renewal/rejuvenation, by Malinowski (e.g. 2004) concerning social disruption and social reconstitution, by Hertz (2004) concerning death and transformation, and by van Gennep (1960) concerning rites of passage and moments of liminality. Beyond the clustering of symbols in support of metaphor and then further structuring into schema dealing with cultural understandings of death, Hertz (1970) and Humphreys (1981), among others (including Raharijaona and Kus 2001), remind us that death is itself part of a larger context of a cultural whole. ‘Death provides occasions and materials for a symbolic discourse on life’ (Humphreys 1981: 9). The challenges of ‘reading’ the significance of each of these levels of the constructing and structuring of world view in vestiges of material culture, ritual residue, etc. of mortuary practices is not to be taken lightly. Symbols challenge us in their ambiguity, polysemy, and interrelatedness, and archaeologists such as Ashmore and Geller have additionally come to understand that ‘mortuary remains have lost their signalling innocence, and we risk overinferring symbolic messaging where none may have been intended’ (2005: 83); conversely we risk missing information if we do not pay attention to the significance of ‘apparent lack of patterning’ (2005: 83; emphasis in the original). Other archaeologists employing perspectives that include theories of performance and agency bring to our attention the fact that humans not only employ symbols to recreate meaning in formulaic fashion in mortuary rituals, but also deploy symbols in social disputations among the living, disputations ranging from the interpretations of symbol and philosophy to the assignation and distribution of prestige, wealth, and power.

Reading symbols, interpreting alternative philosophies, and following the calculating logic of power plays among the living who stand to inherit power, prestige, and/or wealth from the deceased appear to some as a bit antiseptic, tending towards the classic separation of mind from ‘body and soul’ (e.g. Kus 1992, Tarlow 1999, Meskell 2000, Nilsson Stutz 2003). Indeed, with emotion and physical expression so apparently elemental, so embedded in our ‘readings’ of death and mortuary practice, we are reminded of Turner’s appreciation of the emotional charge of symbols critical to their role as incentives to thought and action, and critical to their effectiveness (or lack of) in ritual activity. Consequently, the phenomenological and the existential have necessarily found their way into the problem foci and vocabulary of a number of archaeologists studying death and mortuary ritual. Our materiality/physical experience/bodies cannot be separated, despite our best attempts with vernacular language and theoretical terminology, from senses, feelings, and emotions. Yet, even in this realm where senses and emotions would appear to be a secure referential base, our ‘hard-wired’ primate heritage, anthropologists have troubled the interpretative waters. Emotions are ‘unnatural’ (Lutz 1988) in that their experiencing is culturally kneaded according to indigenous psychologies, to the point that death’s silence, its social disruption, can be a call to social reaffirmation through consensual intimate sensuality (Raharijaona and Kus 2001). Senses are not only ‘shifting sensorium’ (Ong 1977) but powerful triggers for memory (e.g. Proust’s madeleines and memories in In Search of Lost Time). Consider the sense of smell. The olfactory bulb is part of the brain’s limbic system, the system associated with memory and feeling. The smell of a decaying dead body is rarely experienced by Europeans and Euro-Americans. If experienced, it is most often a dr/tr/aumatic experience that they might never associate with ‘nostalgia’ (Kus 1992). One might ask if smell, as experience, symbol, and memory trigger, is a significant lacuna in archaeological study of death and mortuary practices.

Risking simplification it might be possible to understand the contemporary archaeological study of death and mortuary ritual as encompassing both (1) the classical and enduring challenge to explain cultural similarities and differences across space and time in the understanding of death and in mortuary practices and (2) the more recent efforts to understand and appreciate how the senses, emotions, and the symbolic are implicated in cultural experiences, understandings, imaginings, and practices surrounding death. What is critical to appreciate concerning these two challenges is that the first challenge of cross-cultural comparison, which traditionally appeared to be straightforward, has been revealed to be dependent upon meeting the second challenge, appreciating the cultural and historical details of embodied human practice awash and entangled in senses, sentiments, and symbols, as well as logical appreciations and calculations.

This discussion began with a reflection on how we all start from our own experiences as a basis of understanding and empathizing with others. The challenge that faces us as we move within and beyond our cultural and historical context is to appreciate the limits of our imagination, limits which are not only ‘intellectual’ but phenomenological and experiential as well (e.g. Rosaldo 1993: 1–21). Archaeologists have always engaged with cross-cultural and ethnographic materials, but they have most often done this with an intellectualist theoretical hubris. If the senses, emotions, and symbols, thanks to the work of social and cultural anthropologists, are now understood to be deeply ensconced in the imbroglio of cultural experience and expression, this demands an appreciation of anthropology and ethnographic experience, not as data easily amenable to categorization and use in analogy, but rather as an incitement to the archaeological imagination beyond the limits of our immediate experiences, expressions, understandings, and even cultural imaginings.

THE HEREAFTER
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Introducing symbols in all their multi-vocality and ambiguity, embracing emotion, sensuality, performance, and agency, facing culture and history as situation and context, it is as if archaeologists have opened Pandora’s box (actually, jar) of challenges and have come face to face with the limits to their understanding of death and mortuary practices. Yet, one needs to remember that Pandora’s curiosity was ultimately assuaged with the hope that lay at the bottom of the jar when all the ills contained therein had been released. However, there are a number of challenges still to flow out of the jar that face archaeologists as they continue to explore problem foci involving symbols, interpretation, phenomenology, etc.

(1) Archaeologists should not forget that the domain of the symbolic is not only one of the (cerebral) abstract sign, but also one of (the materiality, sensuality, and affectivity of) icon and index (e.g. Knappett 2005, Kus 2006). Symbols can be powerfully evocative and ritual can convince, but symbol and ritual can also fall flat or stir alternative sentiments. In order to understand symbolic efficaciousness archaeologists need to go beyond ‘reading’ symbols and world view according to restrictive linguistic models and consider existential, experiential, and phenomenological issues, including socialization into belief and sensuous practice, primary orality (Ong 1977), radical empiricism (Jackson 1989), etc. ‘Symbolic efficaciousness’ (borrowing language from Augé 1979) is also critical to understanding the manner (including ease or difficulty) in which symbols and elements of world view concerning mortuary practice can be created, co-opted, and deployed in struggles between individuals and factions (e.g. Kus and Raharijaona 1998).

(2) Most cultures understand death as part of a larger whole; consequently ‘a mortuary site is not… just a repository for the dead or for information about the dead—it is a window with a much wider view of their world’ (Charles 2005: 19). This should encourage archaeologists to look beyond the domain of mortuary ritual and paraphernalia to find symbolic and material complementarity and redundancy to aid their interpretive efforts. Yet they need to be wary of classical presumptions as to the constitution of that larger whole. Hopi women wear their winding-cloth as a robe in marriage ceremonies, a cloth marked by corn tassels and red thread signifying the blood associated with fertility. In rural Greece as well there are ‘parallelisms between wedding and death ritual’ (Palgi and Abramovitch 1984: 392). Some tombs in the central highlands of Madagascar can be contaminated by suffering and death, but not desecrated by the play of children as they walk and sit atop them (Kus and Raharijaona 2001; see Fig. 5.2). These are just a few examples of alterity that challenge many of our limited cultural imaginings.

(3) Not only are ‘imaginings’ challenged by anthropological data, but our supposed empathic apparatuses (senses and emotions) have been revealed to be culturally crafted as well. ‘Shifting sensorium’ was used by Ong to draw our attention to the fact that ‘[c]ultures vary greatly in their exploitation of the various senses and the way in which they relate their conceptual apparatus to the various senses’ (1977: 3). Additionally, emotions are not invariant across cultures. They have been shown to be ‘unnatural’ (e.g. Lutz 1988, Rosaldo 1993), that is, ‘emotional meaning is fundamentally structured by particular cultural systems and particular social and material environments’ (Lutz 1988: 5). Emotions are differentially subject to cultural explanation in terms of how they are experienced and expressed: who has the right to feel and express various emotions, how the emotional states are evaluated, in which (causal) situations various emotions are generated, and what can moderate or obliterate an emotion (e.g. Levy 1973). The cultural crafting of affectivity concerning death will need fuller exploration as archaeologists continue to address emotion in their interpretive frameworks.

(4) Let us return to the material mote in the eyes of archaeologists. Archaeologists are familiar with a range of what would appear to be self-evident material transformations in mortuary ritual: from wet to dry (Hertz 2004), from individual remains to collective bundles, etc. The work of the cultural anthropologist, Briggs, among the Inuit reveals a remarkable material malleability in not only how the Inuit handle materials, but how they handle their bodies as well, including the mutability of gender. Their tombs seem to be highly malleable as well (Crass 2001). Briggs’s work, along with new archaeological perspectives on ‘materiality’ itself (e.g. Meskell 2005b), should give archaeologists additional interpretive pause as they come to recognize ‘the unstable terrain of interrelationships between sociality, temporality, spatiality, and materiality’ (Meskell 2005a: 2).
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FIG. 5.2 Children in central Madagascar playing by the tomb of their ancestors

(5) When the models for archaeological problem foci and theory were derived from models of the natural sciences, then archaeological writing style conformed to that of the style of the natural sciences. Now that archaeologists speak about materialities, emotions, senses, agency, performance, etc., the choice of style of writing is back on the table for continued discussion (e.g. Tarlow 1999). Minimally, attention should be given to a careful and powerful choice of abstract theoretical vocabulary that is grounded in the materiality of archaeology and the textures of ethnographic experience, as well as personal experience.

CONCLUSION: DEATH IS NO SIGN OF GUILT; LIFE IS NO PROOF OF INNOCENCE—A MALAGASY PROVERB (HOULDER 1960: 182)
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Processualism helped put archaeological data and the empirical and analytical strengths of archaeologists (i.e. attention to refining methodology, including attention to ‘formation processes’ critical to understanding the archaeological record) to use in answering a wide range of social theoretical questions. Yet processualism tended to favour theories that privileged the material and the pragmatic as explanatory principles. Post-processualism forced archaeologists (1) to recognize that the societies they study are not only ‘situated’ in time, space, and environment, but also in social and historical contexts, and (2) to take seriously the mediation of the symbolic and of ‘meaning’ in the actions of individuals and societies that created the archaeological record. Yet post-processualist pronouncements armed with powerful and nuanced theoretical abstractions often lacked substantiation at the level of rich cultural details of radical alterity. Both traditions’ uses of ethnographic materials were most often opportune and delimited. The question is no longer to deny or defend these traditions, but rather to value how they have helped archaeologists come to understand the immense field of questions, problem foci, cultures (contemporary and past), and theoretical perspectives that can inform archaeological appreciations of the subject before us: human and social responses to and understandings of death. What is equally important is that archaeologists with increasing anthropological insight into the appreciation of cultural alterity and with the means to explore deep cultural alterity make their contributions to cross-disciplinary discussions heard and additionally valued for both their methodological cleverness and their theoretical perspicacity and gregariousness.
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This essay, originally published in French in 1907, brings to our attention the fact that death is not instantaneous. It further discusses the strategy of double burials (and the transition from ‘wet to dry’) used by many societies as they confront the challenge that individual biological deaths bring to the immortality of the social collective.

Howe, D. (ed.) 1991. The Varieties of Sensory Experience: A Sourcebook in the Anthropology of the Senses. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

The wide range of essays from a number of disciplines allows us to appreciate how our senses are shaped by culture, how they are differentially valued across cultures (and even historically variable in Western culture), and how we sensually become bearers of our cultures.

Jackson, M. 1989. Paths toward a Clearing. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

The chapters ‘Knowledge of the Body’ and ‘Thinking through the Body’, in particular, discuss a ‘radical empiricism’ and phenomenology that offer an important alternative to more linguistic-based models of interpreting cultural meaning.

Kus, S., and Raharijaona, V. 2000. House to Palace, Village to State: Scaling up Architecture and Ideology. American Anthropologist 102(1): 98–113.

This essay uses ethnographic and archaeological data from Madagascar to argue that the co-optation of local symbols and systems of knowledge for ideological ends is neither fortuitous nor gratuitous. This argument has implications for those discussing agency and disputation in mortuary rituals.

Lakoff, G., and Johnson, M. 1980. Metaphors We Live By. Chicago: University of Chicago Press

The central argument of this book is that metaphors are not exclusive to poetry, but rather metaphors structure ‘our’ experiences and that there are complex coherences across metaphors that in turn have entailments for how we perceive, think, and act. Clearly this argument, whose ‘our’ is primarily limited to Anglo-American society, has interesting implications if extended to other cultures.

Lutz, C. 1988. Unnatural Emotions: Everyday Sentiments on a Micronesian Atoll and their Challenge to Western Theory. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

While it is worth reading the entire book, the Introduction and Conclusion are useful to appreciating the strong claim that emotional experience is ‘unnatural’, that is, it is culturally constructed.

Meskell, L. (ed.) 2005b. Archaeologies of Materiality. Malden, Mass.: Blackwell.

This volume forces us to bring into focus our supposed transparent ‘materialism’ and recognize that the ‘things’ we use to ‘know a people’ elude containment by our classic taxonomies (of material, morphology, and technique) and trouble our social theoretical categories (e.g., utilitarian, symbolic, political).

Oakdale, S. 2005. Forgetting the Dead, Remembering Enemies. In: G. Rakita, J. Buikstra, L. Beck, and S. Williams (eds) Interacting with the Dead: Perspectives on Mortuary Archaeology for the New Millennium. Gainesville, Fla.: University of Florida: 107–23.

While we are accustomed to viewing death as a transformation of the material (e.g. wet to dry, individual bones to collective ashes), for the Kayabi of the Amazon (Brazil), death brings about a transformation, not so much of substance, but rather of perspective. This is a fascinating ethnographic study useful to challenging our imaginings of other understandings and experiences of death.

Parker Pearson, M. 1999. The Archaeology of Death and Burial. College Station, TX: University Press Texas A&M.

Among its many merits, this volume offers an extended thematically organized discussion of the processualist and the post-processualist arguments about and approaches to the study of death and burial.

Robb, J. 1998. The Archaeology of Symbols. Annual Review of Anthropology 27: 329–46.

An excellent review of how the study of symbols by archaeologists is both rich and contentious.

Rosaldo, R. 1993. Introduction: Grief and a Headhunter’s Rage. In: Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis. Boston: Beacon Press: 1–21.

In this chapter the author forces us to face the cultural limits of our imagination and individual experience in attempting to understand the grief of another in face of death, in this case, the grief of the Ilongot of the Philippines who traditionally expressed their grief through headhunting practices.

Tarlow, S. 2000. Emotion in Archaeology. Current Anthropology 41(5): 713–46.
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Turner, V. 1980. Encounter with Freud: The Making of a Comparative Symbologist. In: D. Spindler (ed.) The Making of Psychological Anthropology. Berkeley: University of California Press: 558–83.

In this essay Turner discusses his heuristic of arranging symbols along a continuum from the physiological pole to the normative/ideological pole and his understanding of how symbols and ritual are persuasive.
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THE NATURE OF THE EVIDENCE
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CHAPTER 6
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THE BIOARCHAEOLOGY OF HEALTH AND WELL-BEING

Its Contribution to Understanding the Past
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CHARLOTTE ROBERTS

INTRODUCTION
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Palaeopathology is defined as the study of ancient disease in human remains from archaeological sites. It is a part of bioarchaeology, or the study of human remains, and it is one aspect of those remains that can be explored. However, palaeopathology alone cannot fully describe disease and health in our ancestors’ lives. Its meaning is interpreted along with related data such as age at death, biological sex, ancestry, measurements of specific bones, and non-metric traits. The whole biological dataset is then interpreted with reference to funerary contextual data and relevant information about the population’s lives that can be gleaned from the archaeological record (artefacts, ecofacts, and structures—see Larsen and Milner 1994, Larsen 1997, Grauer and Stuart-Macadam 1998, Arcini 1999, Steckel and Rose 2002, Roberts and Cox 2003, Oxenham and Tayles 2005, Gowland and Knüsel 2006, Cohen and Crane-Kramer 2007, Grainger et al. 2008, for some examples). Certain specific sites may also have contemporary historical documentation that can help final interpretations (e.g. Molleson and Cox 1993: 18th-19th century Christchurch, Spitalfields, London; Grainger et al. 2008: 14th century Black Death cemetery in London). The key message is that palaeopathology is one piece of a jigsaw puzzle which, along with age at death, sex, gender, and ancestry, composes an aspect of a person’s ‘identity’. The study of any archaeological data associated with human remains cannot ignore the contribution that paleopathology can make.

Today, being healthy is essential to enjoy life and contribute to the society in which you live. Conversely, being unhealthy affects normal function and makes daily life challenging. One can argue that our ancestors would have experienced both healthy and unhealthy times in their lives, as we do, but that they were not as fortunate as ourselves in having effective health care systems in place to deal with the unhealthy times. Of course, today in parts of the developed world there are less fortunate groups in society that can suffer extremes of poverty, for various reasons, which compromise their health. Likewise, in the developing world in some areas and in some communities, health care systems have not yet developed to the extent that everyone has access to diagnosis, care, and treatment when they need it. Furthermore, even if it is available, many cannot access help because they are poor, cannot travel to clinics, or have different medical beliefs that do not allow them to utilize ‘western medicine’. In the past many of these features of societies today would have affected availability and access to treatment for those who suffered compromised health.

This chapter aims to explore the contribution that the bioarchaeology of health and disease (palaeopathology) has made and is making to archaeology as a discipline. This will enable academic scholars and the public alike to appreciate its value to both understanding the history of disease and the relevant socio-cultural variables that have shaped who we are today. Due to the constraints of the length of this chapter, it should be noted that the main focus is on the UK, even though it is recognized that the rest of the world has made substantial contributions to palaeopathology (see Buikstra and Roberts 2012). However, reference to work in other parts of the world is also made.

HISTORY OF STUDY OF THE BIOARCHAEOLOGY OF HEALTH
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Palaeopathology has had a long history in the world, beginning with the recording of pathological changes in non-human bones in the 19th century (see Aufderheide and Rodríguez Martín 1998, Buikstra and Roberts 2012). Later scholars developed this interest in mummified human remains (Aufderheide 2000) and still later in human skeletal remains. Much early work was of the ‘case study’ type approach where an individual mummy or skeleton was the focus, with very little attention being paid to the context of the remains or their importance in the wider understanding of the society in which the person lived. This perhaps reflects the dominance of the discipline by medical doctors, dentists, and anatomists; this situation was not surprising considering the nature of the subject matter, but it was not long before physical anthropologists in both Europe and North America began to take more population-based approaches to understanding past health and welfare.

However, a major influence in how palaeopathology developed in the UK came in the 1980s and 1990s when specific education and training at master’s and PhD levels became more widely available for graduates, especially in archaeology and anthropology (Roberts 2006, Roberts 2012). It was also at this time that there began to be a move away from the recording of disease in individual skeletons for curiosity’s sake. This began to be replaced by a much more question-and-hypothesis-driven population-based approach, where larger samples of skeletons became the focus. In addition, more emphasis was placed on contex-tualizing the skeletal data so that the observed patterns of disease could be better understood, and those with little or no knowledge of palaeopathology could appreciate its use for understanding the past. Indeed, while age at death, biological sex, ethnicity, and gender have been described and discussed as aspects of ‘identity’ for some years now in archaeology, anthropology, and bioarchaeology (e.g. Knudson and Stojanowski 2009), disease is another aspect that needs to be included, although one can argue that most palaeopathologists do consider it as a component part of ‘identity’; many just do not explicitly use the term (Roberts 2011).

There now exists a ‘healthy’ discipline of bioarchaeology in the UK, supported by training, relatively more employment prospects, a fascinated public, and a national organization founded in 1998 representing interests (British Association for Biological Anthropology and Osteoarchaeology; see <http://www.babao.org.uk/>). In North America, the study of palaeopathology has a deeper history (see Buikstra and Beck 2006) and a national body founded in 1913 (American Association of Physical Anthropologists; see <http://www.physanth.org/>). Many of the early practitioners had medical backgrounds, but there were also many scholars being trained in anthropology, including physical anthropology, and many of those developed a good background in recognizing, recording and interpreting evidence for disease. It was here that an emphasis on question-driven, population-based, and contextual studies of health were initially emphasized. Mays (1997, 2010) illustrates this point in his comparison of North American and UK publications.

HOW IS ILL HEALTH STUDIED IN HUMAN SKELETAL REMAINS?
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Whilst it is recognized that there are some parts of the world where complete bodies have been recovered from archaeological sites (see Aufderheide 2000), in the UK the majority of our ancestors’ remains are preserved and excavated as inhumation and cremation burials. Occasionally bodies deposited in peat bogs have been found (e.g. Lindow Man; see Stead et al. 1986), but for the purposes of this chapter the focus is on the study of disease in skeletal remains. While pathological changes can be identified in cremated bone (McKinley 1994), the majority of evidence derives from inhumed burials.

Macroscopic Recording

To be able to record evidence for disease, it is first necessary to be able to recognize abnormal bones and teeth, and therefore having an excellent knowledge of the appearance of the normal human skeleton is essential. The bones of the skeleton can only react in a limited number of ways to disease and those are bone formation and destruction, or a combination of both (Figs. 6.1 and 6.2). Likewise, the teeth and jaws may be affected by destructive changes (e.g. dental caries or abcess) or addition of material such as dental plaque. Those changes are recorded on the bones of the skeleton (or teeth in the case of dental disease) and, by referring to clinical data on how diseases affect the skeleton, the distribution pattern of the changes are considered in order to generate a number of possible disease (differential) diagnoses. That list may be long, especially if the skeleton is fragmentary, and it has not been possible to record all the bones and teeth because some have been damaged or lost during burial. However, one has to assume that the disease-related bone changes described in modern clinical texts would have been the same in the past. This initial descriptive text is an essential prerequisite for future work, not least because, if the skeleton is ultimately reburied, the description and images will be all that is left as a record for consultation or reinterpretation.
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FIG. 6.1 Example of bone formation fusing together four vertebrae (normally each vertebra is separate in life, apart from the soft tissues that ‘bind’ them together)
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FIG. 6.2 Example of bone destruction on the head of a femur in joint degeneration (the surface would normally be smooth and not pitted as here (osteoarthritis))

Sometimes a specific disease may be diagnosed (e.g. vitamin C deficiency, or scurvy), but often it is not possible to be so specific and thus only a ‘category’ of disease may be attributed to the lesions (e.g. ‘joint disease’ rather than a specific disease such as rheumatoid arthritis). It is tempting for many to try to assign a specific disease, but very often this is just not possible. Nevertheless, studies have shown that bioarchaeologists generally feel more comfortable in assigning a general category of disease to bone changes rather than making a specific diagnosis (Miller et al. 1996). One other key point to make relates to the problems of inferring ‘health’ from the skeleton—the ‘osteological paradox’ (Wood et al. 1992). Most bone damage as a result of disease is chronic and well healed when seen in skeletal remains. It can therefore be argued that those skeletons with evidence of disease in the form of chronic lesions are those who survived the acute stages to develop bone damage (they are the ‘healthy ones’ in a population). Those with no lesions were unhealthy because they died, but they did not have any bone changes to be observed; they may have died from a soft tissue disease such as plague or cholera which does not affect the skeleton. One also has to remember that a person’s immune system strength determines whether they first contract a health problem, and second whether they develop bone changes as a result. If a person or population has not been exposed to a disease before, for example an infection, their immune system will not be able to fight the infection and they may therefore die very quickly before any bone changes can occur. If their immune system is strong and resistant to the infection, then they may survive the acute stages and live long enough to develop bone changes. Thus, interpretation of the data collected for disease is not easy.

Once the data have been gathered, it is important to present it in a specific way so as not to over- or underestimate frequency rates for disease (Waldron 1994). Although this method can underestimate frequency, presenting the number of bones or teeth affected, compared to the number observed, addresses the issue of preservation: not every skeleton from an archaeological site is complete (Fig. 6.3). However, it is also important to present the number of individuals affected by a disease that affects a specific part of the body, by giving the number of individuals affected with the part preserved for observation (e.g. 100 skeletons have the left femur head preserved and 50 have osteoarthritis of the femur head, i.e. a 50% frequency). It is also important to note that all disease processes produce specific signs and symptoms and have particular predisposing factors which allow palaeopathologists to develop both an individual and population-based ‘experience of disease’, or a ‘health identity’; this enables the assessment of the impact of a person and population’s environment on their health and how ill health affected the socio-economic and political situation in any one community. In turn this is made possible by considering the evidence for disease with reference to archaeological data from the site in question (artefacts, eco-facts or environmental evidence, and structures) and to relevant contemporary written and artistic data, if available. This is essential if the health data is to help us understand the past. The health experience of people in the past is much better appreciated if both an individual and population experience is considered, and the skeletal remains that are analysed are treated as once living human beings, and not just ‘specimens’ or ‘cases’. There is in bioarchaeology, unfortunately, a tendency for bioarchaeologists to become the doctor, dentist, or anatomist and take a rather specialist and partial approach, rather than appreciating that these ‘remains’ were once living, breathing, eating, working people. The use of appropriate terminology is thus advocated so that our predecessors do not become mere objects of curiosity.

[image: image]

FIG. 6.3 Frequency of three dental diseases according to teeth/tooth sockets available for study, i.e. preserved, from 4000 BC (Neolithic) to AD 1850 (post-medieval) in Britain; pooled data

Source: Roberts and Cox (2003).

Studies of large populations provide a broader view of past health than an individual skeleton. However, an example of a study based around one skeleton illustrates the process one must take to interpret the skeletal evidence. Hawkey (1998) describes pathological lesions representing juvenile chronic arthritis in an adult skeleton dated to the 16th-17th century AD from New Mexico, USA. By referring to clinical data on this disease and how it affects a person, she produced an ‘osteobiography’. This was used to reconstruct how much limitation of joint movement and impairment would have been present when the man died in adulthood, and it was suggested that he would have relied on help from his community during his later years.

Destructive Techniques of Analysis

Beyond macroscopic analysis of evidence for disease in human remains, there are other more sophisticated analytical methods that can be used to detect disease, but these are often destructive and expensive. They include looking for relevant diagnostic microscopic features in sections of teeth and bones (histology), and using radiography, particularly ‘plain films’, as has been used in hospitals in the West for many years. Plain film radiography is now being replaced by digital radiography, but essentially these radiographic techniques are non-destructive and inexpensive. However, increasingly the more costly computed tomography is being used for diagnosis of disease and applied both to whole preserved bodies but also to skeletal remains (e.g. Pernter et al. 2007). Furthermore, in the past 15 years or so, identifying diseases people suffered in the past is increasingly being achieved using ancient pathogen DNA (aDNA) analysis (e.g. Stone 2008). While stable isotope analyses to explore mobility and diet have also become very commonplace in the UK in recent years (e.g. Katzenberg 2008), these methods are not considered here. However, both are relevant to understanding patterns of past disease.

Poor diets compromise immune systems and make people more susceptible to developing disease; similarly mobility of people leads to disease transmission and people in the past would also have encountered new diseases to which they were not resistant when they moved or came into contact with new populations (Larson et al. 2004; see also World Health Organization at <http://www.who.int/ith/en/>). However, linking diet and mobility to disease in palaeopathology has rarely been carried out (but see Millard et al. 2005, Richards and Montgomery 2012).

Biomolecular Analyses

There are many examples of the use of histology and ancient pathogen DNA analysis to diagnose disease. First, it should be emphasized that both these methods are destructive in nature, meaning that a sample of bone or a tooth is needed for analysis. Therefore, either should only be used in palaeopathology if it is the only method that can give a specific diagnosis, or if a specific question or hypothesis being posed cannot be tackled using any other method. The (possibly virus-related) condition of Paget’s disease is a case in point. This condition generates a lot of very rapid bone formation and destruction, affecting many bones of the skeleton, and is seen especially in older men today (Resnick and Niwayama 1995). Bone formation and bone destruction nevertheless can occur in many disease processes. Thus, its diagnosis rests on analysis of the microscopic and radiographic appearances of bone sections, a process that has been achieved on a number of occasions in palaeopathology (Aaron et al. 1992). Roches et al. (2002) more recently describe their detailed radiographic and histological analysis of two skeletons from Normandy dated to the 4th and 11th centuries AD suspected to have this condition. Both methods confirmed the macroscopic observations, adding to the scarce evidence of this disease globally, but supporting the suggestion that this was (and still is) a Northern European problem.

In terms of ancient pathogen DNA analysis, the target for analysis is the DNA of the pathogen (bacteria, virus etc.), which can be achieved by analysing a sample of bone or a tooth. The first reliable indication that pathogen DNA survived in ancient human remains came in 1994 (Salo et al. 1994) when a mummified body from South America was analysed. A soft tissue sample from this individual, likely suffering from the infectious disease tuberculosis, was analysed for evidence of tuberculous bacterial DNA; positive results were found. Since then, there has been a plethora of papers published on the identification of various diseases using this analytical technique, mainly in individual skeletons, for example malaria (Taylor et al. 1997), plague (Wiechmann and Grupe 2005), leprosy (Taylor et al. 2000), and (mostly) tuberculosis (e.g. Fletcher et al. 2003); occasionally negative results are also published (e.g. Bouwman and Brown 2005), which is equally important for this developing discipline. This methodological development potentially enables an insight into the real frequency of disease in a population, the identification of soft tissue diseases, observation of disease in people with no bone changes (because they suffered a soft tissue disease or died before any bone damage occurred), and diagnosis of a disease when the bone changes are very non-specific. In the past few years scholars are also starting to look at the strains/subtypes of organisms causing disease, for example to distinguish whether a person was affected by the human (Mycobacterium tuberculosis) or bovine (Mycobacterium bovis) strain of tuberculosis (Stone et al. 2009; see also a current project at Durham University <http://www.dur.ac.uk/archaeology/research/projects/?mode=project&id=353>). Analyses can suggest regions of difference and patterns of variation within the DNA of the tuberculous bacteria (Stone et al. 2009). For example, Mays et al. (2001) found M. tb rather than M. bovis was present in individuals buried at the late medieval rural site of Wharram Percy in England. Furthermore, Zink et al. (2004) found both M. tb and M. africanum in individuals buried in Egypt between 2050 and 1650 BC. They noted that the later burials were affected by Mycobacterium africanum, the organism from the M. tuberculosis complex that is mainly responsible for TB today in Africa. More recently, an analysis of seminomadic pastoralist individuals from Aymyrlyg, Siberia with tuberculous bone changes (4th century BC to 4th century AD) distinguished between M. tb and M. bovis and reported the first evidence of ancient M. bovis affecting a human (Taylor et al. 2007, Murphy et al. 2009). However, ancient pathogen DNA analysis is not without its problems or critics, and those centre around questions of whether ancient DNA of specific pathogens potentially survives in human remains from any one cemetery site (e.g. see Reed et al. 2003), whether there has been any contamination by the DNA of modern micro-organisms (e.g. see Gilbert et al. 2006), and whether the methods used are of the required standard (e.g. see Cooper and Poinar 2000, Roberts and Ingham 2008, Wilbur et al. 2009).

Macroscopic Analyses and Standards for Recording

However, for most bioarchaeologists the ‘visual’ or ‘macroscopic’ method is the most common method of data recording used, usually because this is accessible to all and is the least expensive and technical. In the world of commercial archaeology it is usually the only method accessible because the infrastructure (time and money) is not available to pursue more sophisticated methods. The real advance in recording data macroscopically in palae-opathology was the development of standards in macroscopic recording, something that was initiated as a result of the passing of the National Museum of the American Indian Act in 1989 and the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act in the United States in 1990 (<http://www.cr.nps.gov/nagpra>). As a result of these acts, all federally funded public and private museums curating ‘cultural items’ dated to AD 1492 or later, including human remains, had to identify those ‘items’ in their collections and prepare an inventory of them. Lineal descendants (Native American tribes) were then contacted with relevant information and informed that repatriation could take place if requested. As a result of this, it was realized that a standard recording system for collecting skeletal data was necessary, particularly if human remains were to be repatriated and ultimately reburied; essentially the remains would never be accessible again for analysis (Rose et al. 1996). Standard recording of all skeletal material also allowed and allows more realistic comparisons of populations. Therefore, standards were created (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994) which were generally adopted in many other parts of the world; in the UK it was not until 2004 that ‘standards’ were published that directly applied to human remains from UK archaeological sites (Brickley and McKinley 2004). This was an important advance considering the increase in reburial of archaeological skeletal remains in recent years (see below). As an extension of these developments, the Global History of Health Project’s History of Health in Europe project (<http://global.sbs.ohio-state.edu/european_module.htm>) has adopted a standard recording system, a project that currently has data for health for over 15,000 skeletons from Europe in its database. It is hoped that in the future laboratory standards for destructive analyses may also be adopted so that data is also comparable.

PALAEOPATHOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO UNDERSTANDING THE PAST
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There are three main types of studies in palaeopathology that have been identified in the many publications about skeletal remains. These have been described by Mays (1997, 2010). These are the ‘case study’ focusing on one individual, those documenting disease frequency in a group of skeletons from a site (‘the population-based study’), and those that refer to methodological aspects of the field (‘methodological’). In terms of subject matter within paleopathology, Park et al. (2009) note that for the UK there is a current dominance in the published literature of skeletal evidence for trauma and metabolic disease (e.g. scurvy, rickets, osteoporosis) and, from a thematic point of view, scholars are tending to focus on evidence for care and treatment, and reconstructing work patterns, or even specific occupations (but see Jurmain 1999 for a balanced view). Here, some examples of each type of study will be given.

Case Studies

‘Case studies’ are those that consider individual skeletons or preserved bodies with evident disease, with the report detailing the bone changes, differential diagnoses, and often a final diagnosis of a specific disease (Anderson and Thomas 1997). Information about the site, period, and age and sex of the skeleton is also given and interpretation of all the data may be placed in the context of the geographic region, date of the site, and other similar or different sites that have revealed the same evidence. For example, the report might claim that this is the earliest example of a specific disease in the world or in a specific country, thus pushing back the earliest date previously recorded, or the skeleton may be a particularly rare example of a specific condition (for example, see Sables 2009 on a rare type of ‘dwarfism’ affecting an early medieval person from Wales). However, often ‘case studies’ merely report the find but do not go beyond the facts; this can be very limiting as a contribution to our understanding of the origin, evolution, and history of disease. However, they can be also extremely useful when more widely encompassing studies are undertaken and data is collated (e.g. Roberts and Cox 2003). In the UK ‘case studies’ remain dominant in the palae-opathological literature, especially when compared to North American studies, and this situation has not changed since the early 1990s (Mays 2010).

Methodological Studies

‘Methodological’ publications are those that underpin palaeopathology in all its guises, and the UK as for many other parts of the world has contributed much in this area, particularly in pathogen aDNA, stable isotope, and histological studies. Naturally, without sound non-subjective methods of analysis, the study of palaeopathology cannot progress, and of course analytical methods are always being developed or invented. Therefore, we can never be in a situation where we can be sure that the methods being used are the best, but they may be the best at the time the research is being done.

Some key methodological studies in palaeopathology have changed the way scholars approach the diagnosis and interpretation of pathological lesions in human remains. Furthermore, in some cases, these studies have highlighted new diagnostic criteria, made diagnosis more accurate and objective, and enabled researchers to identify more evidence of specific diseases that were not thought of as common in the past. For example, the identification of vitamin C and D deficiencies in skeletal remains, reflecting a lack of fresh fruit and vegetables in the diet, and a lack of sunlight, respectively, was limited until the development of diagnostic criteria in the late 1990s into the 21st century. Research has contributed to developing these criteria for skeletal remains using traditional (macroscopic) and histological methods (Ortner and Mays 1998, Brickley and Ives 2006). This has enabled researchers to start to recognize the (often subtle) bone changes of these conditions in the human remains they are studying. This then allows us to see how frequent these two conditions really were in the past and what this meant for the communities in question.

Population Studies

‘Population-based’ studies can take us beyond the individual experience of ill health to a more community-based understanding of how disease affects people, and why particular diseases occurred at a certain point in time in a specific group of people (defined by age at death, sex, ethnicity, etc.). This is where question-and-hypothesis-driven studies have made a real impact in bioarchaeology. This is also where data on disease is (usually) interpreted in context so that the patterns of disease observed may be explained with reference to what is known about how that community lived. Data coming from artefact analysis, environmental archaeology, and the assessment of structures where people lived and worked all provide a wealth of information on various aspects of the community’s life. This includes living conditions internally and externally, diet, economy, work, contact and conflict, trade, mobility, religious or other beliefs: all factors that would affect how healthy that community was. Unlike case studies, population studies in palaeopathology have been more frequent in North America than in the UK, and this trend does not seem to have changed for the early 1990s to the present (Mays 2010). This may be because, in the UK, most people employed in bioarchaeology tend to be working in contract archaeology and have little time to publish their work, apart from as short ‘case’ reports. There are also relatively few academics working in palaeopathology in the UK when compared to North America and, therefore, despite some publications of population studies, the quantitative impact will not be as great as for North America. However, globally many studies have been undertaken which have provided archaeology with a rich and varied insight into ill health in the past. For example, Cucina and Tiesler (2003) studied caries (bad teeth) in skeletons from a Mayan population dated to AD 250–900 in relation to social status. The elite males had the lowest rate of caries but the highest rate of tooth loss before death; poor oral hygiene and a diet of soft refined foods were suggested to be the cause of these observations. Another study by Lewis (2002) focused on children buried in the crypt of Christchurch, Spitalfields, London dated to the 18th and 19th centuries AD. Here, children with rickets, and both rickets and scurvy, were identified and suggestions for these deficiency diseases included the use of prepared infant foods lacking vitamin C, and swaddling infants in clothing and keeping them indoors a lot, thus preventing access to ultraviolet light for the production of vitamin D in the skin. A further study by Scott and Buckley of trauma in skeletal remains from an inland site on Pacific Papua New Guinea and a coastal site on the Solomon Islands found evidence of interpersonal violence and warfare (Scott and Buckley 2010). There was a higher frequency of violent trauma in individuals from the Papuan New Guinea site, probably due to stress on resources, but the evidence from both sites supported ethnohistorical documents for warfare. Using multiple types of evidence from biological, through cultural and environmental, to ethnohistorical allowed a very nuanced approach to understanding interpersonal violence.

All these study types have their places in palaeopathology as has been discussed, but the population-based studies are those that contribute most to our understanding of the experience of health and disease in our ancestors. The final section of this chapter will consider where the field of palaeopathology could develop in the future.

DEVELOPMENTS FOR THE FUTURE
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There are many population studies of palaeopathology, but there have also been some very ambitious projects over the years that have helped us understand even better how disease frequency has changed through time, particularly at major economic transitions such as from foraging to farming, when people started to live in towns, and with the advent of industrialization. Probably the first key study was that of Cohen and Armelagos (1984), where various population studies of health at the transition to agriculture in some parts of the world were studied by comparing pre-farming and farming communities. Although there were exceptions, the conclusion of this volume was that health deteriorated with the transition to farming, and later studies generally reflected this finding. An even more ambitious project documented a similar decline in health in 12,500 skeletons from 65 sites from the Western Hemisphere up to AD 1500 (Steckel and Rose 2002, and Fig. 6.4). Roberts and Cox (2003) also found a general deterioration in health in Britain when health data from nearly 35,000 skeletons and 311 sites, dating from the Late Upper Palaeolithic to AD 1850, were considered. More recently, Cohen and Crane-Kramer (2007) document changes in health over periods of agricultural and economic intensification based on an analysis of skeletal remains from sites in the United States, Central and South America, Europe, South Africa, India, the Far East, and south-east Asia. Again health declined rather than advanced ‘amid economic and political “progress”’ (Cohen and Crane-Kramer 2007: 343). Of course, pooling data together in some of these large projects can obscure the nuances that we also wish to see with respect to specific population groups, or even individuals within that population. In all these studies there were exceptions to the general trends seen.
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FIG. 6.4 The Health Index resulting from the study of skeletons in the Western Hemisphere Health Project showing a decline in health through time

Source: Steckel and Rose (2002), with permission of Rick Steckel.

With the advent of new techniques of analysis in palaeopathology, the questions that can be answered, or hypotheses that can be tested, can be much more ambitious. Controversially for many, however, it is argued here, perhaps influenced by the present author’s first career as a nurse, that palaeopathology today should focus more on questions about past disease that are relevant to today, or at least that a larger proportion of studies should be potentially ‘useful’. Indeed, in discussing the value of human skeletal analysis of native American groups, Walker felt that ‘The only justification for the study of skeletal remains from earlier populations is that such research yields information that is useful to modern people’ (Walker 2008: 13). Studying disease in skeletons ‘for their own sake’ may not today be as acceptable to the general public as it was when the study of palaeopathology started. While most disease processes are not seen in the skeleton, there are conditions that are common today and where the time depth in which bioarchaeologists work may aid future management of these diseases. Re-emerging infections such as tuberculosis (affecting the spine in skeletal remains), respiratory diseases associated with poor air quality (affecting ribs and sinuses), diseases associated with migratory groups such as conditions reflecting deficiencies in diet or exposure to sunlight (vitamin C and D, affecting various parts of the skeleton), and health problems associated with climate change (e.g. malnutrition as a result of difficulties in growing crops due to adverse climate, as seen in enamel defects in teeth) are real issues that are being tackled today (see the World Health Organization website at <http://www.who.int/en/>), and ones that might be helped by taking a more long-term view of history using our ancestors’ remains.

CONCLUSIONS
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Palaeopathology is alive and well in archaeology. It is helping both academics and the general public to understand our long history and particularly what health problems our ancestors experienced and why. Palaeopathology has had a long history, a history that is different in various countries, and the methods of analysis used and type of studies done also vary. There have been considerable developments in methods, particularly over the past 15 or so years. Ancient pathogen DNA and stable isotope analyses are very prominent now, and standardization of macroscopic recording has been of great benefit to the field. While large ambitious projects have been done in palaeopathology, many more will be completed in the future, for example the European module of the Global History of Health Project which does, and will, hold the largest dataset on health from skeletal remains.

In closing, a number of areas need some attention. In the future, all types of palaeopathological studies should be encouraged, but, in the UK and elsewhere, more population-based studies would help better contribute to our knowledge of health through time and maybe allow us to think about regional trends too. Of course those studies must be question driven and be conducted from a contextual viewpoint. Indeed, the consideration of diseased populations with respect to age and sex distribution, ethnicity, gender, status, and funerary context are also keys to understanding trends. Better working relationships could be developed with ‘specialists’ who have expertise in a range of disciplines, for example medical historians, chemists, biomolecular scientists, archaeologists, medical anthropologists, and histologists. Bioarchaeologists cannot hope to have knowledge of all these disciplines, but of concern at the moment in the UK are a number of issues.

Publication of Grey Literature

First, relating to publication of data is the amount of palaeopathological data that lies in ‘grey literature’. In 2003 Roberts and Cox documented the problem by outlining that over 40 per cent (129) of the 311 skeletal reports used for their study were not published in publicly accessible outlets, thus keeping much data beyond the reach of the vast majority of scholars (or the public). While there is an obligation to publish for most developers which is set out in planning permission given in the UK, there may be many reasons why data may not be brought to publication in an outlet that is readily accessible. However, in more recent years more monograph reports have been published, and local and regional UK and international journals have published papers on cemetery sites (e.g. see Cowie et al. 2008). To a certain extent the success of contract archaeology in the UK has, on the one hand, created many more jobs for archaeologists and bioarchaeologists alike, but, on the other, it has generated large amounts of data that have not always seen publication. This is largely because of the proliferation of archaeological excavation since 1990 when planning policy began to insist on archaeological investigation before modern development.

Reburial

The second issue, or related issues, relates to the increase in reburial of skeletons that have been excavated over the last few years in the UK (for more information and perspectives on this issue in general, please see contributions to this volume by Pardoe, Watkins, Fforde, and Nilsson Stutz). This has particularly affected more recently excavated human remains, and those of post-medieval date, but has often been carried out without consulting relevant parties, including bioarchaeologists. There are also increasing debates and discussions about the excavation, analysis, curation, and display of skeletons within the professions, particularly the museum sector, but also by other ‘stakeholders’ with an interest in the remains of ‘their’ ancestors (e.g. Honouring the Ancient Dead—<http://www.honour.org.uk/>). There have been many guidance documents produced for those dealing with human remains (e.g. English Heritage/Church of England 2005, Department for Culture Media and Sport 2005, Historic Scotland 1997). Increasingly too there are conferences and sessions within conferences about these issues which are beneficial to all. It must be acknowledged that ‘Human remains are not just another artefact; they have potency, they are charged with political, evidentiary, and emotional meanings…’ (Cassman et al. 2006: 1). They mean different things to many people around the world and all interested parties must recognize the feelings of others. The key point to make is that there have been numerous questionnaires showing public support for excavation, analysis, curation, and display of human remains. However, these have been completed by self-selecting samples of people (i.e. those visiting museums to view human remains), and most discussions surrounding these issues have taken place in professional/academic circles and not in the wider public sphere, to date. There is an urgent need to determine the feelings of a wider cross-section of UK society on this important issue (both sexes, all age groups, ethnicities, socio-economic backgrounds, and religious faiths). Perhaps, however, we must also recognize that there is a ‘cultural trend toward lack of contact with the dead which has greatly increased the cultural gulf between the public that has little familiarity with death and skeletal researchers’ (Walker 2008: 5). However, as Buikstra (2006: 408) suggests: ‘The need for openness for communication, for mutual respect, and for initiatives that are of interest to all collaborating parties is global’.

Curation of Human Remains

Related to the above is the importance of curating human remains for teaching and research within museums, universities, and other institutions. The alternative to using real human remains for teaching is to make use of plastic bones. Teaching with plastic bones and skeletons is useful for basic anatomical instruction, and much of this is done in Archaeology and Anthropology departments in the UK, but it does not provide students with an awareness of the range of variation in appearance of a person’s skeleton both within and between different populations. Using real human remains from archaeological sites for teaching should be advocated, but, in all cases, strict guidance on treating and handling those remains with respect and dignity is essential. The retention and curation of human remains for research purposes is also essential if we are to learn more about our past. As techniques develop, these can be applied to skeletal remains that have been curated. If skeletal remains previously diagnosed with tuberculosis had not been retained for curation in museums, the project on tuberculosis referred to earlier could not have been carried out. This research may ultimately help tackle the current problem of tuberculosis. However, it should be added that the amount of storage space human remains can occupy is much larger than for most other archaeological evidence, and museum storage space is at a premium.

The study of human remains (bioarchaeology), and palaeopathology in particular, will always be central to archaeology, but the research landscape in the UK is changing. It is time for bioarchaeologists to engage more with the wider public who feel they are also stakeholders when it comes to human remains from archaeological sites. Compromises must be reached where there is a balance between feelings and the need for knowledge about the past.
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THE USE OF DNA ANALYSIS IN THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF DEATH AND BURIAL
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BARBARA BRAMANTI

INTRODUCTION
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About 30 years ago, the first complete study of ancient DNA (aDNA) was published by Russ Higuchi and colleagues at Berkeley (Higuchi et al. 1984). They were able to isolate DNA from a piece of dried muscle of a quagga (Equus quagga), a zebra-like animal, that died about 170 years ago and was preserved in the Museum of Natural History at Mainz, Germany. Quaggas became extinct in 1883 and there was no way to gain genetic information about this species other than attempting to extract DNA from a museum specimen. To analyse the retrieved genetic material, i.e. to reconstruct portions of DNA molecules and study them, Higuchi and colleagues used a laborious process of cloning in bacterial vectors, since the work predated the invention of PCR, the polymerase chain reaction. As result, they were able to obtain a DNA sequence consisting of 229 nucleotides, the basic building blocks of DNA. This first successful result generated intense excitement at both an academic and a popular level, and some laboratories attempted to obtain DNA from material which was a few million years old or completely fossilized. In these cases, what was isolated and analysed was only contamination from external sources (see e.g. the comments about detecting dinosaur DNA by Hedges and Schweitzer 1995, Henikoff 1995, Allard et al. 1995, Zischler et al. 1995). In consequence, a critical approach developed in the scientific community which contributed considerably to the maturation of the aDNA research field. To avoid contamination from external sources, scientists were induced to build laboratories exclusively dedicated to the analysis of aDNA and to develop rigorous authentication procedures. From this moment on, continuous technical improvements have endowed the analysis of aDNA with enormous diagnostic potential and made it available for various thematically different inquiries. Hard tissues from human remains, usually found in burial contexts, but also animal remains, food remains, and artefacts which are commonly found during archaeological excavations are the most frequent sources of ancient DNA. To work with aDNA involves a great deal of methodological care, but the data obtained can provide vast amounts of information concerning sex identification, genetic inheritance, family relations, population history, and evolution of single species, as well as information about infectious diseases, parasites, and cultural behaviours associated with the use of biological materials. Nowadays, thanks to the emergence of next generation sequencing (NGS), large portions of the genome (millions of nucleotides) can be analysed even from a tiny amount of material; a tooth can tell us about the identity and the evolutionary history of past individuals and of the populations they belonged to.

WHAT IS ANCIENT DNA?

[image: image]

After the death of an organism, chemical and biological processes produce in its organic remains irreversible changes and alterations which usually result in the rapid decay of soft tissues. This post-mortem process is termed diagenesis. The decay of the organic part of an organism involves its DNA, or deoxyribonucleic acid, the chain containing the genetic information (see also Box 7.1). Bacteria from the soil, fungi, and other micro-organisms feed the cells of the cadaver and use DNA as a principal source of nitrogen and phosphorus. Biochemical processes, chiefly chemical and enzymatic reactions, are also involved in disrupting DNA (Lindahl 1993). The diagenetic process fragments the macromolecules of DNA and can even completely disrupt them, causing the loss of genetic information. More or less degraded DNA molecules are called ancient DNA and can be analysed only with special techniques and in dedicated laboratories. These molecules are characteristically much shorter (up to c.100–300 nucleotides) than those obtained from fresh blood, and show diagenetic alterations in their structure (mostly post-mortem nucleotide substitutions; Hofreiter et al. 2001, Briggs et al. 2007, Briggs et al. 2009).


Box 7.1 DNA



With the exception of RNA viruses, all organisms use deoxyribonucleic acid (DNA), a nucleic acid containing a set of instructions for the development and functioning of any cell in their body. When a cell divides, these instructions are passed to the daughter cells. DNA can be imagined as a double-stranded chain constituted by two long strands, spiralling in a double helix. The two strands are complementary and each one can be used as a template for the other during the DNA replication process. Each strand consists of a chain of simple units called nucleotides. The nucleotides belong to one of four varieties of bases: adenine (A) and guanine (G), which are double-ringed molecules (purines), and cytosine (C) and thymine (T), which are single-ringed molecules (pyrimidines). In the helix structure the bases are paired in only two possible complementary combinations, A-T and C-G, which constitute the core of the helix. The four bases are joined to a sugar molecule, deoxyribose, with a phosphate group attached. This phosphate group of each nucleotide is joined to the sugar group of another, constituting the external ‘sugar-phosphate backbone’ of the chain.

The bases assembled in different combinations (sequences) code the genetic information which is read and translated into proteins by RNA during a process called transcription. The DNA fragments carrying the genetic information are called genes. Other parts of the DNA chain contain no genetic information and have structural functions or regulate the employment of the genetic information. These parts vary more often than the parts coding for genetic information, and so these non-coding regions are very important for population genetics and for investigating relationships. One of these non-coding parts is the hypervariable segment or region (HVS or HVR) of the mitochondrial DNA.



CONDITION OF PRESERVATION
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Burial and post-burial environmental conditions determine the preservation of biological tissues and their aDNA content. Humidity and warm temperatures accelerate the diagenetic processes both by catalysing chemical and enzymatic reactions and by favouring bacterial proliferation. Acidic pH conditions are also known to be dangerous for DNA preservation. In peat bogs cadavers show excellent morphological preservation (see for example the Tollund Man), but the acid environment of the bog completely destroys their DNA. Similarly, skeletons in a very watery milieu can be morphologically well preserved but have very poorly preserved DNA. Humidity associated with acidic conditions seems to be the worst environment for the preservation of aDNA.

Conversely, the rapid elimination of water from the cadaver due to the process of natural or induced mummification or embalming can help decelerate diagenetic processes, whereas cooking or incineration generally completely destroys the macromolecules in a short time because of high temperatures. Burial in caves is optimal for DNA conservation (Burger et al. 1999), because the temperature remains constantly low and the skeletons are protected against the environment. Low temperatures help in DNA preservation because they slow decay.

Since aDNA techniques are destructive, a number of useful methods have been developed to check for the presence of aDNA and its condition of preservation in specimens: among other things, we can measure the aspartic acid racemization (Poinar et al. 1996), the degree of mineral alteration in the bone sample with small-angle X-ray scattering (SAXS) analysis (Bramanti et al. 2009), or perform histological analyses (e.g. Haynes 2002). All these investigations can be carried out in parallel to help in the interpretation of the results (although the usefulness of the amino acid racemization analysis has recently been questioned by Collins et al. (2009)). Ultimately, however, the direct attempt to recover aDNA from ancient biological material is the only possible way to establish its survival and its degree of disruption.

SOURCES OF ADNA FROM A BURIAL CONTEXT
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Hard tissues undergo the diagenetic process, but in a much slower way than soft tissues thanks to their mineral matrix, which protects their cells and their content from the environment. As a result, in the majority of cases only hard tissues, i.e. bones and teeth, are preserved from a body in a burial context and thus are the only possible sources of aDNA. Bone is often considered an optimal source of aDNA. Its composition consists of two-thirds mineral tissue (calcium phosphate mostly in the form of hydroxylapatite), and only one-third organic material (cells and collagen). Hydroxylapatite binds DNA, slowing its degradation over time (O’Rouke et al. 2000), but the dissolution of the collagen over time, temperature, and environmental pH can increase bone porosity, thus allowing hydrolytic and microbial infiltration to damage the DNA content (Hedges 2002, Collins et al. 2002). Accordingly, intact, microstructurally well-preserved bone is preferred for aDNA analysis to brittle bone. Compact (cortical) bone is preferred to spongy bone for aDNA analyses because of its high cellular content (c.20,000 osteocytes per cubic millimetre) and denser mineralized structure.

As a general rule, aDNA from human teeth is less prone to decay than bone DNA, because enamel, the hardest and most highly mineralized substance of the body, adequately protects dentine and pulp from external factors. The large amount of minerals (primarily hydroxylapatite) in enamel accounts not only for its strength but also for its brittleness. Consequently, the external damage to the DNA present in both dentine and pulp is much reduced.

In some very exceptional cases, excellent conditions of inhumation have allowed the preservation of other parts of the body. Mummified skin or muscles can be a good source of aDNA and hair shafts have also been demonstrated to be useful for analysis (Gilbert et al. 2006). As expected, mummies found in glaciers showed the best DNA preservation, the most famous example being the Tyrolean ‘Ice Man’. Thanks to a special way of conserving this body at low temperature, it was possible to retrieve and characterize his original DNA (Handt et al. 1994, Ermini et al. 2008). In this exceptional case, scientists were able also to use other organic material from the body, so that the composition of his last meals, based on deer and ibex meat with cereals, could be determined (Rollo et al. 2002), along with the kind of grass composing his clothes (Rollo et al. 1995). But even in a normal burial context other kinds of biological material can be retrieved and submitted to aDNA analysis. Burger et al. (2000) observed that leather, parchment, glue, binding media, crusted bio-organic remains in pots and other containers were some of the possible biomaterials whose aDNA could provide cultural and economical information on prehistoric and historical societies.

WHICH KIND OF INFORMATION CAN FURNISH ADNA ANALYSES FROM SPECIMENS OF A BURIAL CONTEXT?
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As already observed, the most common kind of material retrieved from a burial is human remains from which we can theoretically obtain two kinds of residual DNA, differing in some characteristics: chromosomal DNA (often referred to as nuclear DNA), which functions only in the cell nucleus, and mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA), which functions in the mitochondria, organelles of the cell’s cytoplasm. Human nuclear DNA is organized in 46 chromosomes, with 22 pairs of autosomal chromosomes and one pair of sexual chromosomes. The two copies of chromosomes are inherited one from each parent; for sexual chromosomes, the two possible combinations are XX in female individuals and XY in male individuals. The Y chromosome can thus only be inherited in the male lineage in a family, whereas the mitochondrial DNA, which is contained in the egg cells, can only be passed on by the mother, creating inheritance along the female lineage. Another important characteristic of mtDNA is that this is present in multiple copies in a cell (hundreds or thousands of mitochondria, each with their own ringed strand of DNA), thus increasing the probability of being preserved as aDNA in comparison with nuclear DNA, which is unique in a cell. It is a common experience that samples which fail to yield nuclear DNA that can be amplified contain well-preserved ancient mtDNA.

If chromosomal aDNA is preserved, we can genetically establish the biological gender of the skeleton and even individualize his genotype by analysing several polymorph markers, called STRs (short tandem repeats; Hummel et al. 1999). STRs are short segments repeated in tandem and present in non-coding parts of nuclear DNA; the number of repetitions defines the alleles, i.e. the polymorphisms which an individual has inherited from his parents (Box 7.2). Several (ten or more, depending on the frequencies of the alleles) of these STRs can give a profile unique to an individual. Similarly, some point mutations called SNPs (single nucleotide polymorphisms) in chromosomal DNA can individualize a person. Together with data on mtDNA, this information can help to attribute individual identities to remains from a mass grave or to determine whether amputated parts (Gerstenberger et al. 1998) belong to an individual buried elsewhere.

Using the same markers (STRs, SNPs, or mtDNA), we can reconstruct patterns of relat-edness (kinship) among individuals from the same grave or from the same cemetery. In this case, mtDNA can be used to establish relatedness on the matrilineal side, and markers on the Y chromosome on the patrilineal side. STRs from autosomal DNA can help reconstruct direct parent-child relationships (Gerstenberger et al. 1999), if the DNA of at least one of the parents is known. By comparing aDNA from a Russian mass grave suspected of containing the mortal remains of the Romanov family with the DNA of a living descendant, the identity of the last Tsar, Nicholas II, part of his family, and four loyal members of their staff were determined (Gill et al. 1994). A second grave not far away from the mass grave was discovered in 2007. This contained two bodies that were identified as the missing children of the Tsar by an aDNA analysis of mtDNA, autosomal STRs, and Y-STRs (Coble et al. 2009).

If a number of individuals from a group are genetically investigated by means of aDNA analysis (for instance from cemeteries, from mass graves, or even from several single burials), we can compare their mtDNA or Y-chromosomal data with those of other populations in order to study population genetics. This can help to elucidate past dynamics such as isolation or, in contrast, migration patterns with admixture. Inferences on population dynamics in the past can also be attempted from modern genetic data, but these are probably the result of several pre- and historical dynamics that are difficult to distinguish from each other. Conversely, aDNA provides a diachronic view of changes in genetic variation and allows more precise inference. Examples of this are some studies on the reciprocal relationship among hunter-gatherers and first farmers in Europe: by analysing the mtDNA of individuals with different cultures, genetic discontinuity between the two groups may be established. This finding supports the hypothesis of a new immigration of farmers to Central Europe who did not mix genetically with the indigenous hunter-gatherers, at least in the very first phase (Haak et al. 2005, Bramanti et al. 2009; similar conclusions were also claimed by Malmström et al. (2009) when analysing skeletons from North Europe). Immigration of farmers (demic diffusion) was proposed by Ammerman and Cavalli-Sforza (1984) in their pioneering studies in the 1970s–1980s, in contrast to the acculturation model of diffusion of agriculture: but the attribution of the migration wave in the direction of Europe to the time of the Neolithic transition was intensively criticized because other earlier human movements from the Near East could have produced the same pattern of distribution of these markers in modern Europe. (A short but good review on the matter can be found in chapter 10 of Jobling et al. 2004.) To complicate the situation, the markers used by Cavalli-Sforza are principally proteins, i.e. markers for which we cannot exclude a priori the effects of selection that can disguise those of population dynamics. The cline of gene frequencies observed by Cavalli-Sforza is due mostly to alleles from the human leukocyte antigen (HLA) system, which is involved in the immune response. Thus, it could be that some new diseases, perhaps introduced by contact with domestic animals employed in farming, exposed the ancient population to new selective pressures on HLA genes (Fix 1996, Fix 1999).


Box 7.2 Alleles, polymorphisms, and haplotypes



The two autosomal chromosomes which are inherited, each from one parent, contain genes or DNA sequences at specific locations, which are called alleles. If the two alleles of one individual are identical, the person is homozygous for that locus. If the alleles are different, the person is heterozygous for that locus.

If in a population two or more different alleles of a gene or a DNA sequence can be found, so that the frequency of no allele is higher than 99 per cent, than we can define that gene or DNA sequence as a polymorphism. Polymorphisms are valuable as markers in genetics to make inferences about individualization, relationships, and population genetics.

Because they are inherited only from one of the parents, Y chromosomes and mtDNA have only one copy of each allele. The combination of different alleles or of a set of polymorphic markers from a unique parent is called a haplotype. Y-chromosomal and mtDNA haplotypes can be very revealing about genealogies. Haplotypes which have a similar origin can be grouped in ‘families’ called haplogroups (hgs). Human Y-chromosomal and mtDNA haplogroups are distributed unequally on the Earth, and thus can tell us about population dynamics in the past.



If nuclear aDNA is well preserved in historical and pre-historical samples, it is in fact possible to investigate specific variation determining genetic anomalies or pathologies, such as sickle-cell anaemia (Faerman et al. 2000) or cystic fibrosis (Bramanti et al. 2003) and the selective effects that can be associated with these conditions. Some years ago (Bramanti et al. 2000), aDNA analyses for investigating the pattern of selective pressure induced on humans of past populations by pandemics or epidemics were proposed. It was often proposed that infectious diseases have consistently contributed to form the extant human genome by selecting genes with a protective function. The mutations causing cystic fibrosis, for instance, could have been introduced and maintained in the European populations with relatively high frequencies because, although the homozygous form was lethal for children until 80 years ago, the heterozygous status may confer high resistance to cholera and other chloride-secreting diarrhoeas (Romeo et al. 1989). This kind of hypothesis cannot be tested on clinical cases, since specific antibiotic therapies against infective agents can nowadays fortunately cure individuals independently of any genetic constellation. A project to test this and other similar hypotheses directly on aDNA from victims of intestinal infections (cholera) was started in 2006. The same project also considers plague as an example of pathologies of the bloodstream. Plague is suspected to have caused the high incidence of the haemochromatosis alleles (Moalem et al. 2004) and of the CCR5-Delta32 mutation, which nowadays gives immunity against HIV-1 infection (e.g. Libert et al. 1998).

Another trait of great interest is lactase persistence. Some individuals carry a variant of the lactase gene that confers on them the ability to digest milk sugar lactose into adulthood. The high frequencies of this allele in Central and Northern Europeans are of recent origin, probably because this trait confers an advantage on individuals who consume considerable amounts of unfermented milk. Thanks to aDNA analyses, the lactase persistence trait was confirmed to be rare until the advent of dairying and in early European farmers (Burger et al. 2007, Malmström et al. 2010).

A particular application of the study of aDNA is establishing the actual species to which an individual belongs. This could be important when single bone fragments are recovered from an archaeological contest and cannot be attributed with certainty to a particular species. This kind of analysis can also be useful in identifying animal bones interred with humans in a burial context. Another aspect of this kind of research is the contribution to systematic biology and evolution of extinct species, as in the case of the quagga, discussed above, the sabre-toothed cat (Janczewski et al. 1992), the Tasmanian tiger (Miller et al. 2009), the cave bear (e.g. Loreille et al. 2001a, Noonan et al. 2005, Bon et al. 2008, Krause et al. 2008), the moas of New Zealand (Cooper et al. 2001, Huynen et al. 2010), the mammoth (Höss et al. 1994, Poinar et al. 2006, Rogaev et al. 2006, Miller et al. 2008), and the cave lion (Burger et al. 2004). Of particular relevance in this context was the possibility of genetically determining Homo sapiens neanderthalensis as a new species (Homo neanderthalensis) of the genus Homo (Krings et al. 1997, Pennisi 2009, Green et al. 2008, Green et al. 2010), thus opening up a re-evaluation of the origin of our species. Additionally, a finger bone and the tooth of a 41,000-year-old unknown hominin were found in the Denisova Cave in Altai Krai, Russia, in 2010. Thanks to ancient DNA analyses of mtDNA, it was possible for the Denisovans (Krause et al. 2010) to be recognized as a new species distinct from both Neanderthals and modern humans. The investigation of the genome (Reich et al. 2010) revealed that the Denisova group shares a common origin and likely interbred with the Neanderthals, who inhabited the same region at about the same time. According to this work, the Denisovans contributed around 4–6 per cent of their genetic material to the genomes of present-day Melanesians.

OTHER KINDS OF ADNA FROM A BURIAL CONTEXT
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If the death of individuals recovered from a mass grave is suspected to be due to a lethal form of infectious disease, we can consider the opportunity to establish which kind of micro-organism caused the deaths. In cases of infection, often in the last phase before death, the bacilli invade the bloodstream, reaching any peripheral part of the body, even teeth or bones. For this reason, several scholars have been able to isolate pathological bacterial DNA from skeletons of the victims of infection. Many reports are from skeletons exhibiting palaeopathological evidence of the disease, principally tuberculosis caused by Mycobacterium tuberculosis and leprosy by Mycobacterium leprae (reviewed by Spigelman and Donoghue 2003). Syphilis caused by Treponema pallidum can also produce bony alteration in the last stages. Nevertheless, with regard to syphilis, the results of several attempts remain controversial: Kolman et al. (1999) seem to have been successful in recovering T. pallidum aDNA, but other attempts have failed (e.g. Bouwman and Brown 2005, Barnes and Thomas 2006, von Hunnius et al. 2007).

But there are also examples of analysis of skeletons, where the fatal infection is not expected to have left any specific osteological modification; for example, plague, malaria, and other illnesses all kill the affected individuals in a few days without giving the infection time to modify the bony structure. A classic example is related to the aDNA of Plasmodium ssp., the causative agent of malaria, whose investigation has been attempted several times with varying results (Taylor et al. 1997, Zink et al. 2001, Nerlich et al. 2008). Another interesting example is represented by Yersinia pestis, the causative agent of modern plague: some groups of researchers obtained Y. pestis DNA from plague victims of the first (Justinian’s plague, AD 541–767) and second (Black Death, 1346–53 and its following waves until the 18th century) pandemics (Drancourt et al. 1998, Raoult et al. 2000, Wiechmann and Grupe 2005, Drancourt et al. 2004). But the majority of these analyses was carried out in laboratories that did not specialize in aDNA; thus the results were not convincing to a large part of the scientific community, especially since other aDNA groups could not find the bacillus (Gilbert et al. 2004). The debate was concluded with two aDNA studies (Haensch et al. 2010, Schuenemann et al. 2011) which ascertained beyond any doubt the presence of Y. pestis DNA in victims of the Black Death. By analysing a series of nuclear SNPs, the first group was also able to establish that at least two strains were present in Europe at the time of the Black Death. The genetic relationships of these ancient strains with modern lineages of the bacterium were also defined, and the authors observed that at least one of the ancient strains is now extinct (Haensch et al. 2010).

Although it is very difficult, theoretically viral DNA can also be extracted from ancient specimens. The most important and successful attempt has been the isolation of the influenza virus from the remains of victims of the pandemic of 1918–19 (Reid et al. 1999), where scientists employed paraffin-embedded samples and one analytical sample from a victim buried in permafrost since 1918.

Parasite aDNA has been successfully detected in burials and archaeological environments as well. Trypanosoma cruzi, which causes Chagas disease (Ferreira et al. 2000, Lima et al. 2008) and lice (Raoult et al. 2008), have been genetically identified in mummies, whereas Ascaris (Loreille et al. 2001b, Loreille and Bouchet 2003, Leles et al. 2008) and the pinworm Enterobius vermicularis (Iniguez et al. 2003, 2006) were recovered from coprolites in archaeological sites. For a review of this research, see Dittmar (2009).

Finally aDNA from plants, cereals, and fruits can be analysed from graves and help in reconstructing the nature of funeral costumes, the environment, or even the provenance of a person (Schlumbaum et al. 2008). With strategies similar to those employed for human population genetics analyses, time of domestication and other valuable information were obtained for dogs (e.g. Leonard et al. 2002, Deguilloux et al. 2009, Germonpre et al. 2009), horses (e.g. Orlando et al. 2008, Orlando et al. 2009), cattle (e.g. Edwards et al. 2007, Bollongino et al. 2008, Scheu et al. 2008), pigs and wild boar (Larson et al. 2007), and other animals by analysing aDNA from archaeological sites and cemeteries.

ANALYTICAL METHODS FOR A DNA ANALYSIS OF HARD TISSUES
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For the analysis of aDNA different methods are used in distinct specialized laboratories, but the general goal is always to collect the sample, isolate aDNA from the old biological tissues, and explore its primary structure (sequence) or specifically the positions where mutations are expected. There follows a description of the most common procedures, along with different strategies employed to avoid or reduce contamination, and some general criteria for the validation of the results.

Sampling

Where possible, the analysis of aDNA should be considered during the planning stage of a new excavation and a specialized aDNA laboratory should be contacted before submitting biological material to any treatments (such as washing) which might damage the samples or impair the analysis. Before carrying out a large-scale investigation, a small sample of five to ten individuals should be trialled. Since aDNA analysis employs destructive methods, this pre-analysis avoids waste of precious material which can be preserved for other analyses. The cost of an investigation should also be considered since molecular analyses are generally expensive and time-consuming.

One possible complication in the investigation of aDNA is contamination by DNA from external sources. Since the molecules of aDNA are short and damaged, other, better-preserved, molecules from the environment could be processed together with or even instead of the original ones. Contamination of human DNA can occur during excavation and handling by archaeologists or anthropologists. To reduce this source of contamination, major precautions are employed. First, samples should be collected in situ during the excavation by specialist personnel wearing at a minimum gloves and a face mask. The covering of earth on the sample prevents direct contact with the specimen and should not be removed until the specimen is in the aDNA laboratory and the analysis is about to begin. If archaeologists and/or anthropologists intend to submit skeletons to washing and conservation procedures, we suggest selecting samples for the aDNA analysis before preparing the skeletons for other purposes. Washing can accelerate the diagenetical process and runs a high risk of contaminating the specimens, since cells from the hands can penetrate deeply into the superficial pores of the bone. In any case, it is a good idea to provide aDNA analysts with swab samples of the archaeologists and anthropologists who had access to the ancient specimens or prepared the samples. This cannot prevent contamination, but can allow a check on the results during the phase of validation.

Two samples per individual from different skeletal districts (for instance, one piece of bone and one tooth) should be sampled and analysed independently. To obtain reproducible genetic results is another main condition for the validation of the results. Where possible, teeth samples are directly collected from the jaw by removing them with tweezers or tongs without breaking them. The best teeth for analysis are those which are inserted in the jaw and that are intact, without caries or any other kind of alteration. Molars are generally favoured since they have more dentine than other teeth. A 1 × 2 cm rectangle of cortical bone cut off with a saw is enough for genetic investigations. Femora or other long bones are preferred, since they have a thicker compacta, chiefly in the diaphysis, the middle part of the bone.

Hard tissue samples and every other kind of sample that is collected for aDNA analysis are to be placed in a plastic envelope labelled with the name of the individual and transported to the aDNA laboratory. The aDNA analyst might also recommend keeping the samples at a low temperature before delivering, if necessary.

Pre-treatment in the aDNA Laboratory

Often, samples are already prepared and stored in a repository or exhibited in a museum. In some cases, they were excavated several years before being submitted to aDNA study. Sometimes samples were collected under less than ideal conditions. Therefore, in specialized aDNA facilities, samples are routinely submitted to decontamination procedures before they are processed. These consist of 45–60 min UV irradiation on each surface of the samples. UV light produces modifications in superficial dried DNA that inhibit the following analyses (i.e. its PCR amplification; see below). After that, about 3 mm of the outer layer is mechanically removed by using an electric drill or by sandblasting. The new surface is again UV irradiated before being submitted to the extraction procedure.

DNA-extraction

The prepared samples are then milled to a fine powder using a grinding mill. Powders are stored at 4°C until being submitted to aDNA extraction. This consists in removing the mineral part of the hard tissue with a decalcification process and eliminating the proteins by enzymatic digestion. Residual proteins, cellular constituents, and other organic components are eliminated from the aqueous solution containing DNA by washing with phenol/chloro-form/isoamyl alcohol. The aqueous solution with isolated DNA is additionally purified, desalted, and concentrated using microfiltration columns. Alternative methods for aDNA extraction are known and commonly employed in other laboratories.

Enzymatic Reaction (PCR)

The quantity of DNA which can be present in an extract from an archaeological sample is generally low and cannot be visualized by any analytic method. Therefore we use an enzymatic reaction (polymerase chain reaction or PCR) to ‘amplify’ the DNA fragment containing the information of interest (marker) by producing millions of copies of it. We can select the part of the genome which must undergo the multiplication process by using specific ‘primers’. These consist of short DNA fragments (oligonucleotides) which combine with a complementary strain of DNA and mark the starting point for the elongation activity of the enzyme polymerase, i.e. the addition of complementary nucleotides (deoxynucleotide tri-phosphates or dNTPs) to obtain the fragment of interest. Primers can be designed so that they are specific to a species, thus excluding other species (for instance, bacterial DNA that can disturb the analysis of human DNA) from the amplification. Since aDNA is usually expected to be degraded to short fragments, primers need to give amplification products with a length of no more than about 150 nucleotides.

To reduce the quantity of extract used for each reaction, PCR can be performed with a set of primers amplifying different parts of the genome at the same times (multiplex PCR). In this case, we can obtain a ‘profile’ typical of an individual if a large number of markers with a high power of resolution (STRs or SNPs) are employed. Multiplex PCR can theoretically amplify up to 100 fragments simultaneously, but the majority of them work with 10–20 markers of interest.

Amplified DNA can represent another important source of contamination. The reaction tubes where the amplification products are stored contain millions of DNA fragments and they can spread in the air in the form of an aerosol every time the tubes are opened so that the operator can work with them. For this reason, any palaeomolecular analysis that takes place before PCR reaction must be carried out in special facilities, which are physically well separated from the post-PCR laboratories. The pre-PCR areas have dedicated equipment and the workbenches are irradiated overnight with UV light and sometimes provided with laminar air flow to prevent contamination. Inside the pre-PCR labs, it is preferable to keep sample preparation physically separate from DNA extraction and from PCR setup. Workers enter the pre-PCR area only after a shower and wearing freshly washed clothes. They use a DNA-free way to enter the pre-PCR area and do not bring into the lab any material that could potentially be contaminated in the post-PCR area by amplification products.

During each work phase in the pre-PCR laboratories the samples are always prone to contamination by exogenous DNA, but the PCR setup represents a particularly delicate phase. PCR is a competitive reaction and better preserved molecules can be preferentially amplified instead of aDNA. To prevent contamination from the workers during the different steps in the pre-PCR areas they wear disposable overalls, gloves, over-shoes, face masks, and face shields and follow a stringent sequence of measures to avoid contamination. An additional source of exogenous DNA could be represented by the reagents or by the laboratory environment. Thus, frequent surface washing of the work benches and of the equipment with UV-irradiated water and soap has to be routinely carried out before and after each work step, followed by bleaching or utilizing anti-DNA solutions. One-way disposables must be irradiated as well and only filter-tips must be used. Self-prepared solutions should be set up with irradiated water, divided into aliquots, and changed frequently. No positive control from modern DNA should be permitted in any pre-PCR area. To verify whether the PCR reaction works a good method is to co-amplify some good aDNA extract in the same amplification set or a synthetic nonsense oligonucleotide.

Despite all precautions, contamination is always possible and each result needs to be validated. To do this, investigation of the two samples from each individual is carried out at different times and in different sets, possibly together with samples from other collections. Multiple negative controls (mock extraction, PCR blanks, and eventually samples from different species) are routinely used. If negative controls give positive results in amplification, the amplification set is generally discarded and the PCR analysis must be repeated. Occasionally, controls are sequenced to establish the possible sources of contamination.

Visualizing the Results

The amplification products can be now visualized with a technique called electrophoresis. This consists in running the samples on an inert matrix (a gel) in an electric field. DNA moves towards the positive pole more or less slowly depending on the length (and the weight) of the fragment. By using colourants or fluorescent marking the DNA fragment is now visible as an image and can be interpreted by the analyst.

Sequencing

If we need to know the DNA sequence of the fragment of interest and to compare it with other sequences, we must submit the amplification product to an additional PCR-based reaction termed a Sanger sequencing reaction. This reaction uses modified nucleotides (dideoxynucleotide triphosphates or ddNTPs) as DNA chain-elongation terminators. The ddNTPs are fluorescently labelled for detection in automated sequencing machines, which are able to separate fragments one base pair apart. Fragments of different sizes appear to have different colours at their end, corresponding to the last nucleotide incorporated. A video camera can capture these images (Fig. 7.1), which can then be compared with a reference sequence (alignment; see Fig. 7.2) to recognize differences that might be due to mutations in the genome or to post-mortem damage to the DNA.

Accordingly, extraneous DNA molecules that could have been amplified together with the original ones can be efficiently detected by repeating the analysis several times using different samples from the same individual and by cloning the PCR product in bacteria (Box 7.3; Fig. 7.2). Sources of contamination can also be identified by comparing the sequences with the DNA of the persons who came into contact with the samples. In case of systematic contamination of the samples by one or more persons in the aDNA laboratory, no consensus among lineages obtained from distinct samples and at different times can be observed. Finally, modern contamination which could not be eliminated by the decontamination process (for instance from the environment) can also be identified using the same strategy. As a general criterion of validation, the sequences obtained from aDNA should also show some alterations associated with diagenesis (Fig. 7.2).

In some situations, the replication of the whole analysis in another laboratory could help to validate the results, although this is only able to detect systemic contamination from the laboratory. In this case, to avoid any contact with the first laboratory, the second lab should take delivery of the samples directly from the donor.
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FIG. 7.1 Electrophoretogramm showing a partial DNA sequence

Notes: The sequence was obtained with Sanger’s sequencing reaction ran on an automated sequencer of the first generation. A video camera has recorded the light emitted at different wavelengths by fluorescent ddNTPs used as the end of each fragment. Each distinct ddNTP has a different wavelength, which is detected by software and ordered by the length of the fragments to give the required sequence (at the top of the figure).
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FIG. 7.2 Alignment of part of an HVS-I sequence (individual Drestwo 2)

Notes: This figure shows the end results of an ancient DNA analysis. In this case, they are obtained by means of PCR amplification of different extracts and cloning of the amplification products, but the final results of an NGS analysis are not very different. For each amplification the name of the sample, the extraction, the amplification, and the number of clones are given. For instance, for the last group of sequences (Dre 2a, XII, 30U.1–9), ‘Dre 2’ is the label of the individual, whereas ‘2a’ indicates the first distinct sample used for the analysis (2a, 2b). The term ‘XII’ refers to the extraction and the term ‘30U’ to the PCR. ‘1–9’ is the number of clones obtained. With such indications, one can see that the clones in the final consensus sequence—in this case 16192t, 16256t, 16270t—were obtained from two distinct samples, extracted in two distinct extraction sets, and amplified in at least 12 independent reactions. The PCR used four amplified, overlapping fragments—albeit only three are shown in this partial alignment. The numbers at the top designate the nuclear positions according to the ‘Anderson’ sequence (the Cambridge Reference Sequence, CRS) used for comparison. Hyphens define the part of the sequence that is not amplified, whereas dots indicate no difference compared with the CRS. Single alphabetic characters allocate the position of variants in comparison with the CRS: A, G, C, T are the nucleotides; M (A or C), K (G or T), R (A or G) are some of the codes used for those positions which could not be better defined. In the figure only two consistent mutations, the 16256t and the 16270t, are shown. The other sporadic variants are not reproducible in different extracts and different amplifications and are the result of damages in the original sequence and thus an indication of degraded DNA, as may be expected from biological material obtained from a c.2250 BC burial. The arrow indicates two contaminating clones, which were amplified together with the original target.

Source: Bramanti et al. (2009), supplementary information.

Next Generation Sequencing (NGS)

While the automation of the Sanger method is considered the first-generation technology, new automated sequencing methods are referred to as next generation sequencing (NGS). These new technologies rely on a combination of DNA preparation, sequencing, and imaging on specialized platforms, but also on bioinformatics like genome alignment and assembly methods (Metzker 2010). Multiple platforms are commercialized. The two most commonly used instruments for genome-wide sequencing are Roche/454 and Illumina/Solexa (these and other commercially available technologies are well reviewed in Miller et al. 2008 and Metzker 2010). All are able to deliver large volumes of sequence data in a short time; thus large portions of a genome or even an entire genome can be sequenced. In recent times (e.g. Poinar et al. 2006, Noonan et al. 2006, Green et al. 2008) genome wide-sequencing analyses have also been successfully employed for analysing aDNA (NGS for aDNA studies is reviewed in Knapp and Hofreiter 2010). PCR investigation of aDNA is poorly suited to retrieving complete genomes or a large number of polymorphisms based on point mutations (SNPs) since a huge number of reactions and large amounts of precious ancient DNA extracts are required. In contrast, a high through-put sequencing method was demonstrated to be suitable for detecting aDNA from even a very small amount of badly damaged material.


Box 7.3 Molecular cloning



In biotechnology cloning refers to processes employed to generate identical copies of DNA fragments. In aDNA analysis this method is used to obtain copies of each single template molecule amplified by means of PCR reaction. This means that if different templates are present in the extract being studied (original and contaminating molecules), these can be distinguished by molecular cloning after amplification. This method consists of inserting the PCR products in host organisms (typically an easy-to-grow bacterium like Escherichia coli) and letting them replicate. Each bacterium will replicate the whole DNA molecule, including the inserted fragment, giving rise to a population of new micro-organisms which are all clones of the first (Fig. 7.2).



Preparation of DNA Libraries

The preparation of a DNA library from the extracts is required before submitting the samples to further analysis and to NGS. This consists in incorporating universal adapters—specific to the sequencer downstream—to both ends of any DNA molecule. The adapters provide binding sites for primers that are used for amplification and sequencing on the NGS platforms. For aDNA studies, the most frequently used protocol (Meyer and Kircher 2010) works reliably with as little as 100 pg and up to 1 μg of double-stranded DNA. Because of several washing steps, the final yield of the library preparation process is very low, approximately 10–20 per cent of the initial DNA amount. This means that a library prepared from 1 ng of human genomic DNA (about 300 copies of the haploid genome), will contain 30 to 60 copies of the human genome (Meyer and Kircher 2010).

Barcoding

During the preparation of the library, the single samples are barcoded, so that it is possible to assign the correct sequence to each sample during the bioinformatics analysis downstream. Tagging (or barcoding) consists in adding a short specific and known sequence (about 6 bp or base pair) to the target DNA. Different strategies are reviewed and discussed in Knapp and Hofreiter (2010). Barcoding permits the analyst to pool and co-process several samples on the sequencer, but also allows the exclusion of extraneous ‘reads’ coming from molecules contaminating the samples after the preparation of the library.

Target enrichment

The first studies on aDNA with NGS technologies confirmed that ancient specimens contain a complex mixture of endogenous and environmental DNA sequences. For example, for Neanderthal DNA it was established that 95–99 per cent of the DNA sequenced in the libraries was derived from microbes that colonized the bone after death (Green et al. 2010). To avoid or reduce the presence of undesired DNA, several methods which target specific areas of interest for sequence interrogation were developed (e.g. Hodges et al. 2007, Gnirke et al. 2009, Maricic et al. 2010). PCR amplification followed by electrophoretical analysis can be considered a target-enrichment method, since it targets specifically selected regions of the genome. Other methods of target enrichment rely on micro-droplet-based selection (Tewhey et al. 2009), a sort of multiplex PCR which can amplify simultaneously thousands of markers to be submitted to NGS.

Recently developed alternative enrichment methods are able to capture (or ‘fish out’) relevant DNA sequences from an extract and make them suitable for NGS. They rely on hybridization (binding) of species-specific target sequences to DNA or RNA (ribonucleic acid) probes. These target-enrichment methods were recently compared (Mamanova et al. 2010) in terms of their characteristics of sensitivity, specificity, reproducibility, along with their costs and the amount of DNA required per experiment. For aDNA, target enrichment is particularly suitable since the probes capture preferentially the more abundant short endogenous molecules rather than the long contaminating molecules (Knapp and Hofreiter 2010). By employing a target-enrichment method based on hybridization, authentic consensus sequences have been obtained even from relatively strongly contaminated samples (Krause et al. 2010). Next generation sequencing with target enrichment is starting to become the method of choice for most aDNA analyses.

For clonal amplification and sequencing on a platform, an amplification of the single segments contained in the DNA libraries is needed to obtain an adequate number of copies for sequencing. Each distinct DNA fragment from a library can be amplified randomly and independently from the sequence it contains, thanks to the adapters incorporated. Different platforms use different methods of amplification (see Metzker 2010). After amplification, the single fragments are sequenced following a cyclic process with four-coloured reversible terminators analogous to the Sanger method (Illumina) or a bioluminescence technology based on the conversion of inorganic molecules in visible light through an enzymatic reaction (454 pyrosequencing). Although sequencing errors (mostly substitutions) can occur, the Illumina method is reliable and up to now has been the most frequently employed in aDNA analyses. As for the 454 sequencing technology, the most common error types are insertions followed by deletions (Metzker 2010).

In comparison to Sanger sequencing, these and other NGS methods show consistently lower accuracy. Thus, algorithms to elaborate the raw data from the sequencers have been developed and routinely employed to calculate the probability that a base was corrected assigned on the basis of the quality and intensity of its signal (‘quality score per base’). For a review along these lines, see Ledergerber and Dessimoz (2011) and Kircher et al. (2009).

Alignment

Data obtained from the platform—analogous to those from an electrophoretical analysis—are analysed with specifically developed software for alignment (Fig. 7.3). So it is theoretically possible to reconstruct the complete genome of any organism by fitting different stochastically overlapping fragments together. The obtained alignment is conceptually comparable to that achieved from clonally amplified templates (Fig. 7.2). The level of confidence depends on the ‘coverage’, the number of distinct sequences (reads) confirming each base. Extraneous DNA amplified together with original DNA can be mostly identified, as was the case with Neanderthal DNA, by analogy with cloning.

The length of the single fragments depends on the length of the residual DNA molecules, as well as on the limits of the platform. Illumina and the 454 platform are able nowadays to sequence fragments of about 100 and 400 bp respectively, but aDNA targets are usually highly fragmented and the maximum length obtained so far is 925 bp (mean length 90 bp in Poinar et al. 2006) from a permafrost mammoth hair. For the Neanderthals, which is an example closer to those obtained from burial contexts, the maximum length is 275 bp with a mean length of 80 bp (Green et al. 2010).
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FIG. 7.3 Partial alignment of an ancient mtDNA molecule sequenced with an Illumina platform after target enrichment (courtesy of Susanne Kreutzer)

Notes: The profile of the coverage for each base is plotted at the top of the figure, with the high coverage value at the bottom (duplicates have not yet been removed). The average read length is 50 bp here. Reference sequence and obtained consensus sequence are depicted in the middle, whereas at the bottom of the figure the details of the alignment are shown. In comparison with the alignment in Fig. 7.2, here each read has a different length. Each difference from the reference sequence is marked. A consistent mutation (73G, HVS-II) is shown, which was found in all but one of the sequences depicted here. This particular sequence could have been generated by external contamination or, more probably, from a sequencing error, since other similar errors (i.e. sporadic mutations) are to be seen one and three bases apart on the left-hand side.

CONCLUSION

[image: image]

The introduction of new methodologies in aDNA studies has changed research in this field; another kind of thinking has been developed. With high-throughput DNA sequencing we are now able to obtain not only large parts of ancient genomes but also valuable information about the quality of the extracts, their content of target DNA, and the average fragment length of endogenous DNA. Even short fragments that have undergone severe diagenetic processes can now be analysed. An example of this is represented by the work on Neanderthal DNA: extracts containing less than 10 per cent original DNA and fragments of between 51.3 and 79.3 base pairs were successfully analysed and published recently (Briggs et al. 2009). Nevertheless, as in the case of PCR analysis, the major limitation of aDNA works remains the presence of preserved ancient DNA in biological material. If the diagenetic process has damaged the molecules too seriously, the genetic information is forever lost.

However, when aDNA is effectively preserved, aDNA analysis can efficiently contribute to our knowledge of individuals, their lives, the environments they inhabited, and sometimes even their deaths. Thus, archaeologists, anthropologists, and museum curators should consider that the sacrifice of 2–3 g of biological material from a burial contest can result in a considerable contribution to our knowledge. Moreover, in the majority of cases, those missing elements sacrificed in a destructive analysis can be professionally reintegrated in restoration laboratories so that the morphological features of the specimens are preserved. When a palaeomolecular investigation is planned, early contact with aDNA specialist researchers is highly recommended in order to discuss the potential for genetic analysis. Any information on the taphonomic history of the remains and on the milieu should be furnished as the basis for a discussion about sampling. Finally, when adequately validated aDNA data are obtained, scholars involved in recovering the specimens and in different kinds of analysis of the remains should add their experiences to the scientific interpretation of the genetic results.
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STABLE ISOTOPE ANALYSIS OF HUMANS
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GUNILLA ERIKSSON

INTRODUCTION
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Because of its plasticity, the human skeleton records many of the events and processes that an individual goes through in life. Although many of these changes are morphological—macroscopic as well as microscopic—there are also alterations at the biomolecular level. This chapter will focus on one particular type of such evidence, namely those alterations that can be traced through stable isotope analysis.

Like many of the analyses described in this section, stable isotope analysis provides direct data on the life of the person interred, not primarily on the practice surrounding death and burial. Because of its direct link to the individual, stable isotope analysis is applicable to human skeletal material from all kinds of contexts, without being limited to what can be described as ‘proper single burials’ only. Accordingly, all human skeletal remains, regardless of prehistoric practice of manipulation or modern intrusions, have the potential to generate valuable stable isotope data, be they collective burials, human bones dispersed in a cultural layer, disturbed burials, artefacts made of human bone or teeth, ritual depositions of body parts in lakes, or stray finds of human skeletal remains. From this also follows that the analyses are less likely to be biased towards only the part of the population deposited in ‘normal’ or ‘proper’ graves, disregarding the atypical and deviant, and more likely to represent the full spectrum of prehistoric people. Furthermore, the analyses are not restricted to newly excavated material; it is possible to retrieve new information from skeletal material curated and stored in museums for decades or even centuries.

In the following, I will first give a brief description of the basics of stable isotope analysis, which is based on the simple premise ‘you are what you eat’, followed by some reflections on foodways and how to get at them. As we proceed with archaeological examples, I will introduce more and more complexities to the simple principle—things which are important to keep in mind, and which also sometimes expand the possibilities. My intention here is not to give an all-embracing review of how stable isotope analysis has been employed within the field of archaeology, but to illustrate the capacity of the approach and to highlight points of importance by presenting cases from a wide range of contexts.

THE BASICS

[image: image]

An Introduction to Isotopes

In the late 1970s, John Vogel and Nikolaas van der Merwe (Vogel and van der Merwe 1977, van der Merwe and Vogel 1978) used stable carbon isotope analysis to show that maize was introduced in the diet of prehistoric populations in the Eastern Woodland region of the USA around AD 1000. Although maize first occurred in the archaeological record from the early first millennium AD, Vogel and van der Merwe were able to demonstrate that it was not until the turn of the millennium that the analysed populations displayed the elevated stable carbon isotope values indicative of any noteworthy contribution to the diet by this crop. They were able to do this because maize is isotopically distinct from other crops in the region. This study was the first to utilize stable isotope analysis of prehistoric human bone to demonstrate actual food intake in prehistory. So, one might ask, what is it about isotopes that enables such analysis?

Isotopes are variants of a chemical element with differences in mass, but not in basic chemical properties. For example, 12C (carbon-12) is the dominating form of carbon, which makes up almost 99% of all carbon in the world, and has an atomic mass of 12 atomic mass units, accounted for by six protons and six neutrons in the atomic nucleus. The isotope 13C (carbon-13), on the other hand, has seven neutrons, generating an atomic mass of 13 atomic mass units, and thus is much heavier. The differences in mass affect the speed with which the various isotopes react, and therefore the proportions between them may change during natural processes, that is, they fractionate. Both 12C and 13C are stable isotopes, which retain their proportions until a chemical reaction is triggered by some external factor, such as passing through the digestive system of an organism, for example. By contrast, 14C (carbon-14) is an unstable, or radioactive, isotope—hence the term radiocarbon. Unlike stable carbon isotopes, the proportion of the radiocarbon isotope diminishes after the death of an organism, and this takes place at a known rate—a fact that is used to date organic material.

The proportions of the stable isotopes for an element are generally reported relative to an international standard using the delta notation, where the resulting stable isotope value (the delta value) is expressed in per mil ([image: image], parts per thousand) and calculated as the ratio between the isotopes of an element in a sample, compared to the same ratio for the standard, accordingly:

[image: image]

R being the ratio between the heavier and the lighter isotope (e.g. 13C/12C), and X being the heavier isotope of the element in question. The stable isotope value (e.g. δ13C) for the standard is consequently always 0[image: image]. The delta notation is a convenient way to deal with the small, but nevertheless important, variation, which would otherwise have to be expressed with a lot of decimals.

Table 8.1 Stable light isotopes used in archaeology and covered in this chapter, their delta notation, standard used, kinds of compounds subject to analysis, sources of isotopic variation, and types of archaeological questions addressed by the analysis

[image: image]

There are numerous elements with two or more stable isotopes which are used in archaeology, geochemistry, ecology, and other disciplines. The ones most frequently used within the field of archaeology, and more specifically in the analysis of human or faunal remains, are the light isotopes carbon (δ13C), nitrogen (δ15N), oxygen (δ18O), and sulphur (δ34S), treated in more detail below. Other frequently used elements or nuclides in archaeological research are hydrogen (δD, where D is for deuterium, i.e. 2H), radiocarbon (14C), and heavy isotopes such as strontium (87Sr/86Sr), and lead (206Pb/204Pb, 207Pb/204Pb, 208Pb/204Pb). For each element, there are specific sources of variation, which influence the types of archaeological data one can obtain (Table 8.1). And although the isotopes enter into the body via ingestion of food or drink, the information gained is by no means limited to questions about dietary practice.

The Analysis

An important part of the analytical process takes place before the actual isotopic measurement is performed. Keeping in mind that this is a destructive analysis, it is vital that the archaeological material to be analysed is properly documented. It may also have to be cleaned, for example by air abrasion, ultrasonically or mechanically. Then an appropriate sample for analysis is obtained by drilling, cutting, or grinding, and subsequently weighed. The compound of interest has to be isolated or chemically extracted, which is often a time-consuming process involving potential disappointment, since archaeological specimens are of varying preservation—the process may end here if it turns out there was nothing left to extract. If, on the other hand, the pre-chemistry has been successful and there is something to analyse, the isotopes are measured with isotope ratio mass spectrometry (IRMS).

The IRMS system takes advantage of the differences in mass between isotopes in order to separate them. Solid samples are combusted (concentrations of the elements recorded by an elemental analyser), purified, and converted into gas (CO2, N2, or SO4). The gas is subsequently ionized, accelerated, and focused into a beam. The ion beam passes a strong magnetic field, causing it to diverge into two or more isotope beams which bend differently depending on their mass. Detectors, one for each mass, collect the ions, which are then counted, and the signal recorded by computer. The IRMS involves technically advanced machinery and computations, typically run by a person who works solely with these analyses. During this part of the analytical process, the archaeologist is therefore usually only involved in weighing and crimping the samples into the small capsules or vials which are to be combusted (tedious but important work), and then can only wait for the excel file with delta values and elemental concentrations to arrive.

After the isotopic and elemental data have been obtained, they have to be evaluated with regard to quality requirements. Basic descriptive statistics should be computed and the data points plotted to display to what extent the data are homogeneous and what is the range of variation. Finally, one can start to ponder the archaeological implications, for example: how do the stable isotope values relate to the archaeological setting and context? Is there any correlation with regard to sex, age, wealth, status, location in cemetery, or cultural affiliation? How do the human data relate to the faunal data and any predictions based on the latter? Are there intra-individual data, and what kind of biographical information do they convey? How representative is the analysed material?

APPLICATION OF ISOTOPIC ANALYSIS
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Variation and Reference Data

Stable isotope data are to some extent relative: that is, one deals primarily with variation rather than absolute values. This has important implications both for the analytical strategy and for the interpretation of the data produced. Variation should here be understood broadly: as chronological change, as differences between coeval groups or individuals, as intra-individual variation (life-history change), or as deviation from predicted values deduced from a baseline, usually faunal data. Only if there is adequate reference data is it justifiable to interpret human isotopic data in terms of certain diets, origin, or climate. Without reference data, one simply cannot take human stable isotope signatures from, say, Japanese Jomon burials and compare them with East Baltic Mesolithic burials and expect to draw any relevant conclusions on what the differences represent.

To exemplify, the δ13C endpoint values for purely terrestrial and marine diets, respectively, are not universal and must therefore be established for the specific region and period, and preferably for the archaeological site in question (Fig. 8.1). As a rule, the selection of faunal species to be included for reference should be based on the criteria that they (1) preferably derive from the same archaeological context as the humans analysed, or at least are of the same approximate date and vicinity, (2) were either potentially consumed, or (3) were wild local species which are important in order to determine the local range, (4) particularly ecological extremes which provide isotopic endpoints to establish the local isotopic ecology. The latter is especially important for δ13C and δ15N, for which herbivores (lowest trophic level) and top predators (highest trophic level) from terrestrial, freshwater, and marine environments, respectively, provide the maximum range of values for each ecosystem. Given the migratory nature of many birds, they tend to fall outside the local range, but since they, or their eggs, could have been important dietary items, they should nevertheless be included. Since there could be considerable individual variation, ideally at least three specimens of each species should be analysed, although this is rarely attainable for archaeological material, especially with regard to fish.

Carbon

The study on maize introduction mentioned above took advantage of the fact that there are two major photosynthetic pathways, C3 and C4, by which plants take up the carbon from the atmosphere, resulting in lower δ13C values for C3 organisms compared to C4 organisms (Fig. 8.2). The majority of terrestrial plants in the world use the C3 pathway, including trees, shrubs, tubers, all root crops, rice, cereals, soybean, fruits, and nuts. C4 plants, by contrast, occur naturally only in hot and arid environments, and constitute mostly grasses and sedges, including such important crops as maize, sugar cane, millet, and sorghum. During pre-agricultural periods in temperate climates zones, the use of C4 plants can usually be neglected, but during later periods the possibility of C4 plant occurrence should be considered even outside tropical or subtropical environments.
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FIG. 8.1 Local archaeological fauna are essential for the interpretation of human data, in this case bone and dentine collagen δ13C and δ15N

Notes: (Top) Humans and selected fauna from the large Zvejnieki Stone Age Complex in the interior of northern Latvia, where the data for wild fauna provide baselines for terrestrial C3, marine (brackish) and freshwater environments, respectively. Domestic dogs display values from all three environments, revealing contacts with humans living at the coast. Only one human individual displays isotope values indicating any noteworthy intake of marine protein (δ13C -18.8[image: image]), whereas the data for the rest of the population strongly suggest utilization of a mixture of freshwater and terrestrial resources. The group of human values clustering tightly with values for otters (Lutra lutra, a species which almost exclusively feeds on fish) indicate heavy reliance on freshwater fish protein. Data from Eriksson 2006 and references cited therein.

(Bottom) Archaeological cervids (deer) from Asia, Europe, and North America, ranging in date from the Pleistocene to the first millennium AD, illustrating the great variation for terrestrial herbivores consuming C3 plants. Data from Katzenberg (1989), Bocherens et al. (1995), Bocherens et al. (1999), Iacumin et al. (2000), Weber et al. (2002), Bösl et al. (2006), Eriksson et al. (2008), Schulting and Richards (2009), Eriksson (unpublished). NB! Differences in scale between plots.

In addition to the C3/C4 discrepancy, the other major variation detected by δ13C is that between terrestrial (C3) organisms and marine species. Marine organisms have higher δ13C values than terrestrial ones, although generally not as high as for C4 organisms. An early example is the investigation by Nancy Lovell and colleagues (Lovell et al. 1986), who used stable carbon isotope analysis to infer the contribution of salmon to the diet of prehistoric populations of inland British Columbia, Canada. These people lived along salmon-bearing river systems several hundred kilometres from the coast, and salmon was the only marine protein source available to them. Although indigenous inhabitants of this area were ethnographically known to include salmon in their diet, it was unknown whether, or to what extent, the prehistoric populations also made use of this resource. Their stable isotope data revealed highly variable prehistoric salmon consumption between sites, although the relative amount consumed within each site was generally uniform, and decreasing upstream. Children consumed relatively less salmon than adults at the same sites, indicating special cultural practices for children. The stable isotope data thus suggested that both availability and culture, rather than individual preferences, had a strong impact on what was eaten.
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FIG. 8.2 Stable carbon and oxygen isotope data for tooth enamel from Australopithecus africanus (2.5 Mya) and Paranthropus robustus (1.8 Mya) from the Sterkfontein Valley, South Africa

Notes: Data from Sponheimer et al. (2005) and Sponheimer personal communication. Shaded areas denote δ13C values (mean±s.d.) typical for fauna feeding exclusively on either C3 or C4 plants, respectively. Note that δ13C values from apatite differ from collagen values and hence are not directly comparable.

The carbon isotope value correlates with salinity, so for basins such as the Baltic Sea, where salinity has varied during prehistory between brackish and freshwater conditions, it is crucial to have faunal reference data of coeval date. In freshwater environments the δ13C values tend to be similar to those for C3 terrestrial environments, but as for all aquatic conditions (marine, freshwater, riverine), the situation is complex and values may be highly variable. Other environments which affect the carbon isotope value are, for example, arid areas and closed canopy forests.

Stable isotope analysis in itself cannot distinguish between wild and domestic resources, but depending on the local isotopic ecology, it may still be possible to make some inferences regarding this issue. For example, an elevated δ13C value could in one environment imply wild foods, because there were no C4 plants and all marine resources were wild, whereas in another environment it would suggest domesticates, because only crops were C4 plants and there were no marine resources available.

Nitrogen

The main use of nitrogen isotopes is to trace trophic level. The higher up the food web, the higher the nitrogen isotope value; the average increase in δ15N is around 3[image: image] for each trophic level (Minagawa and Wada 1984). Terrestrial food webs generally have few trophic levels, for example, plant-herbivore-carnivore, whereas aquatic food webs often have many more levels, and hence higher δ15N for top predators such as otters, polar bears, and cormorants (e.g., phytoplankton-zooplankton-crustacean-small fish-big fish-carnivorous mammal). This fact is used to trace freshwater-fish consumption, where high δ15N values, in tandem with seemingly ‘terrestrial’ δ13C values, are typical indications. Again, this should preferably be corroborated by faunal data from freshwater species.

One particular application of δ15N analysis is the detection of breastfeeding patterns (Fig. 8.3). Suckling babies are, so to speak, preying on their mothers, and therefore one trophic level above their mothers. Consequently their δ15N values are also elevated relative to their mothers (e.g. Fig. 8.1, where the two most elevated human δ15N values at Zvejnieki represent infants). This was first demonstrated by Marilyn Fogel and colleagues (Fogel et al. 1989), who collected and measured δ15N in fingernails (i.e. keratin) from a modern mother-infant pair longitudinally from birth until weaning was initiated. The baby had δ15N values in accordance with its mother’s at birth, which then rose by about 3[image: image], because of the trophic-level effect. When supplementary foods were introduced alongside breastfeeding, the δ15N value started to drop. This observation was confirmed in a cross-sectional study, also with fingernails. They subsequently compared δ15N values for infant bone from two archaeological populations—farmers and hunter-gatherers, respectively—to explore whether or not there were differences in weaning age between the two groups, plotting δ15N against age at death. Because of its impact on fertility, breastfeeding affects the birth spacing, and it has therefore been suggested that farmers would have weaned their babies at an earlier age than hunter-gatherers would have done (Buikstra et al. 1986, Armelagos et al. 1991, Bocquet-Appel 2002). However, this was not the case here, nor has this been corroborated by other studies.

Other factors which affect the δ15N value are the intake of legumes, the use of manure in crop cultivation, and arid environments. Physiological conditions such as starvation or pregnancy also affect the δ15N value.
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FIG. 8.3 Breastfeeding patterns can be studied both for populations and at the intra-individual level using δ15N or δ18O

Notes: (Top) At the medieval site of Wharram Percy in the UK, analysis of bone collagen from children suggested that weaning generally took place before the age of two years, as shown by the drop in δ15N. There is always a concern that the children who died at early ages may not be representative of those who survived, and that they could in fact have died because of early weaning. However, comparison of dentine δ15N from older children demonstrated that this does not seem to be the case here. Data from Richards et al. (2002), Fuller et al. (2003).

(Bottom) At the Maya site Kaminaljuyú in Guatemala, dentine collagen δ15N and enamel apatite δ18O intra-individual data for the same five individuals from three successively forming teeth, representing ages 0–3 years (M1), 2–6 years (P), and 9–12 years (M3) show similar, though not identical, trends in both δ15N and δ18O. Differences may be due to slight differences in time of formation between enamel and crown dentine from the same tooth, and to changes in diet not related to breastfeeding, particularly as revealed by analysis of the M3. NB! Missing δ15N data from P for subject KJ43. Data from Wright and Schwarcz (1998, 1999).

Oxygen

Variation in oxygen isotopes reflects differences in climatic conditions, such as temperature, altitude, and aridity, a fact that the Danish physicist Willi Dansgaard made use of in his ground-breaking study of a Greenland ice core, which reflected climatic variation during the past 100,000 years (Dansgaard et al. 1969). The δ18O value increases with temperature, and enters the body mainly through drinking water (which derives from meteoric water, that is, from rain or snow) or from food. It has been used to detect the palaeoclimate and palaeo-ecology of, for example, Pliocene hominids (Fig. 8.2) (Lee-Thorp et al. 2003, Schoeninger and Reeser 2003) and people in ancient Egypt (Iacumin et al. 1996). It has also been used to study breastfeeding patterns (Wright and Schwarcz 1998, White et al. 2004)—not because of a trophic-level effect, as for nitrogen isotopes, but because breastmilk contains body water from the mother, as opposed to meteoric drinking water. However, analysis of fauna is also of importance in revealing prehistoric human practice, particularly the analysis of tissues with progressive growth to detect seasonality, such as midden use and hence occupation (Shackleton 1973), sheep herding (Balasse et al. 2003), and cattle husbandry indicating milk production (Towers et al. 2011).
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FIG. 8.4 Bone collagen δ15N and δ34S values for two European locations, demonstrating differences in local range of variation for sulphur isotopes

Notes: (Top) At Queenford Farm and Tubney, two adjacent sites from the Roman period in the UK, the diversity in human δ34S values (hollow symbols) is exceptional, but largely compliant with domestic faunal data from these and coeval sites in the vicinity. Ideally, wild local fauna is preferred before domestic animals, since the latter do not necessarily represent the local δ34S range, but this is not always attainable. Data from Nehlich et al. (2011).

(Bottom) Eight Late Upper Palaeolithic human individuals, from the cave site Grotta del Romito in Italy, display relatively homogeneous δ34S values, largely in accordance with values from associated fauna, although a non-local origin for some individuals cannot be ruled out. Data from Craig et al. (2010). NB! Differences in scale between plots.

Hitherto, analysis of either carbonate or phosphate from bioapatite in enamel or bone has been favoured, but quite recently bone and dentine collagen from modern animals have also been subjected to analysis of δ18O (Kirsanow et al. 2008, Warinner and Tuross 2010).

Sulphur

Sulphur isotopes are basically used to trace mobility and migration in ancient populations and individuals (Fig. 8.4). Marine δ34S values are uniformly high, whereas terrestrial δ34S values depend on the geology of an area, and therefore are very variable, as are freshwater values. Unfortunately, sedimentary, igneous, and metamorphic rocks do not display discrete ranges of isotope values, so it is not possible from a geological map alone to deduce the local δ34S value of an area, although the map can be useful in predicting if there is any potential at all to detect differences. To establish the local range it is therefore essential to have local wild fauna for reference. An individual with a value within the local range cannot positively be identified as local, although it is often the most plausible explanation, whereas an individual with a non-local value must have spent at least some time during tissue formation somewhere else. With intra-individual data, it is even possible to trace change of residence during a lifetime. Ideally, one should also analyse both δ13C and δ15N in order to rule out change of diet as a source of variation for δ34S.

Sulphur isotope analysis has been applied within archaeology for only about a decade, and therefore is still in development. The reason for this is mainly technical: the sulphur concentration in collagen is about one hundred times lower than that of carbon or nitrogen, and consequently it was not until quite recently that there was machinery available to detect the small quantities of sulphur present in archaeological samples (Giesemann et al. 1994).

FOOD AND THE BODY
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Potential Foods and Actual Consumption

What we eat or drink apparently affects the isotopic composition of body tissues, but why is it so crucial to identify what people had on their menu? The question may seem trivial, but finding out is far from uncomplicated and the cultural and social implications are wideranging.

As regards finding out, there are a number of indirect ways to gain information, mainly concentrating either on what resources were available or on traces of the procurement, preparation, and storage of such resources. Such indirect approaches include analyses of, for example, tool assemblages, zooarchaeological remains, macrofossils, organic residues in pottery, site catchment analysis, etc. These indirect methods can provide important information on what might have been eaten, what resources were utilized (although not necessarily consumed), and what pottery was used for (e.g. cooking, storage, or production of foodstuffs or other substances). However, they cannot provide conclusive evidence on actual consumption. This distinction between what could have been eaten and what was actually eaten must always be kept in mind, since food culture not only defines what is considered edible, but also confines how, when, where, and by whom particular foodstuffs are consumed.

Direct evidence of eating includes human bodily remains or remnants such as coprolites, stomach contents, hair, nails, or skeletal matter. Microscopic or biochemical analyses of coprolites (fossilized faeces), or stomach contents from bog bodies or mummies, can in favourable cases reveal the contents of one single meal. Muscle, hair, nails, skin, bone, tooth enamel and dentine, on the other hand, record the intake during the time of tissue formation, which means that stable isotope analysis can be used to trace short-term or long-term diet, depending on the type of tissue. Of these, bone and teeth are by far the most commonly preserved and recovered in any abundance at archaeological excavations, and therefore also the most frequently used sources in stable isotope archaeology.

With regard to the cultural significance of food, this goes far beyond the simple need for survival. Everyone must eat, but no one eats just anything, that is, in every society there are strict cultural conventions surrounding this very basic nutritional need. Food culture is deeply rooted and often quite conservative, and therefore violation of the (generally unwritten) rules tends to provoke very strong feelings. For instance, while the mere thought of tripe, brain, or trotters will make some people’s mouths water, others will feel sheer disgust. This is not only a matter of personal preferences; it is in fact culture which defines what is regarded as food, and what is not. So, while biology regulates our nutritional needs, and the environment determines what is obtainable, culture is the ultimate determinant regarding what, of all the potential foodstuffs available, is considered edible. Food culture also prescribes, among other things, how foodstuffs should be prepared and served, when and where it is appropriate to eat, how a meal should be composed, and any taboos against foodstuffs or against consumption during specific circumstances, such as pregnancy or lactation, for example. Moreover, food and eating play a central role in social relations and have great economic significance. Accordingly, an investigation of prehistoric diet is in practice an investigation of prehistoric culture and society.

Formation, Growth, and Remodelling of Tissue

There are important differences between various tissues with regard to how they are composed, how they form, and what they reflect. These differences affect the kind of information gained, and it is important to take them into account both when deciding on an analytical strategy and when evaluating and comparing isotopic values.

Muscle and bone are tissues which constantly remodel throughout the life of an individual; that is, even after growth is complete, there is constant turnover going on, so that old tissue is continuously replaced by new tissue (specific cells control the resorption and synthesis, respectively). The turnover rate of muscle is relatively fast compared to that of bone, and the isotopic signature of muscle therefore provides short-term data, reflecting the past few months or so (Tieszen et al. 1983), whereas the turnover rate in bone is much slower and therefore provides long-term data, reflecting several years (Stenhouse and Baxter 1979, Hedges et al. 2007). Hair, nails, enamel, and dentine, by contrast, grow progressively and are metabolically inert once formed, and hence the isotopic value reflects the time of formation. Most teeth form during childhood, so even for adult individuals, both enamel and dentine retain records of the isotopic assimilation at a young age. Depending on tooth type, as well as the size and position of the sample, short-term or long-term isotopic data can thus be generated. Both hair and nails grow progressively during the whole lifespan and record short-term diet, although long hair can be used in longitudinal studies to trace long-term change.

In the early days of stable isotope analysis of diet, bone was generally preferred, since it provided long-term data where any seasonal or other short-term changes were levelled out. Teeth were accordingly considered to be problematic elements to be avoided whenever possible. It was not until the 1990s that anyone made use of the fact that teeth actually record something other than bone, and that this difference could be utilized to infer, for example, chronological change. In a study of moose (elk, Alces alces) from the national park of Isle Royale in the USA, Jeffrey Bada et al. (1990) were the first to actually demonstrate that, once formed, the dentine of mammalian teeth does not remodel, and hence it records diet at the time of formation.

Using combinations of tissues from one individual provides much more information than one single sample would. Such intra-individual data reflect changes during the lifetime of a person, thereby moving towards a life biography or, as it is generally termed, life history. The earliest published archaeological study to employ such methodology using human material was a paper by Christine White (1993) on Nubian mummies, making use of both hair keratin and bone collagen to trace seasonal variation, among other things. The first study to use exclusively skeletal material, however, was a paper by Judy Sealy et al. (1995), who analysed both bone and several teeth from each individual for carbon, nitrogen, and strontium isotopes, in order to reconstruct a life history. The five analysed subjects, both females and males, were two prehistoric hunter-gatherers and three historic burials from different colonial contexts at or near the Cape in South Africa. Through the analyses, the authors were able to detect dietary change during life, as well as change of residence. Based on the isotopic data, in combination with contextual and historical information, one female was even identified as a probable slave, which illustrates the usefulness of this approach.

Depending on the archaeological question of interest, and what is available for analysis, there are several ways to combine tissues, each giving slightly different types of information, and for different reasons. (1) Tissues which form during different ages reflect two different points in time. Dentine or enamel from an adult, combined with bone, for instance, reflect both childhood and adult diet. (2) Since formation and turnover rates differ between tissues, the time span reflected by the isotopic values also differs, thereby representing both short-term and long-term diets or various degrees of long-term diet. For example, bone reflecting a period of several years can be combined with the segment of a tooth, reflecting diet during one year and possibly providing seasonal data. (3) Even two samples from a tissue with progressive growth may generate longitudinal data, since it is not subject to remodelling. Examples include different sections of a hair strand or a tooth, or using two different tooth types, with different formation age. (4) For tissues which do remodel, such as bone, the turnover rate varies between different bones, or even across one bone, so that elements or parts of an element with a faster turnover rate reflect a shorter temporal window (Sealy et al. 1995, Parfitt 2002). Accordingly, there is potential for combining bones, too, although there is little information available on the scale of differences in turnover rate, and therefore it has rarely been employed. In sum, both analysis of different tissues and same-tissue analysis could provide either longitudinal data for different ages or reflect long-term and short-term diet, respectively.

For bone, in particular, it is important to keep in mind that, although the turnover rate affects which period the sample represents, other physiological mechanisms are also in operation, most importantly metabolism and growth. Bone remodelling is controlled by the overall metabolism, and if a person is for some reason under physiological stress, because of, for example, starvation, dehydration, disease, fasting, or (under certain circumstances) pregnancy, and thus in a catabolic state, not only will the turnover rate be affected, but the δ15N value will also be elevated. This is because the body recycles nitrogen from its own tissue, and not from the diet, causing isotopic fractionation. An example is a study by Kerstin Lidén and Anders Angerbjörn (1999), who used bone from the extant cave bear to demonstrate not only the isotopic effects caused by nutritional stress, in this case hibernation, but also to discuss how growth influences the stable isotope value. Because of remodelling, there is always a time lag between dietary intake and the age at which this is recorded in the bone tissue. However, during periods of fast growth, such as infancy or adolescence, much larger portions of the tissue are synthesized than resorbed, so the isotopic record will be biased towards such periods (cf. Hedges et al. 2007). Consequently, the isotopic effect of a dietary change may be diluted if it is followed by a period of rapid growth, and changes taking place after growth is complete will take longer to show up in the isotopic record.

Tissues and Compounds

Not only do different body tissues provide different kinds of information, but the various chemical compounds in the tissues also differ isotopically. The two main constituents of bone and teeth are collagen and bioapatite. Although enamel contains virtually no collagen (cf. Açil et al. 2005), bone and dentine comprise 25–30% of this organic compound. Collagen is a protein which consists of bundles of amino acid chains; most abundant is the nonessential amino acid glycine. Other organic compounds in skeletal tissue, although present in minor quantities, are non-collagenous proteins and lipids.

The inorganic part, by contrast, consists of a calcium mineral, bioapatite, which is the biological equivalent of calcium hydroxyapatite (Ca6(PO4)6(OH)2), where some of the phosphate has been substituted by carbonate (Chakraborty et al. 2006) and trace amounts of the calcium or hydroxide have been replaced by other elements, such as strontium, lead, barium, zinc, or magnesium. The apatite of enamel is generally denser, has higher crystallinity, and fewer carbonate substitutions than bone apatite. These differences in structure make enamel less susceptible to diagenetic alteration, and enamel is therefore often preferred to bone for bioapatite analysis (cf. Lee-Thorp and Sponheimer 2003). One must bear in mind, though, that isotopic signatures of bone and enamel reflect different ages of the individual analysed and therefore are not interchangeable. Both phosphate and carbonate in bioapatite are used for oxygen isotope analysis, although only carbonate can be used to look at δ13C.

The body synthesizes new tissue from the constituents of food, so theoretically, it may seem that all elements in the food should have an equal chance of being used for tissue synthesis, regardless of from which macronutrient they originate—carbohydrate, protein, or fat—so that each tissue would reflect the whole diet. This is not the case, however. Some elements, such as nitrogen, are only present in proteins and therefore must derive from the protein part of the food source. Furthermore, it is a well-known fact that the human body cannot itself produce certain amino acids which are necessary for normal growth and development, and that they therefore have to be included in the diet; hence the term essential amino acids. Even so, feeding experiments using various animals (commonly rodents or pigs) have demonstrated that the carbon from ingested protein is actually routed to collagen, commonly referred to as protein-to-collagen routing (Tieszen and Fagre 1993, Ambrose and Norr 1993, Howland et al. 2003, Jim et al. 2004). That is, the body makes some shortcuts, using ready-made amino acids from the consumed protein to construct new protein molecules. Consequently, the isotope values of collagen mainly reflect protein intake.

Since protein is present in both plants and animals, this is highly relevant. But since the protein content varies across species, and tends to be higher in animal products than in plant foods, there is a risk that the contribution of plant foods to the diet is underestimated, and that the collagen isotope signature may not give an accurate representation of the proportions of various foods in the whole diet. One obvious remedy to this problem would seem to be the parallel analysis of the mineral phase of bone, the bioapatite, which has been experimentally shown to reflect the whole diet. However, because of the problems with bone diagenesis, and the associated difficulties in verifying the integrity of the isotopic signal, this has not been a viable solution. Other potential cures are the use of compound specific analysis and advanced mixing models (see section on Future Prospects).

Because of fractionation, the δ13C ranges, disregarding differences in assimilation and diet, differ by compound so that, for bone from one single individual, carbonate (apatite) values are generally higher than collagen values, which in turn are higher than lipid values. The absolute values for different compounds are therefore not directly comparable.

COMPLEXITIES
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Analytical Strategy and Considerations

The analytical process starts with an archaeological question and ideally ends with some new information that throws light on this question (usually also generating innumerable new questions). Given the archaeological problem and the skeletal material available, one first has to decide on the appropriate analytical tool(s) to address the problem and an analytical strategy with regard to representativity, optimum number of individuals, samples and elements, and taking full advantage of the differences in formation pattern for various tissues. There are also a number of restricting factors which have to be taken into consideration throughout (each step of) the analytical process. These factors include time and cost constraints, ethical concerns, restrictions due to the state of preservation and scarcity of the skeletal material, and efforts made to limit the damage during sampling—in view of both the morphological information present in the skeletal material and future museum exhibitions.

During the complete analytical process, from the formulation of the archaeological question of interest to the interpretation of data, one has to be constantly aware of, and take into account, these and other factors affecting the analysis, while continuing to focus on the archaeological problem. Without a proper understanding of the archaeological circumstances, there is a risk that one will simply fail to make the relevant observations and will make less well-founded choices. In brief, one needs both the archaeological proficiency and the isotopic expertise to make high-quality isotopic studies.

Diagenesis, Contamination, and Quality Criteria

It is naturally of fundamental importance to make sure that the stable isotope data actually originate from the prehistoric sample of interest only, and not from any contaminants or diagenetic alteration. A range of measures are therefore taken to guarantee the integrity of the sample all the way through the analytical process. This can be achieved in two ways: first, by efforts to avoid or remove contaminants or degraded matter, and, secondly, by applying quality criteria to identify unwanted matter.

To avoid contaminants, the laboratory work therefore includes such normal precautions as sterilizing laboratory equipment, wearing rubber gloves, removing soil and dirt by cleaning skeletal elements, and discarding the surface layer when obtaining samples. The entire extraction protocol is designed to isolate only the compound of interest, and to eliminate everything else. This is exactly why the ultrafiltration step of the collagen extraction protocol, introduced by Brown et al. (1988), was so important, since it removes any remnants smaller than 30 kDa, that is, degraded collagen, or contaminants such as humic acids. If the skeletal element has been treated with glue or varnish, the first choice is to choose another element, but if that is not an option, a solvent will have to be used to remove it. Since most solvents are organic, and thus contain carbon, this will introduce another contamination risk which will have to be dealt with by repeated rinsing with (distilled or deionized) water. Bones or other elements which are likely to contain lipids will also have to be treated prior to extraction; the necessity of this varies according to species and preservation conditions. The lipids are usually extracted and subsequently removed with chloroform/methanol, both organic substances, so in this case too rinsing is crucial.

There are a number of quality criteria available to control for diagenesis or contamination. For collagen, these include the carbon and nitrogen concentrations (%C, %N), the atomic C/N ratio, the collagen yield, and the visual appearance of the sample (DeNiro 1985, Ambrose 1990, van Klinken 1999). The elemental concentrations and, by inference, the atomic ratio of the concentrations, are data collected by the elemental analyser linked to the IRMS, during measurement of the δ13C and δ15N values. Therefore, even though the primary interest could be in sulphur or oxygen, the carbon and nitrogen data are still crucial in order to verify the integrity of the sample. Because sulphur is present in collagen in such small quantities, there are additional quality criteria for sulphur. Most widely used are the sulphur concentration (%S) and the atomic C/S ratio (the N/S ratio correlates completely with the latter and is therefore redundant). The ranges for %S and C/S differ between mammals and fish, and the exact limits for acceptable values are still provisional and subject to discussion (e.g. Fornander et al. 2008, Nehlich and Richards 2009), but as more and more data are published, the isotopic community will eventually settle on a standard.

As regards bioapatite, there is a lack of adequate methods to test for contamination or degradation in structural carbonate and phosphate extracted from bone—as mentioned earlier, tooth enamel is less susceptible, if not immune, to post-depositional alterations. This is the major reason why bone apatite has hitherto not been more widely used in stable isotope studies in archaeology. If the use of apatite isotope data is to be justified at all, it is necessary to rely on supporting evidence to infer the preservation and integrity of the bone. Such supporting evidence could be, for example, good collagen preservation, faunal data from the same deposition matrix exhibiting stable isotope signatures consistent with their ecology, non-local values ruling out contamination from the burial matrix, or crystallinity measurements (usually employing Fourier transform infrared spectroscopy or X-ray diffraction analysis) (Koch et al. 1997, Hedges 2002, Lee-Thorp and Sponheimer 2003).

Although it might sometimes be tempting to use stable isotope data from samples which do not comply with the quality criteria, they should nevertheless always be excluded from the data set and subsequent statistical analysis. It is necessary to maintain rigorous control in order to retain the validity of the data. While the detection of diagenesis does not necessarily imply isotopic alteration, there is no way of evaluating whether the data are correct or not, and it is therefore not scientifically sound to use them.

Limiting Factors

As demonstrated, stable isotope analysis is useful and applicable in many different contexts. There are, however, some limiting factors which restrict its use—some which may be overcome and some of which definitely rule out stable isotope analysis.

The Late Pleistocene seems to be the chronological limit for well-preserved collagen, although there is no absolute age of a skeletal element after which there is no detectable collagen. After all, preservation and degradation of bone and teeth depend on a combination of factors, such as temperature, humidity, soil acidity, and time. There are quite a few cases of favourable conditions resulting in collagen preservation in Middle and Upper Palaeolithic anatomically modern humans and Neanderthals, or associated fauna, but very few older than 50,000 years. This coincides with the detection limit for radiocarbon dating, which is currently around 60–70 kya, at the most (Higham 2011). Stratigraphic dating in Palaeolithic contexts is often problematic and therefore only directly dated elements can be positively identified as having a certain age. However, the limitations of radiocarbon dating techniques only partly explains the shortage of surviving collagen older than 50,000 years, since there are independent dating techniques for older specimens.

For analysis of earlier hominids, one must turn to the analysis of enamel carbonate (δ13C, δ18O), which can survive for several million years. This has been demonstrated by, among others, Matt Sponheimer and colleagues (Sponheimer et al. 2005, and previous work cited therein), who analysed Australopithecus africanus and Paranthropus robustus from the Sterkfontein Valley, South Africa, dating from 2.5 and 1.8 Mya, respectively (Fig. 8.2). Their analysis of δ13C and δ18O showed that both species were mixed C3/C4 feeders with very similar mean carbon isotope values, but that the range was much larger for Australopithecus, indicating higher variability in diet. By concomitantly analysing δ13C in mammal remains from the same contexts as the hominids, the authors could unequivocally show that animals feeding on C3 and C4 plants, respectively, had very distinct δ13C signatures, and that the hominids were intermediate with regard to these. This again illustrates the importance of including fauna from the same time and place in order to infer diet from stable isotope values. The two species also varied for δ18O which, it is suggested, reflects either increasing aridity over time or differences in ecology between the species.

Burned bone or teeth should not be used for stable isotope analysis. Heating alters the structure and isotopic values of collagen and bioapatite, and the effects are dependent on both exposure time and temperature, so there are differences between charred and fully cremated bone (DeNiro et al. 1985, Lebon et al. 2010). Complete cremation destroys the collagen and consequently only the bioapatite is available for analysis. Recent years have seen an increase in the number of experimental work on bone carbonate from cremated bone, chiefly because it would be desirable to be able to radiocarbon date such remains. However, although these studies have developed various parameters which indicate the state of preservation and exposure to diagenesis, there is as yet no way to ascertain reliably whether or not the isotopic signal has been altered. For radiocarbon dating this is all the more serious, since there is consequently no way to determine the possible extent of a marine reservoir effect. So the problems are much the same as for isotopic analysis of apatite from uncre-mated bone.

FUTURE PROSPECTS
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There are constant advances going on in the stable isotope world, in terms of technical innovations, modelling, more experimental data, and, last but not least, in the growing body of data from archaeological sites all over the world. Currently, some active areas of progress are compound specific analysis, allowing analysis of, for example, individual amino acids, fatty acids, or carbohydrates (Fogel and Tuross 2003, Evershed et al. 2007), and the evolution of mixing models based on Bayesian statistics, which could take into account both multiple isotopes and multiple food sources (Parnell et al. 2010). There still remains much research to do in order to fully understand various physiological processes and how they affect fractionation and isotopic incorporation—laboratory experiments and animal ecology are momentous for such development (cf. del Rio et al. 2009).

The general attitude towards the use of stable isotope analysis in archaeology has, since its introduction in the late 1970s, followed a trail which is very characteristic of the history of science: initial enthusiasm was succeeded by a backlash when the limitations became evident, leading to a period of intense basic research and a subsequent, more steady, phase when development tended to be in the field of novel and original archaeological applications. By now, it is a well-established technique, although there is still a need for more experimental work and refined understanding of various biological processes. As the application of δ13C and δ15N analysis in particular has become more routine, however, there is always a concern that archaeologists will not be sufficiently aware of the complexities; a development regrettably seen in the use of radiocarbon dating.

CONCLUSIONS
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Stable isotope data should of course be considered and treated like any archaeological data. They are not intrinsically more ‘true’, more exact, better or of greater scientific value than traditional archaeological data on grave goods, burial customs, or chronology. When carefully employed, however, stable isotope analysis can contribute additional information which would not otherwise be available and which, together with the information gleaned from traditional archaeological data, has the potential to produce new, original, evidence on prehistoric norms and practices.

In contrast to what some perceive as inevitable, employing stable isotope analyses is by no means linked to any specific theoretical perspective. In other words, you don’t need to assume a positivist perspective just because you make use of stable isotope data. Nevertheless, one should be aware that the theoretical perspective informs and influences the analysis, in everything from choice of samples to the interpretation of the stable isotope data. This is also why it is so important for us archaeologists to actually comprehend the potential and limitations of the method, and preferably to be involved in as many parts of the analytical process as possible. Only in that way can we ensure that the analyses are actually suitable for solving the problems addressed.
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CREMATION

Excavation, Analysis, and Interpretation of Material from Cremation-Related Contexts
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JACQUELINE I. MCKINLEY

INTRODUCTION
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The ancient mortuary rite of cremation was a complex and multifaceted mode of disposal of the dead. It was expensive in terms of (at least) time and effort, and had the potential to create a variety of deposit and feature types for which we may recover archaeological evidence. Only by recording and analysing as many of the individual components of the rite as possible can we aspire to fulfil the wider objectives of illustrating temporal and geographic similarities and variations inherent or attendant on the mortuary practice, and understanding their meaning.

The main section of this chapter presents the archaeological components frequently encountered in cremation-related deposits, the form and probable nature of those deposits, and the features in which they may be found. The descriptive and interpretive terminology used in reference to such deposits is vital to understanding the potential range and nature of what may be encountered; it can also have a subliminal effect on the method of excavation employed. Various types of deposit may look similar and share the same components, and it is often the differing quantities and relative distribution of each which holds the key to the process of their formation and their interpretation. Appropriate excavation methods and accurate recording are essential to interpretation and a comprehensive understanding of the rite, as is the recovery of as much as possible of the surviving material. Advised excavation and post-excavation procedures will be outlined to assist appropriate field recovery and recording.

Analysis of cremated remains by an osteologist is inextricably linked with the context of origin. The form and nature of the archaeological deposit will affect the condition of the cremated bone and both data sets (collected in the field and the laboratory) are vital in interpretation of the type of deposit represented. Analysis of cremated remains requires an understanding of the cremation process. Modern crematoria offer the most effective and efficient environment in which cremation is undertaken, but it is also important to consider those factors which may have influenced the equally sophisticated but potentially less controllable environment of an open pyre. Both situations will be briefly outlined.

Whilst the specialist aims to recover the basic osteological data pertaining to the cremated individual (demographic and pathological data, together with unavoidably limited metric data), they also seek to recover information relevant to the technology and rites of cremation. The systematic recording of data from individual deposits enables subsequent analysis to detect variations and similarities in the rite, which may be influenced by the age or sex of the individual, and cultural, temporal, or geographic factors. The final section of this chapter will consider various potential aspects of this most fascinating and as yet still under-explored area of cremation studies.

Many of the examples used in the chapter derive from my own first-hand experience in the field and on the bench-top (‘laboratory’ being a slightly too clinical word for the environment in which osteoarchaeogists in commercial archaeology commonly work). This has given me detailed insights into both the archaeological contexts of the material and the material itself at all stages from the soil to the storage shelf. As all my osteological work on cremated remains has been with material excavated from various parts of the British Isles (predominantly England), the examples are, inevitably, focused on the UK. Whilst there are obviously some differences—as well as many similarities—in deposit types and formation processes in different locations, the basic archaeological components and questions asked of the material are generic. Consequently, much of what is presented here should pertain to the many cremation-related deposits encountered throughout the archaeological world. Similarities in approach, both in excavation procedures and in recording and analysis, will assist in making the all-important temporal and geographical comparisons between the archaeological manifestations of the cremation rite.

CREMATION-RELATED FEATURES AND DEPOSITS: COMPONENTS, FORM, AND NATURE

[image: image]

As a first step in the study of cremation it is imperative to recognize that there are a variety of deposit types and features which may be associated with the rite. This being so, the terminology used to describe and interpret what we see in excavation is vital. Words affect our perception and our understanding, and in archaeology this can influence the way we recover and record data, which in turn can have a major impact on how that data can later be analysed and interpreted. It is still very common (at least in the UK) for any deposit of cremated bone to be described as ‘a cremation’, by which those using the term generally mean ‘the remains of a cremation burial’. Not only is this an interpretation (subjective) rather than a description (objective) of the deposit—important distinctions in archaeological recording—but ‘a cremation’ is a burning pyre, the primary act of cremation itself, and is not synonymous with the secondary act of burial. There are some Asian cultures in which the cremation itself represents a secondary part of the mortuary rite, either by necessity (allowing time to accumulate the necessary wealth to pay for cremation) or design (possibly both); the initial ‘holding’ stage is not always attainable to all members of society (Leonowens 1988, Metcalf and Huntington 1991: 91–102, McKinley 1994a: 79, Downes 1999: 22).

The primary rite of cremation might be represented by the remains of the pyre site; the secondary rite by a contained or uncontained burial within a grave, accompanied or not by a primary and/or secondary deposit of pyre debris. Further deposits of pyre debris external to the grave or pyre site may precede or follow the burial; and the pyre site itself may form the place of burial. These—pyre site, grave, burial remains, and redeposited pyre debris—represent some of the more commonly encountered cremation-related features and deposits. There are, however, a (potentially infinite) variety of other types of deposit rendered possible largely due to the form and nature of the cremated remains themselves; separated and fragmented by the transformation effected by cremation, rendering them ‘inert’ and easily transportable. A common characteristic of the rite, both in the British Isles and elsewhere, was the frequent incomplete recovery of the cremated bone from the pyre site for formal burial, which would leave a varying quantity of cremated bone available for deposition or use elsewhere (Holck 1989: 119–30, Sigvallius 1994, table 3, McKinley 1997a, 2006a, 2008a, Wahl 2008).

Archaeologically encountered remains will undoubtedly only ever reflect a fraction of the attendant mortuary rites undertaken before, during, and after cremation. The nature of the archaeological investigations from which remains are recovered may also place limitations on the diversity of potentially associated cremation-related deposits which may be encountered at any individual site. This is particularly the case within commercial archaeology (the most common form of excavation in the UK now) where investigations are perforce restricted to the area being affected by the development. For example, the ‘key-hole’ excavations afforded by investigations within a building footprint or along a pipeline or road-route may encompass only part of the more extensive mortuary landscape which may be captured by an open area excavation. The geology, geography, and former land use on a site can adversely affect the survival and condition of some features/deposits and the bone within them. All these factors need to be considered in interpretation of the recovered data, and all need to be carefully recorded at the time of excavation.

A range of cremation-related features and deposits is commonly encountered in close association as part of the ‘mortuary landscape’; however, the ‘transportable’ nature of cremated remains means that some deposits are, and others potentially may be, found outside this arena (van Gennep 1977: 152, Metcalf and Huntington 1991: 102, McKinley 1994a: 70–1, 2006a, Oestigaard 1999, Eriksson 2005).

Components

This section will outline the various archaeological components commonly encountered within cremation-related deposits.

Cremated bone

may be described as ‘burnt’, ‘oxidized’, or ‘calcined’, but may not necessarily be either of the latter two (McKinley 2008a). Oxidized and calcined are both expressions of one of the two major chemical changes which occur in cremation: dehydration and oxidation of the body’s organic components. These processes leave only the mineral component of the bone in its fully oxidized state; hydroxyapatite, a calcium phosphate which at temperatures greater than 800°C changes to a tricalcium phosphate (Shipman et al. 1984, Lange et al. 1987, Grupe and Hummel 1991, Holden et al. 1995a, 1995b, Hiller et al. 2003). Although much of the cremated bone recovered archaeologically can accurately be described as oxidized or calcined, such is not always the case. Full oxidation of the soft tissues and, with some minor acceptable variation, the bone is a requisite of modern Western cremation, but such is not necessarily the case within other contemporary cultures nor would it have been so in the past (Barber 1990: 381–7, Perrin 1998, Downes 1999: 23, 28, McKinley 2006a, 2008a). Similarly, not all burnt bone (human or animal) will have undergone the mortuary rite of cremation as we commonly understand it. For example, the incidental or possibly in some cases deliberate burning of dry and disarticulated human bone is relatively common in British archaeological contexts of prehistoric date (e.g. McKinley 2008b: 497). The interpretive term cremated bone should only be used where it is clear that the mortuary rite of cremation (transformation of a corpse by burning) has been followed; this avoids ambiguity, whilst not, in its broadest sense, building in any specific comment regarding the degree of oxidation (which would be considered under aspects of pyre technology).

Although largely a term attributed to human bone, animal remains subject to cremation—generally as an offering of some form on the pyre—are also referred to as cremated bone (see ‘Pyre goods’). Some individual animal cremation burials do exist within the archaeological record, as, for example the few 5–7th century AD horse cremation burials from the UK and elsewhere in Europe (e.g. Manchester 1976, Wahl 1982, Harman 1989, McKinley 1993a). Almost by definition, some cremated bone will be present within the majority of cremation-related contexts, though it need not necessarily represent the most common inclusion and, particularly as the study of other components within these types of deposit develop, it may be possible to recognize some such contexts which by accident or design may be devoid of cremated bone (see ‘Pyre debris’).

Ashes

are the inorganic remains surviving after the removal, by oxidation, of the organic components of the material being burnt. The term is not restricted to specific particle size or material type (McKinley 1994a: 72, forthcoming a). Where the term is used, the material type should be specified to avoid ambiguity.

Pyre goods/grave goods

(‘goods’ being defined as ‘possessions and personal properties’ or ‘tangible commodities’, i.e. their nature and significance may be varied and debatable); the two should always be distinguished where possible since they relate to different parts of the mortuary rite (McKinley 2006a, Williams 2008). The former are materials (e.g. animal remains, food offerings, or artefacts) added to the pyre for cremation with the deceased, including items which may have been on the corpse (i.e. clothing and jewellery). Parts or all of any remains from these materials may be included in the burial, but may also be, and often are, recovered from other forms of deposit (e.g. Polfer 2000, Cool 2004: 455–7). Grave goods are unburnt materials added only during interment within the grave; some may even have been added as later offerings (e.g. Ortalli forthcoming). In some instances it can be difficult to deduce which type of deposit is represented since some materials may show little or no observable indications of burning despite having been on the pyre, either because of the material type (iron, for example) and/or the position of the item(s) on the pyre (McKinley 1994a: 90–1, 2006a, Northover and Montague 1997: 91).

Pyre debris

represents all the material remaining at the pyre site after the bone and pyre goods intended for burial have been removed. The major component usually comprises charred wood (remains of fuel) of varying particle size (from minute dust-sized particles to lumps of charred log), with varying quantities of cremated bone, sometimes pyre goods, and potentially (dependent on the underlying soil type) burnt flint, burnt clay and fuel ash slag (general hearth slag formed on highly siliceous soils). Other forms of fuel ash may be represented in some geographic areas; for example, peat appears to have represented an alternative form of fuel in parts of north-west Britain. In several of my own experimental pyres I found that peat formed an effective and efficient alternative to wood as a fuel for cremation but that some wood was still required to build a platform to support the corpse in the early stages.

A recent interesting development has been the interpretation of a deposit of fuel ash from a Mid-Late Bronze Age (1600–700 BC) vessel as the remains of pyre debris, despite the absence of supporting evidence in the form of cremated bone or the proximity of recognizable cremation-related deposits (Dinwiddy and McKinley 2009). The archaeobotanist based the interpretation on the lack of diversity and species identified (hawthorn/pear/apple) compared with those from domestic assemblages (Challinor forthcoming).

Form and Nature of Deposits

The deposit types outlined here make no claim to be, and could not represent, a comprehensive or exclusive list. The aim is to shift the focus of common archaeological terminology and interpretation away from the usual focus on ‘burials’, important and informative though their remains undoubtedly are, and illustrate the potential complexity and variability of the rite and how it may be reflected archaeologically.

The quantity of bone recovered from cremation burials is frequently not commensurate with all that which would have remained at the end of cremation. This common observation suggests that the remains from any one pyre may be distributed elsewhere, other than within ‘the burial’, in a variety of features/deposits within the funerary landscape; i.e. individual cremation-related deposits do not necessarily each equate with the product of different pyres. The bone from any one pyre may have been included in a formal burial, remained incorporated within the pyre debris (which could have remained in situ, been included in the grave fill and/or dumped in another feature), been deliberately or accidentally scattered (with or without other pyre debris), or packaged for curation or distribution to mourners.

Some forms of feature/deposit are more frequently encountered than others (graves), more easily recognized (urned burials, burials with grave goods), have better survival rates (e.g. graves under mounds, grübenbusta—pits over which pyres were constructed, into which the remains fell, and which eventually formed the place of burial) and are easier to define. Scatters of cremated bone, for example, may be observed, but it can be difficult to deduce if they are accidental, incidental, or deliberate deposits (e.g. Sigvallius 2005).

Pyre sites

The location of the pyre itself needs be distinguished from the area in which cremations were undertaken (the Roman ustrina) and in which individual pyre sites may not be discernible amongst a mass of pyre debris. Most pyre sites were probably constructed directly on the ground surface; the necessary under-pyre draft being provided by the structure of the pyre itself (McKinley 1994a: fig. 19, 2000a, forthcoming a). On many geologies (clays, silty clays, chalk), clear evidence of in situ burning will be apparent (red, pink, black, or grey discolouration), but in some cases, such as calcareous sands or humic/garden soils, there may be no surviving evidence. Even where in situ burning does create variations in soil colour, the effects do not penetrate far (c.50–100 mm; McKinley forthcoming a: fig. 3) and all traces could be easily removed by later disturbance such as ploughing. Associated features may offer greater protection and visibility. Some pyre sites have stone surrounds or more substantial stone ‘ghats’ (e.g. Casey and Hoffmann 1995, McKinley forthcoming a). Cut features include under-pyre draft pits or scoops and deeper pits—grübenbusta (singular bustum)—which may also form the grave (e.g. Jessup 1959: 6, Struck 1993, Fitzpatrick 1997: fig. 7, McKinley forthcoming a, Dodwell in prep.). Pyre sites may have been cleared of debris after use or retain some in situ pyre debris which could include cremated bone (e.g. Sjösvärd et al. 1983, Arcini 2005: fig. 3, Biddulph 2009, Downes forthcoming).

Rare examples of more substantial structural remains, possibly those of ‘cremators’, have been found at a few Romano-British sites (1st-2nd century AD) and contemporaneous sites elsewhere in Europe (Davey 1935, Black 1986: 210–11, Polfer 2000: fig. 3.1). Currently it is unclear quite how these structures would have been used (McKinley forthcoming a).

Cremation burial

The cremated bone recovered from the pyre site for formal burial. The burial may have been made in an urn, generally a ceramic vessel, though occasionally glass or metal was used. Most of these vessels were probably originally sealed, though subsequent disturbance often destroys the evidence. The types of lid which have been found include stones, ceramic vessels, textiles, skins, and clay plugs; a recent rare example of the latter being found in the small Romano-British cemetery at Poundbury Farm, Dorchester, Dorset (Egging Dinwiddy and Bradley 2011, McKinley forthcoming a: fig. 8). Unurned burials generally seem to have been made in some form of organic container, evident from concentrated deposits of cremated bone, usually situated towards or at the base of the grave. These could include wooden caskets (mostly Romano-British in the UK), basketry, or, probably most frequently, leather/textile bags. There are a few examples from the British Isles of uncontained burials where the bone was spread on the base of the grave (e.g. grave 5132 at Thomas Hardye School, Dorchester, Dorset; personal observation and Gardiner et al. 2007) or cist (e.g. Crantit, Orkney; Balin-Smith forthcoming).

Cremation grave

A pit or cist constructed to serve as a place of burial. The term ‘cremation pit’ may occasionally be seen used in this sense in UK literature but is best avoided; its imprecision lends itself to various interpretations and it is used by different writers to mean different things, including the grave, busta-style pyre sites (see above) or any hole in the ground containing any form of cremation-related deposit. The most apt use for the term would be a pit over which the pyre was constructed and burnt, which may or may not subsequently have formed the place of burial (e.g. Arcini 2005); i.e. a bustum or ‘bustum-style’ pyre site.

Although most graves appear to contain the remains of an individual from a single cremation, such is not always the case; some variations are more common than others and some seem to have been specific to certain periods. A grave may contain:

• the remains of more than one burial, i.e. two cremated individuals each buried separately as at the Romano-British graves at Hyde Street, Winchester, Hampshire (McKinley 2004a);

• a dual/multiple burial, i.e. the remains of two or rarely more individuals cremated and buried together in a single deposit. About 5% of British burials will be of this form, most frequently an adult with an immature individual (McKinley 2006a, Hope 2007: 20). Up to five individuals were recorded from some of the Middle Neolithic burials from Dorchester-on-Thames, Oxon (Harman 1992);

• the remains of one cremated individual buried in more than one vessel (accessory burial) or split between an urned and an unurned deposit (combined burials) as at the Romano-British cemetery at Brougham, Cumbria (McKinley 2004b: 304);

• an animal accessory burial, where a human and an entire animal have been cremated and buried as largely separated deposits, either in two vessels or with the human remains in the vessel and the animal remains in an adjacent organic container. Currently in the UK these deposits appear restricted to the early Anglo-Saxon period (AD 410–650) in northern and central-eastern England (McKinley 1993a, 1994a) and the species featured are generally ‘status’ animals such as horse and dog.

Cenotaphs

Features which have the characteristic appearance of graves, potentially including pyre goods and pyre debris, and even grave goods, but which are either devoid of or contain very little cremated bone (often less than 10 g). Toynbee (1996: 54) noted the Romans’ use of cenotaphs ‘if a person’s body was not available for burial’ or ‘for some person whose remains were buried elsewhere’. Numerous examples have been recorded from Romano-British sites (Wenham 1968: 25, Wheeler 1985, McKinley 2000a, 2004b: 284, 306–7); other examples include those from France (Flouest 1993) and Sweden (Frisberg 2005). The practice is likely to be fairly widespread; the presence of what appear to represent ‘empty’ inhumation graves having been recorded in numerous cemeteries across a wide temporal range (e.g. McKinley 2004d).

Redeposited pyre debris (RPD)

Although it may be found in situ at pyre sites, where the distribution of components and skeletal elements can reveal vital details of the formation process of the deposit (e.g. Sjösvärd et al. 1983, McKinley 1996, Biddulph 2009, Downes forthcoming), pyre debris is most frequently encountered redeposited, where it usually comprises a more-or-less homogeneous mix of archaeological components. It is frequently recovered from cremation graves (with urned and particularly unurned burial remains), but is also found in:

• pre-existent features; e.g. Bronze Age ditch fills (McKinley 2000d: fig. 38) and redundant Romano-British quarry pits (Barber and Bowsher 2000: fig. 56);

• specifically excavated features, i.e. formal deposits of pyre debris (Jessup 1959: 6–7, McKinley 2004b);

• surface spreads, as for example in various Romano-British cemeteries (Wenham 1968: 21–6, McKinley 1991, forthcoming a).

Its presence commonly indicates that the pyre site was in the general vicinity and, if not from the cremation grave fill, it will often (but not always) signify that there is a formal ‘burial’ to which it will relate somewhere within close proximity. Depositions of this type clearly formed a deliberate and significant part of the mortuary rite, and study of the materials within such deposits have revealed significant information pertaining to funerary practices (e.g. Polfer 2000, Cool 2004: 455–7, Leary 2008).

‘Token’ deposits

The word ‘token’ is variously defined as ‘symbolic’, ‘nominal’, or a ‘memento’. Its use in respect to the mortuary rite of cremation is slightly problematic, the term ‘token burial’ being used to cover a multitude of undoubtedly different types of deposit containing only small quantities of bone. The size of the ‘token’ is not set but seems to include quantities of less than 100 g (i.e. less than 6% of the expected weight of bone from an average adult cremation: McKinley 1993b). Most cremation burials could probably be described as ‘token’ in as much as few of those from the UK appear to have included all the bone that would have remained at the end of cremation. Although a variety of taphonomic factors may affect the quantity of bone surviving in cremation burials (form of burial, disturbance, soil acidity, and permeability), and some minor temporal and geographic variations have been observed, the average weight of bone which appears to have been included in adult burials falls within the 600–900 g range, i.e. c.38–50% of the average expected from an adult cremation (McKinley 1994b, 1997a, 2004b: 295–8).

So, what does this term ‘token’ indicate in those cases where it has been used? If the quantity of bone included in the deposit is so small as to represent only a ‘finger’s-worth’, does it really qualify for the term ‘burial’ even with the ‘token’ prefix? (especially bearing in mind that a ‘burial’, in the commonly understood sense, is likely to exist somewhere). Is ‘token burial’ the most appropriate term? Might some of these deposits not be better interpreted as cenotaphs for example? Would others best be described as ‘mementoes’—small, symbolic amounts of bone retained by the deceased’s friends or relatives as, for example, those distributed in 18th century Aboriginal Australia (Hiatt 1969: 105). Some such deposits may eventually have been buried, perhaps at a much later date, together with the remains of another individual. Two such deposits, which seemed to represent the remains of small bags of cremated bone (c.9 g and 48 g), were included in two of the Anglo-Saxon inhumation burials at Collingbourne Ducis, Wiltshire (McKinley forthcoming b). Another potential form of ‘token’ symbolic or memento mori deposit could be represented by the deliberate incorporation of one or two bone fragments from a second individual within the burial remains of another (e.g. McKinley 2004a, 2006b).

Cremation-related deposit/feature

It is not always possible to categorize deposits and features which appear to have some link to the cremation rite. Low-level survival due to extensive truncation/disturbance, or poor-quality/imprecise excavation and recording, may preclude confident deduction of the deposit type even at the ‘either/or’ level. The nature of the deposit itself may simply be inconclusive, for example, small quantities of bone and/or pyre debris which may have derived from the same cremation as that within more definable adjacent deposits. In such cases it is preferable to present good descriptive and objective terminology rather than simply assume a deposit is a ‘burial’. The interpretation may always be resolved at a later date.

EXCAVATION AND RECORDING
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All cremation-related deposits should be subject to full excavation and whole-earth recovery (i.e. 100% ‘sampling’), with separate context (and sample) numbers allocated to what are clearly separate deposits within one feature. Analysis of the formation process of a deposit often requires a more detailed breakdown than may be achieved by the en masse collection of what appears to represent (and may indeed be) a single context. Excavation is, therefore, often undertaken in a series of related ‘samples’ which will subsequently be subject to environmental processing, comprising flotation (500 micron for recovery of charred plant remains and charcoal) and wet sieving to 1 mm fraction-size (McKinley 2000b: 414, 2004c). Extraneous coarse components (e.g. grit) should be fully extracted from the larger sieve fractions (5 mm and above) and the residues from the smaller fractions (2 mm and below) should be retained for scanning by the various specialists (primarily the osteologist).

The following is a brief outline of advised excavation procedures for some of the major deposit types. A level of flexibility is required since the form and dimensions of features/deposits may vary. In some cases greater detail may be required, for example, where a large number of pyre goods as well as the cremated bone remain on a pyre site. It is always advisable to have the osteoarchaeologist either on site to excavate complex deposits or at least available for consultation during excavation. The recovery stage of such deposits is vital to what can be achieved later in analysis and in some cases informed decisions have to be taken as a site unfolds.

Pyre Sites

In situ material on a pyre site may lie as it fell as the pyre collapsed or it may have been subject to one or more form of post-cremation manipulation. The latter may be apparent where, for example, the bone forms a concentrated heap or was collected and placed in a container. Otherwise such details can only be detected during analysis of the archaeological components, the human remains providing the framework around which other materials will have been laid.

An undifferentiated, homogeneous in situ deposit from either a flat site or a cut feature should be excavated as a series of blocks and, if the deposit is sufficiently deep (greater than 0.10 m), spits of 0.10 m depth. As a guide, an area c.1.40 m long by 0.60 m wide should be divided down the long axis and collected in a series of c.0.20 m2 blocks to either side, each block being allocated a separate sample number within a consecutive series (Sjösvärd et al. 1983, 136: fig. 2, McKinley 2000c: fig. 16.1, forthcoming a: fig. 10, Arcini 2005: fig. 3). Observed artefactual materials should be recorded in three dimensions.

The excavated segments should be clearly labelled on fairly detailed scale drawings (at about 1:10), together with visible concentrations of bone or other material types and object find locations; levels should also be shown. Written records should give dimensions, and describe the form, archaeological and coarse components, and their distribution, together with a note of the sample numbers pertaining to that context. It is particularly helpful to record what was evident within the deposit at surface level and the maximum bone fragment size observed prior to excavation. A full photographic record should be made before, during, and after excavation.

Redeposited Pyre Debris

Spreads, deposits in large features and within structures, should be treated in a similar fashion to pyre sites. The blocks could be slightly larger but should not be in excess of 0.50 m2 and 0.10 m represents a useful spit depth (McKinley forthcoming a: fig. 7). Osteological analysis of such deposits will aim to ascertain the distribution of duplicate skeletal elements and check for joins between bone fragments to assist in distinguishing the formation process (e.g. concentrations of bone or layering of successive dumps of material not evident visually), as well as deducing such information as minimum number of individuals (MNI).

Formal deposits of redeposited pyre debris and the remains of unurned burials with additional deposits of pyre debris may look exactly the same, appearing as a charcoal-rich black fill at surface level in which some bone may or may not be evident. Details of the formation process are often key to the interpretation of deposit type in these cases. Such deposits may occur in relatively small cuts (c.0.30–0.60 m diameter) and whole-earth recovery in quadrants and spits should be undertaken.

Burial Remains

Graves containing the remains of urned or unurned burials may also include pyre debris in large quantities (see above) or as easily distinguished discrete deposits. Where the different stratigraphic entities are easily distinguished, they should be attributed separate numbers and collected and recorded as such, thereby enabling the formation processes to be analysed.

Urned burials

A clear written description of the feature/deposit should be accompanied by scale drawings (1:10; plans and section, annotate coarse and archaeological components and changes in density of distribution) and photographs at pre-, half, and full excavation stages. Complete or near complete vessels should be wrapped with crêpe bandage (flexibility and support) and lifted, north being clearly labelled; excavation can continue under laboratory conditions. If the vessel is badly damaged (in which case evidence of the burial formation process is likely to have been lost), the bone from ‘outside’ the vessel should be kept separate from that ‘inside’, each being allocated separate but preferably consecutive context numbers. Further laboratory excavation should be undertaken, preferably by the osteoarchaeologist. Where the soil type is such (overly acidic) that it is likely to lead to the disintegration and loss of trabecular bone, or even in extreme cases to the extensive break-up of compact bone, it may be advantageous to undertake a CT scan of the vessel fill prior to its removal; thus providing a further visual record of the skeletal elements, bone fragment size, and distribution which may be lost on excavation (Anderson 1995; Harvig et al. 2012). The fill should be removed in quadrants and spits of 20 mm, a photographic record and annotated scale drawing being made at each spit level (e.g. McKinley 1993a: figs. 22–4, 1997b: figs. 141–3, forthcoming a: fig. 9). This will allow micro-details of the burial formation process to be ascertained. If this is not possible, the fill should be removed in 20 mm spits, with a digital photographic record at each level, and a written record of the context should be made as normal.

Unurned burials

The deposit should be quadranted and, if greater than 0.10 m in depth, excavated and collected as 0.10 m spits. Each quadrant and, where appropriate, spit should be collected under the same context number but with an individual sample number, preferably forming part of a consecutive series with a clear description as to which sample derives from where (e.g. ‘500 = NE quad; 501—NW quad’, etc.). All too often, resources expended on detailed excavation of deposits are wasted due to the excavator’s failure to record where samples came from and how they relate to each other.

Lifting/transportation

Cremated bone is very brittle and breaks easily. Placing bags of such bone at the base of a container and then placing heavy bags of stone/pottery on top of them will increase fragmentation and adversely affect later analysis: handle with care!

CREMATION: MODERN CREMATORIA AND PYRE CREMATION
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Cremation is a process of dehydration and oxidation effected by the interaction between three basic requirements: sufficient temperature to ensure the corpse will burn; adequate oxygen supply; and enough time to allow the organic components of the body to be oxidized (Holck 1989: 42, McKinley 1994a: 72–8, 2000b, 2008a, Walker et al. 2008).

In modern cremators these requirements are monitored by computer-linked sensors and automatically adjusted where necessary. British cremators are fuelled by gas, a single jet being located at the head-end in the most recent models. Committal temperatures are within the 700–850°C range, the cremator being pre-heated where necessary (generally for those cremations undertaken early in the day, the heat-retentive brickwork of the structure effectively maintains heat between charges; Fig. 9.1). The operating temperature fluctuates during the course of cremation (between around 800–1,000°C), first as the burning body tissues lead to an increase, followed by a gradual fall once most of the tissues have burnt away (after around 45 minutes). Temperature variations may also occur between individual cremations dependent on the age, sex, and build of the ‘charge’ (reflective of more or less soft tissues), which will be compensated for by the application of the external heat source. The oxygen supply is maintained via a number of air flows (McKinley 1994a: fig. 17) which ensure oxidizing rather than reducing conditions are sustained, assist in controlling the temperature, and serve to circulate both heat and oxygen within the cremator (McKinley 2008a).

Cremation generally takes about one and a half hours to complete. Cremation of the bone itself cannot commence until the overlying soft tissues—insulating the bone from both heat and oxygen—have been removed. Since the thickness of these tissues varies across the body, some bones (such as the skull, forearms and lower legs) will be exposed before other areas of the skeleton (Fengming 2005: table 2, Symes et al. 2008: plates 2 and 3). This can lead to variations in both the temperature attained by and throughout the depth of individual bones (reflected in the crystal structure, Shipman et al. 1984, Holden et al. 1995a, 1995b, Hiller et al. 2003) and the degree of oxidation (reflected in the colour of the bone—Shipman et al. 1984, Holden et al. 1995a, 1995b). The type of bone, i.e. trabecular compared with compact bone, is also of some significance to the level of oxidation (McKinley 1994a: 72–8, 2008a). On completion of cremation, the bone is raked down from the main hearth (on which the coffin is initially placed) onto a middle hearth and thence to the collection box (McKinley 1994a: 72–8); more recent cremators no longer feature the middle hearth. Movement of the hot, brittle bone results in further fragmentation along the lines of dehydration formed during cremation (Fig. 9.2); pulverization of the bone represents a different stage in the process by means of a cremulator (Fig. 9.2).

Temperatures comparable with those seen in modern crematoria are routinely observed in experimental pyre cremations (e.g. Fig. 9.1, McKinley 1997a, 2008a). The known calorific values of various woods, the condition of archaeological cremated bone and non-osseous pyre goods demonstrate this would also have been the case with ancient pyres (e.g. Holck 1989: 27–45, McKinley 1994a: 84). However, a number of intrinsic and extrinsic variables, some more or less controllable than others, could affect the efficiency of pyre cremation. A consistent temperature could not be maintained across the pyre or throughout cremation, and most of the heat would be lost to the atmosphere; the corpse would normally be placed at or towards the top of the pyre within the area of maximum heat and oxygen supply. The pyre peripheries would be cooler than central areas; variable wind strength and veering could cool parts of the pyre, and result in uneven burning and collapse; a heavy downpour of rain could douse the whole thing (McKinley 2008a). A ‘cremation attendant’ (equivalent to the Roman professional ustores) would need to be on hand to deal with any such problems arising during cremation. Oxygen availability may be inhibited to all or parts of the corpse by various mechanisms, including the position of the body, the presence and form of a funeral bier or couch, and the location and type of pyre goods (e.g. thick furs or leather capes). In the various experimental cremations conducted by the writer, the main structure of the pyre had generally burnt down after c.2 hours, but much charred soft tissue remained. Left on the bed of hot ashes, cremation of this material continued for up to 6–7 hours, resulting in the oxidation of most or all of the bone and soft tissues (Fig. 9.3, McKinley 2008a). This timescale is commensurate with that apparently followed in many Roman cremations (Noy 2005). It should be remembered that the requirement for ‘full’ oxidation of the organic components of the body is largely a modern Western requisite, but is not necessarily considered essential within other contemporary cultures nor need it have been in the past (Barber 1990: 381–2, Perrin 1998, McKinley 2006a, 2008a).
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FIG. 9.1 Temperatures recorded at 15-minute intervals in (a) modern crematoria (four cremators, numbers 1–5 marking the final readings taken for successive cremations) and (b) an experimental pyre cremation
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FIG. 9.2 Cremated bone from a modern cremation prior to cremulation (pulverization)

[image: image]

FIG. 9.3 An experimental pyre cremation showing quantities of charred soft tissues remaining after main body of pyre has burnt down (c.2 hours)

OSTEOARCHAEOLOGICAL ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION
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It is not intended to enter into details of osteological analysis here (see e.g. Holck 1989, McKinley 2000b, Wahl 2008), but rather to outline the varied aims of that analysis and some of its limitations, and to illustrate how the data may inform our understanding of the mortuary rite. Osteological analysis should not be undertaken in isolation from the archaeological context data (see above). The context can influence the quantity of bone recovered (e.g. disturbed/undisturbed) and its condition (e.g. bone survival and level of fragmentation) and, thereby, the amount of recoverable data and its integrity. Such information is vital to individual interpretations and for the inter- and intra-site comparability of data. Failure to take the archaeological context into account can result in misinterpretation of the osteological data.

The three main categories of information addressed by routine osteological analysis are demography, pathology, and pyre technology and aspects of cremation ritual. The quality and quantity of retrievable data is dependent on two main features: the amount of bone recovered and the level of fragmentation. The former can vary widely, depending on, for example, the age of the individual, type of deposit (see above), and taphonomic factors. The degree of fragmentation to the bone is affected by a number of intrinsic (e.g. dehydration) and extrinsic (e.g. levels of manipulation, burial microenvironment, excavation procedures; McKinley 1994b) factors.

Demographic Data

Demographic information is important to many aspects of mortuary studies, in terms of both the profile of the cemetery population and the potential variability in mortuary treatment afforded different members of a social group.

Although the basic methods for identifying the minimum number of individuals (MNI) are relatively straightforward—duplication of identifiable bone fragments and age-related differences in bone size—the archaeological context potentially has an effect. Underestimation of numbers is possible, particularly where there has been major disturbance or bone preservation is very poor; equally there is the danger of over-estimating if context data and interpretation of the deposit type is not carefully considered. The incomplete recovery of cremated bone from the pyre site for inclusion in the burial may present particular problems where there has been a dual cremation of an adult and an infant—the latter potentially being poorly represented within the secondary rite of burial (McKinley 1994a: 102, 2004b: 209, 303).

Relatively close ageing of immature individuals is often possible, particularly where unerupted tooth crowns survive, but the techniques become less precise as an individual progresses through adulthood (e.g. Cox 2000, Whittaker 2000). A major problem with cremated remains—with both ageing and sexing of adults—is the incomplete recovery of the cremated remains for burial, and that those collecting the bone did not always bury the skeletal elements most useful to the osteologist. In the majority of cases it should be possible at least to distinguish between ‘immature’ (under 18 years) and ‘adult’ (over 18 years), and age ranges of varying size will be attributable in many instances, but there are inevitable limitations. For example, at Brougham, Cumbria, 1% of the MNI of 146 could not be aged at all, 7.5% fell in the under 13 year range, and 20% could not be categorized closer than ‘adult’ (McKinley 2004b: table 6.1). The wider application of histological ageing methods in future may help to overcome these difficulties (see e.g. Herrmann 1977, Hummel and Schutkowski 1993, Cuijpers 1997, Cox 2000, McKinley 2000b).

Any assemblage will always include a substantial proportion of unsexed adults (e.g. Brougham 49%; Wall, Staffordshire 50%; Spong Hill, Norfolk 61.6%; McKinley 1994a, 2004b, 2008c: 133), and even where sex can be indicated confidence levels may vary. When using osteological data in the analysis of other archaeological data from the site, for example pyre/grave good associations, such a shortfall should always be considered to ensure the results from such analyses are not potentially misleading.

Pathology

The study of the health of an individual or cemetery population generally forms a major component of any osteological report on unburnt skeletal remains (see Roberts, this volume). This area of study is limited for cremated material due to the condition of the bone and incomplete skeletal recovery restricting diagnoses. A similar range of pathological lesions to those seen in unburnt bone are observed in cremated remains, but not necessarily with the commonly recorded frequencies (e.g. Holck 1989: 186–215, McKinley 1994a: 106–118, Wahl 2008: 156–7). Dental lesions, for example, are often limited to those affecting the supportive structure, since the tooth enamel tends to shatter during cremation and is frequently not recovered; joint diseases may be under-represented due to loss of the trabecular bone as a result of osteoporotic bone crumbling in cremation or preferential taphonomic destruction (McKinley 1997b: 245, Nielsen-Marsh et al. 2000); surviving evidence for fractures and weapon trauma is relatively rare (Musgrave 1985, Holck 1989: 198, McKinley 2008c: 134). Conversely, evidence for some lesions seldom observed may be found, possibly as a consequence of excavation procedures (i.e. whole-earth recovery), for example, calcified lymph nodes associated with tuberculosis (Baud and Kramar 1991, McKinley 1994a: 112–14).

Pyre Technology and Cremation Ritual

Many of the factors pertaining to these aspects of the mortuary rite have been outlined and discussed in preceding sections. Diverse levels of oxidation efficiency within and between different cremations may give insights into the cremation process (see section on Cremation: Modern Crematoria and Pyre Cremation). Thermally induced colour variations may be recorded and analysed with the aim of attributing causes, though the latter are often potentially multi-factorial. Temporal and geographical variations probably occurred for a multiplicity of reasons, some accidental and others deliberate; Holck (1989: fig. 25) recorded geographic variations in grades of burning in prehistoric burials from Norway.

The weight of bone recovered from burials in the UK varies widely. Amongst the more than 6,000 burials remains I have analysed, I found that the material from undisturbed single burials of adults had a weight range from less than 100 g to c.3,000 g. On average between 40–60% of the expected bone weight is recovered from adult burials in the UK (McKinley 1993b, 1994b). As yet no consistent pattern has emerged, indicative of the factors affecting the quantity of bone included in a burial (adult age, sex, burial type, implied status), but there do appear to be some broad temporal variations; for example, low weights are often recovered from Late Iron Age burials, whilst some types of Bronze Age deposits commonly include high weights of greater than 900 g (McKinley 1997a, 1997b, 2004b: 306–7, see also Oestigaard, this volume). Broader geographical variations are indicated by the comparatively low weights of bone frequently recorded from Scandinavian burials (e.g. Holck 1989: 117–30, Frisberg 2005, Oestigaard, this volume) and elsewhere in Continental Europe (e.g. Wahl 2008).

Fragmentation of cremated bone, generally recorded via average and maximum sizes or volume (Holck 1989, McKinley 2004c), occurs as a consequence of a variety of intrinsic and extrinsic factors in which mode of burial, burial microenvironment, and levels of disturbance (including excavation) figure largely (Wahl 1982, McKinley 1993b, 1994b). Ritual activities associated with cooling remains, bone collection and storage, and other forms of deliberate manipulation may represent influential mechanisms in some cases (Downes 1999: 23, Noy 2005, McKinley 2006a). The majority of the bone fragments in UK burials are greater than 10 mm in size and rarely suggest deliberate fragmentation (e.g. McKinley 2004b, 2008c: 135). Bone fragments of up to 90–100 mm have been recovered from vessels of a similar rim diameter and into which they must have been inserted lengthways (Fig. 9.4). Consistently smaller fragment sizes from deposits recovered elsewhere in Europe are suggestive of at least broad geographical variations (e.g. Wahl 1982, Asperborg 2005).

The majority of UK cremation burials of all periods comprise an apparently random assortment of skeletal elements from all four skeletal areas (skull, axial skeleton, upper and lower limbs). Allowing for the intrinsic biases of bone preservation and ease of identification (Holck 1989: 69–73, McKinley 1994a: 6, 2004b: 298–301), the occasionally recorded absences of some elements—particularly skull—suggest deliberate pre- or post-cremation manipulation and selection of remains. It has been suggested that the frequency of recovery of the small bones of the hands and feet may be related to the mode of recovery of remains from the pyre site for burial (McKinley 2004b: 298–301).

The type, form, quantity, and frequency of pyre goods recovered from cremation-related deposits vary greatly both temporally and, within some periods, across different geographic areas of the British Isles (e.g. McKinley 1994a: 86, 2006a, 2008c: 187–8). The degree of burning observed to pyre goods and the occasional fusion of melted glass or metals to bone give some indications of the layout of the body and associated materials on the pyre and the temperature attained in those areas (e.g. McKinley 1994a: 83–4). The analysis of what materials are found where and with whom exercise much time and interest for a wide range of researchers: who were the goods for? Who were they provided by and why? What was their significance? (See e.g. Holck 1989: 170–7, Sjösvärd et al. 1983, Gräslund 1994: 15–16, McKinley 1994a: 86–100, 2006a, Sigvallius 1994: 61–117, Iregren 1997, Kreuz 2000, Cool 2004: 438–43, Bond and Worley 2006.)

Broader issues of practice and interpretation of meaning, drawing on archaeological, historical, anthropological, and ethnographic evidence, have been undertaken by numerous scholars. Such studies include Gräslund’s work on prehistoric soul beliefs (1994), Oestigaard’s discussion on the curation of cremated remains (1999), Asperborg’s consideration of the location and broader function of mortuary landscape in prehistoric Uppland (2005), and Williams’ broad theoretical approach to the subject (2008; see also Oestigaard, this volume, McKinley 2006a).
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FIG. 9.4 Large size of bone fragments in an archaeological cremation burial devoid of soil

Specialist Analysis

The last few decades have seen several important breakthroughs in this area and work continues in the adaptation and development of other techniques for use on cremated remains (such as isotope analysis and aDNA). The development of a reliable radiocarbon technique for use on cremated remains has been of great importance, and routine analysis of samples from deposits devoid of datable artefactual material is now undertaken. Fully oxidized bone is required for this process, the technique using carbonates trapped within the altered crystal structure of the bone during cremation (Lanting et al. 2001).

The analysis of stable isotopes (reflecting dietary intake and origin) from cremated bones and teeth has yet to be further developed, and on current evidence is likely to be limited in its scope and application (Schurr et al. 2008). Unerupted tooth crowns do, however, hold an as yet untapped potential for study. Although the survival, recovery, and analysis of the organic materials necessary for aDNA has been undertaken on cremated bone (e.g. Catteneo 1994, Wahl 2008, Walker et al. 2008), it does not survive at temperatures greater than 600°C (Walker et al. 2008), and potentially not even at 300–400°C, at which point much of the organic component is oxidized. Future application of any of these techniques will be dependent on the level of oxidation to the bone.

CONCLUDING REMARKS
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The study of cremation, whilst attracting the attention of some archaeologists in parts of mainland Europe and Scandinavia (Lange et al. 1987), was long dismissed by many (certainly in the UK) as of limited value due the fragmentary condition and altered state of the bone. Much remains to be revealed of this often underestimated rite. It requires consistency in approach and language to enable comparison of material from different sites and, an absolute imperative, the correct excavation procedures and precise descriptive recording on site so that further developments in analysis can call upon high quality basic site recording to assist in interpretation.
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CONTEXTUALIZING GRAVE GOODS

Theoretical Perspectives and Methodological Implications
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FREDRIK EKENGREN

INTRODUCTION
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Graves have always held a special place in our experience of the past. The bones and artifacts found within them often evoke an emotional connection to the people of the past in a way few other archaeological remains do. However, the source value which scholars have ascribed to funerary remains has varied greatly in the history of archaeological thought. The early antiquarians of the 17th and 18th centuries gave priority to the written, historical sources when reconstructing past societies and events. Graves, although sometimes carefully excavated and recorded as in the Reverend Bryan Faussett’s (1720–76) remarkably detailed Inventorium Sepulchrale of Anglo-Saxon burials in the county of Kent in southeast England (Faussett 1856), were more or less treated as mere repositories of objects whose aesthetic qualities were more important than their historical value. It was not until the advent of archaeology as an independent science in the 19th century that this began to change. Danish scholar Jens Jakob Asmussen Worsaae, who is often considered the founder of scientific archaeology, was one of the first methodologically to conceptualize grave goods as a diagnostic feature of the archaeological record. In his book Danmarks Oldtid oplyst ved Oldsager og Gravhøie in 1843 (published in English in 1849 under the title The Primeval Antiquities of Denmark), he postulated that all artefacts found in a grave were most likely deposited at the same time and that this contemporaneity made them historically relevant (Worsaae 1849: 76). This contextual principle of linking together the spatial and temporal association of things, occasionally known as Worsaae’s Law, prompted the central role of grave goods for cultural as well as typological and chronological studies. Oscar Montelius, the father of typological studies in Scandinavia, based his work on this assumption of graves as closed finds when he declared the importance of thorough documentation of their content, including the spatial distribution of artefacts within them (Montelius 1884: 21–3).

Throughout the history of archaeological study, grave goods have been used to discuss all aspects of human existence, ranging from economy, ethnic identity, social status, and gender roles, to religious ritual and cosmology. Furthermore, through the ethnographic and historical examples frequently cited by archaeologists, we are given glimpses into the vast range of objects that may come into play during a funeral, ranging from those used to handle the dead body, to the objects deposited with the deceased in the grave itself and those used by the bereaved in various activities on the grave site. This plethora of objects and practices presents a vast range of interpretive possibilities for us. The objects are variously interpreted as ritual paraphernalia, personal possessions, gifts, offerings, or leftovers from ceremonies performed at the grave. Most often, however, archaeologists simply divide this material culture into two broad categories; those objects that are directly associated with the dead body and its attire, like jewellery and brooches, and those accompanying the body, like pottery and weapons. Frequently these two categories overlap and are difficult to maintain, which illustrates the interpretive challenges with which archaeologists are faced. Using terms like grave wares, grave gifts, burial offerings, possessions, and equipment, the archaeologist intentionally or unintentionally endows the objects with meanings which inadvertently have wider, social implications than the mere mortuary context. Social relationships are implicated, as well as notions of social personas, ownership, religious beliefs, and ritual. Moreover, it is frequently unclear on what grounds these functional classifications are made. How do we know whether the objects deposited with the deceased were possessions, gifts, offerings, ritual paraphernalia, or ceremonial scrap? To answer questions like these, we need to fine-tune our approach to funerary remains, both theoretically and methodologically.

WHAT DO GRAVES SIGNIFY?
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The approach to graves, grave goods, and their signification differs greatly between archaeological traditions. Yet it is possible to observe a number of interpretative themes. Processual archaeology spawned numerous studies where mortuary practices were regarded as representing the socio-political status or role of the deceased in a very direct way. Graves containing weapons were interpreted as warrior graves, richly furnished graves were interpreted as elite graves, and the dead buried with tools were interpreted as craftsmen. The graves and their content were thus employed as a blueprint for calculating both the composition and complexity of society beyond the mortuary context (e.g. Saxe 1970, Binford 1971, Tainter 1975, Chapman et al. 1981). What is more, the graves were seldom approached as the result of a sequence of actions, and archaeologists working within this perspective rarely discussed what effects the various archaeologically observable activities performed at the grave sites may have had on the function and meaning of the objects that were used. Instead the function of the objects was directly associated with the deceased individual and his or her identity, and the symbolic meaning of the grave goods was often downplayed. The graves were thus viewed as the prehistoric equivalent of a black box or flight recorder; the result of a single episode containing all the clues necessary to reconstruct social roles and structures in the past.

This attitude towards mortuary remains, although still present in some archaeological traditions, has been criticized within the postmodern theoretical debate for many years, mainly because it often lacks an approach to the question why a given set of objects or actions were used to represent identity and rank (e.g. Hodder 1986, Shanks and Tilley 1987, Härke 1994). Postmodern researchers acknowledged that the ways death was dealt with were historically situated and dependent on such factors as ideology and social relationships among the bereaved as well as the social intentions of individual actors. Therefore, according this critique, grave goods were viewed as constituting social relationships, rather than representing them.

Ellen-Jane Pader, one of the earliest advocates of the so-called post-processual approach to mortuary remains, argued that the meaning of objects is not static but dependent on context, and the rituals through which the grave was created are not unchanging traditions but practices open to both innovation and change. She argued for a complex relationship between ideology, actions, and material culture, which are all continually reinterpreted and recreated in dialectic process. Therefore, the function and meaning of material culture are dependent on the cultural surroundings in which they occur, and are attributed the capacity to influence social action and ideology (Pader 1982). The motivation for this perspective was found in the theories of practice and structuration developed by anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu (1977) and sociologist Anthony Giddens (1979, 1984), and indeed many post-processual theoreticians referred to these scholars.

In view of this contextual approach, the objects found in graves may never be taken as a direct reflection of a social system. Several scholars point to the fact that the dead do not bury themselves and as Heinrich Härke stated:

… burials would reflect not the realities of the lives of the people buried in them, but images of their lives and of their role in society in the minds of those arranging the burial and participating in the ritual. These images (or in other words: the ideal world) may coincide with the real world—but then again, they might not. (Härke 1994: 32)

This sentiment, which acknowledges both the metaphorical and metonymic possibilities (cf. Tilley 1999) of the meanings of grave goods, corresponded well with the results of numerous anthropological studies on mortuary practices which illustrate the discrepancies between social reality and the actions and material culture manifested within the funerary context (e.g. Izikowitz 1951, Leach 1979, Bloch and Parry 1982, Bonsu and Belk 2003, Hayden 2009; cf. Ucko 1969).

Early on in post-processual archaeology, the above-mentioned critique gave rise to a view of graves and their material culture as a form of symbolic communication, whose content might be elucidated by considering every relevant aspect which might influence the object of study (e.g. Parker Pearson 1982, Shanks and Tilley 1982, 1987, Hodder 1986, Barrett 1990). According to this perspective, people were active agents in the creation of social practice, not just passive receivers who adapted to their surroundings. Consequently, it was argued that the social meaning of the grave goods could not be disconnected from their ritual framework, to be analysed as an independent class of data. Rather, the entire complexity of the grave and its content was to be carefully analysed since it has bearing on the meanings that may be revealed.

In today’s archaeology, many British and Scandinavian scholars dealing with mortuary material culture tend to view them in light of the post-processual paradigm, that is as a form of communication, or even agents in their own right which influence the people who experience them, rather than merely products of social categories and relationships (e.g. Carver 2000, Brück 2004, Artelius and Svanberg 2005, Jennbert 2006, Williams 2006, among many others. Cf. Robb 1998). It must be noted, however, that although these approaches may be aligned with theoretical research history, moving from processual to post-processual archaeology, we cannot view these perspectives as a mere chronological sequence. They are rarely autonomous and many of them can still be found in studies of mortuary practices today, depending on the country, archaeological tradition, and period of study.

RITUAL AS TRANSFORMATION
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Most archaeologists agree that, in the majority of cases, graves and their content are the results of intentional and structured actions. Our struggle to discern the function and meaning of the material culture that accompanied the dead, whether or not we acknowledge its mutability of meaning or regard it in a more straightforward manner as an actual testimony of the social reality of the living, therefore attributes some degree of symbolic power to it. The questions that stand in the foreground are thus how the meaning of the objects is formed and interpreted by the society that executes the mortuary practices. These intentional and structured actions are frequently conceptualized as rituals. However, the detailed definitions of ritual as a concept vary greatly. Likewise, the anthropological literature dealing with the variety of ways in which ritual may be delimited and defined is quite extensive (cf. Bell 1997). There are nevertheless a number of theoretical positions which many archaeological and social studies have argued to be especially significant when we are dealing with mortuary practices.

One of the most important factors to consider in an analysis of mortuary remains is that those interred are not just persons, but more specifically dead persons, and that the graves and their content are in some way related to the social and biological transitions brought about by death (cf. Tarlow 1999: 178). Many known societies consider death as a transformative process, and the purpose of their mortuary practices is therefore to manage the succeeding social transformations of both the deceased and the bereaved (e.g. Davies 2002). A funeral is thus never a question of a portrayal of a static identity of either the deceased or the bereaved, but rather a reconfiguration of their identities in order to cope with the physical, emotional, social, and ideological demands of death.

The idea of death as a social passage was first put forward by sociologist Robert Hertz (1960 [1907]) in an essay on the phenomenon of secondary burials on Borneo. He remarked that the process which the body underwent (with a temporary burial followed by decomposition and then finally a second interment) paralleled the mourning process of the living society as well as the believed journey of the soul to the afterlife. Only at the conclusion of the secondary burial was the soul thought to have arrived at its final destination, and the society of the living reordered itself. Thus, the rituals were conceived of as guiding the deceased and the living through analogous social transitions, simultaneously reorganizing and re-establishing the society disrupted by death.

Anthropologist Arnold van Gennep (1960 [1909]) developed this idea further through his theory of rites of passage. He visualized society as a house with thresholds separating different social rooms. He argued that funerals were one of many ritual passages or transitions leading from one social room to another. He observed that these passage rites may be subdivided into three phases: rites of separation (pre-liminal phase), where the individual was detached from his or her previous state of being; rites of transition (liminal phase), where the individual existed in an ambiguous in-between state; and lastly rites of incorporation (post-liminal phase), which conclude the ceremonial sequence by establishing the individual’s new state. Therefore, while the old identity was disassembled through death, a new identity was negotiated and created through rituals. Death rituals constituted not just a transition but also a transformation. They revolved around the change of an individual into a new state of existence; that is, a new state in relation to the bereaved. The living society, through funerary rituals and rites of commemoration, gave the dead a new position in relation to themselves, and thus a new form of social relationship was created between the dead and the living. Several subsequent sociological and anthropological studies have sustained this transformative nature of death rituals, as well as developed its theoretical underpinnings further (e.g. Turner 1967, 1969, Leach 1976, Bloch and Parry 1982, Metcalf and Huntington 1991). Anthropologists Elizabeth Hallam and Jenny Hockey called attention to how objects, and the way they were handled and the images they invoked, were used to achieve this transformation of the deceased. Each phase of the transformation was expressed through symbols of different kinds. According to this perspective, the objects used in mortuary practices in relation to the dead body were employed because they gave meaning to the transformation whereby the deceased was given a new place and identity within the social reality of the survivors. Indeed the corpse itself should be seen as part of the material culture of death, since it is the object of action and not capable of intentional actions itself. Together with the surrounding artefacts, it becomes a means of expression (Hallam and Hockey 2001).

This view of the material culture employed in mortuary rituals, which combines the sense of the rituals as transformational with a contextual perspective on material culture, has fundamental consequences for our understanding of grave goods, since the grave goods also undergo the ritual or are introduced and associated with the dead body during various stages of the funerary sequence.

RITUAL AS PRACTICE
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The latter half of the 20th century saw a growing interest in ritual as performance and ritual as practice (e.g. Turner 1969, 1974, Bloch 1974, 1989). Both perspectives have shown themselves valuable for archaeologists, and indeed may be said to derive from the same basic understanding that underlay the post-processual shift in archaeological theory—that rituals are regarded not so much as the manifestation of pre-existing systems, but rather the arena where socio-cultural structures are (re)created (cf. Bell 1997: 73). The focus on performance and practice affected the way scholars viewed the symbols used in ritual, including material culture.

The ritual theories of practice which are most often referred to in archaeological studies are those developed by Bell (1992) and Humphrey and Laidlaw (1994), and they are in turn greatly inspired by Bourdieu and Giddens briefly referred to earlier. The theories of Bourdieu and Giddens were developed within social theory in order to bridge the gap between perspectives focusing on social structures as determining human behaviour on the one hand, and perspectives focusing on human practice and its creative and structuring powers on the other. Besides being influential in ritual studies, these discussions were greeted with much enthusiasm in archaeological theory and have greatly influenced the way archaeologists view both social and ritual practice. The main reason for this is that they gave equal weight to human practice and the structures, social as well as material, in relation to which these practices take place.

According to this theoretical complex, social structures, traditions, conventions, cultural categories, etc. are shaped through human action, and these structures are in turn the medium through which further action is generated. Embodied in individuals or groups through processes of socialization and learning, this structure takes the form of cultural and social knowledge and experience that impact on the way people think and act in relation to others. Human action and reaction are in other words not simply the result of external conditions, but rather brought into being through the interaction between embodied structures and social situations. Thus humans, through their social practices, create and transform the social structures they live in. These structures are in turn the circumstances within which further social practice is generated.

The further development of the theories of practice and structuration by Bell (1992) and Humphrey and Laidlaw (1994) within the ritual discourse focused on rituals as dynamic processes, and criticized the traditional view of them as an inert category of action, separated from other social practices. Rather than striving for an all-inclusive definition of ritual, Bell therefore preferred to speak of practices that are marked off as significant or special through the process of ritualization.

Ritualization is fundamentally a way of doing things to trigger the perception that these practices are special… Hence, ritual acts must be understood within a semantic framework whereby the significance of an action is dependent upon its place and relationship within a context of all other ways of acting: what it echoes, what it inverts, what it alludes to, what it denies. (Bell 1992: 220)

Through this contextual outlook, Bell managed to bridge the opposition between structure and action, in a similar way to Bourdieu and Giddens. Consequently, rituals cannot be regarded as static containers of meaning or as mere tools for the transmission of information. The meaning or effectiveness of a ritual and its elements is not predefined. Rather, ritual practice is viewed as generative, since it is in the act of doing that the ritual takes form and meaning is created (Bell 1992: 123 f., Bell 1997: 82 f., cf. Asad 1993, Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994). But this is not to say that rituals are merely spontaneous improvisations devoid of intentions. Ritual practices are strategic and socially prescribed; they have identities and objectives that are often stipulated by tradition and occasionally maintained by officiants presiding over them (Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 5, Rappaport 1999: 32–6). There is, in other words, a structure to which the practitioners relate. However, the reason for performing the ritual may shift from person to person, while the stipulated idea behind it, or its identity, remains. Each participant may have his or her own understanding, explanation, and interpretation of the ritual (cf. Bourdieu 1977: 37, 108, Rappaport 1999: 52–3). This is because the ritual is grounded in tradition (e.g. part of a religious and/or ritual system) and consequently perceived as external to the practitioners themselves. Therefore this structure restricts the actors at the same time as it enables individual variation. The persons partaking in a ritual may therefore combine the stipulated purpose of the ritual with their own intentions, without the former being compromised (Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 5, 88 f., 128). On the other hand, the fact that there are overt intentions behind the rituals does not mean that the rituals are unchanging. Bell emphasized that the social consequences of the rituals are independent of their stipulated purposes and the individual intentions of their practitioners (Bell 1992: 108–10). And since the practice-oriented perspective conceptualizes rituals as generative, they have the power to influence and change the structures to which they are anchored. This is the process through which ritual and religious traditions change their form and identity over time.

LAYERS OF MATERIALITY AND MEANING
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The practice-theory approach has proven especially relevant to archaeological cases dealing with ritual, and has in particular strengthened the studies of funerary remains (e.g. Brysting Damm 1998, Nilsson Stutz 2003, Berggren 2010, Berggren and Nilsson Stutz 2010). Herein lies the key to contextualizing grave goods so as to come closer to an understanding of the function and meaning of the objects within the mortuary context.

If we view ritual as practice and mortuary ritual as a sequence of transformative acts, then the sometimes implicit idea of the grave as the result of a single event must be revised. While the relatively short time span involved in the deposition of a grave makes it important for chronological reasons, we must not let this mislead us when it comes to interpreting the material culture involved in the deposition. The grave is the outcome of a sequence of actions.

However, as archaeologists inspired by the practice-theory approach, we are faced with a challenge. This conceptualization of ritual focuses mainly on the experiences of the participating actors and rarely directs its theoretical apparatus to understanding the role of material culture in these practices. How then are we to consider objects in rituals; the interplay between the stipulated ideas behind their use, their practical function in the ritual actions, and their interpretation by the ritual participants? While most contemporary ritual theorists tend to overlook the material culture used in the rituals, some earlier works on the subject have dealt with this issue. Sometimes these scholars outspokenly mention objects; in other instances they use words like symbols, to denote the material culture utilized as part of the ritual practice. Two important scholars in this respect are anthropologists Maurice Bloch and Victor Turner.

Bloch showed, in an article dealing with formalization as a trait in ritual, that the meaning of ritual symbols, whether they be verbal or material, is shaped by the way in which they are presented (Bloch 1974: 72). According to his perspective, where the syntax of the ritual determines how meaning is created and understood, one cannot straightforwardly interpret ritual symbols based on meanings and explanations that derive from other, perhaps mundane, situations. Ritual expressions are, according to Bloch, often highly formalized, which reduces the propositional force of the communication (Bloch 1974: 56, 65). But just because ritual expressions may be highly formalized does not mean that they are devoid of meaning. Instead of being argumentative, they rather bear the characteristics of statements. Consequently, rituals are not always suitable instruments for exercising social control, which is an otherwise commonly held concept in archaeological research, especially in connection with the idea of graves as ideological tools. Since the formalized character of ritual does not only influence and constrain how things are said but also what can be said, the space for ideological manoeuvring and the possibilities for manipulation are limited (Bloch 1974: 64). Thus, the material symbols used in rituals have very limited argumentative strength. But, in return, the material symbols ‘gain in ambiguity and hence their illocutionary and emotional force’ as Bloch put it (1974: 75). In other words, since they are not restrictive in meaning, the ritual participants may fill them with their own content. In connection with this, he referred to Turner, who claimed that this ambiguity is a central characteristic of rituals (Turner 1967).

Turner’s discussions of ritual symbols, among which he also included the material culture used in ritual, are an interesting theoretical starting point for archaeologists trying to understand material culture in ritual contexts, such as graves (Turner 1967, 1969). For example, he diverged from the more positivistic standpoint which characterized much of the older anthropological research on symbols, where informants’ statements on symbolic meaning to a large extent constrained the interpretations. Instead he took note of the multivocality of symbols and the fact that there are always different levels, or circumstances, where meaning is shaped and interpreted.

Furthermore, Turner emphasized that informants’ interpretation of a symbol may sometimes be contradicted by the way people treat them (Turner 1967: 22). Thus he concluded that we must differentiate between three levels of meaning: the meanings attributed by the users or observers of the symbols (i.e. the exegetical meaning); the operational meaning of the symbols, i.e. how they were actually used; and the positional meaning of the symbols, i.e. their relationship to other symbols and cultural concepts (Turner 1967: 50 f.). By acknowledging these different levels or circumstances, the researcher may detect symbolic meanings of which the informants may not be aware. According to Turner, the positioning of the symbol in relation to other symbols and actions is decisive for its meaning. In other words, the symbols must be studied in their context in order to understand the meaning attributed to them (Turner 1967: 51). In addition, Turner reminds us that the same symbol may have different meanings in different phases of the ritual, and that the prevailing significance is dependent on the intention behind the ritual phase in which it takes place (Turner 1967: 52). This is an important observation to consider when studying the ritual use of material culture.

These perspectives presented by Bloch and Turner are on the whole in line with the practice-theory approach, in which meaning, knowledge, and experience are created and shaped through the interplay between previous structures, the current circumstances, and the agency of individual actors. Anthropologist Edward L. Schieffelin suggested that the modes of ritual performance ‘serve to impose… meaning upon the social event by bringing symbols and contexts into relation with one another within the order of the performance’ (Schieffelin 1985: 709). In other words, the performance creates meanings that influence the situation in which the performance takes place, by bringing symbols and contexts together and creating a relationship between them. One could characterize it as the converging of different horizons of meaning, creatively linking them together in a web of allusion. Thus the meaning of the material culture used in the rituals is shaped, experienced through, and regarded as a part of, the ritual itself. And it is thus open to a large variety of readings and interpretations depending on the person’s disposition.

APPROACHING THE CONTEXT
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Theoretical perspectives, whether they are explicit or not, always have methodological consequences. The practice-theoretical view of ritual has compelled a growing number of archaeologists to embrace the idea that it is in the interaction between people and things that the meaning of objects is created (e.g. Berggren and Nilsson Stutz 2010: 176). The methodological challenge is thus to acknowledge the practical implications of the theoretical perspectives discussed above and to make them work on an operational level. In this endeavour there are a number of important aspects that are especially relevant for analysis in order to understand the function and meaning of grave goods (cf. Ekengren 2009: 45–7).

Intentionality

The first important point is that we must ascertain which structures and depositions are intentional and which are not through careful documentation during excavation as well as contextual comparisons with other graves from the time period and geographical area under study. Thus we may establish which ritual actions took place during the funeral. This is a key point, if we are to understand what impact the ritual and its material culture had on participants and spectators.

Ritual Sequences

Although scholars like Bell emphasized that formalization is not a universal characteristic of ritual (Bell 1992: 220), there are a number of recurring patterns in the material culture of graves which indicate that formalization may have been a central trait in many mortuary rituals. Bloch’s observations of how the forms of ritual practice shape the meaning of the material culture are thus important to keep in mind when studying graves. Similarly, the idea that some rituals consist of different structural phases pertaining to the transformation of individuals emphasizes that a contextual approach to mortuary practices is essential. The methodological points made by Turner regarding the study of ritual symbols likewise argue for a comparable approach since, as he concluded, the meaning of a symbol may differ depending on the phase of the ritual performance (Turner 1967: 52). Since it is clear that the patterns in the material culture of the graves are the result of sequential actions, and since function and meaning are dependent on context, it is therefore necessary to be mindful of the sequential positioning of the objects in relation to each other, the dead body, and the mourners (cf. Hallam and Hockey 2001: 14 f., Gansum and Oestigaard 2004). In what parts of the ritual were the objects used? Were they visible in certain segments of the ritual and invisible in others?

Spatial Arrangement

Another point presented above states that meaning is created by bringing symbols and contexts together and creating a relationship between them. This idea corresponds well with the approach where the ritual context is regarded as constitutive in itself. Ritual actions are ordinary actions that are changed through the present circumstances and through the actors’ relationship to them. Through ritualization, using different techniques (such as formalization), new contexts are created for the actions. So even if these rituals contain elements known from other contexts, the shift of discourse to the ritualized environment, with its own framework of reference and interpretation, requires that their function and meaning are not simply equated with similar elements used in other contexts. In other words, we cannot presume that the meaning of grave goods is directly related to the use of the objects outside the funerary context. This perspective also negates the compartmentalization of objects that is widespread in mortuary studies, where types or categories of objects (such as weapons, jewellery, vessels, etc.) are often grouped together and analysed independently of each other, irrespective of how they are arranged and combined. Part of our focus should therefore be a spatial analysis of the layout of the grave and the arrangements of objects; in other words, what people did with the objects in relation to other material culture, including the dead body. This is because even if the grave goods may have been part of the dead person’s possessions in life, they were selected, deposited, and arranged by one or more persons at the time of the funeral. The grave is thus a product of action, and therefore the sensory setting of the grave is an important focus of analysis. If meaning in ritual is shaped by the way material culture is used and combined at the moment of performance, then we cannot be constrained by the traditional compartmentali-zations of grave goods. It is important to explore other possibilities based on the distribution of objects in the graves. By doing so, we are able to form an understanding of the creation and interplay of different fields of meaning in the ritual.

Typology and Physical Properties

Acknowledging that not all objects used and deposited during the funeral will be visible archaeologically, either because of the ritual itself (e.g. in the case of cremation) or because of the formation processes in the ground, we must pay attention to the physical properties of the objects that do survive. Typological features in the objects may reveal that they are considerably older than the grave itself, or that they are imported from distant areas. Together with technical features like the size of the objects, the material of manufacture as well as their colour and texture may give us further clues as to how ritual participants may have perceived them. For the same reason we must also try to establish in what physical condition the objects were included. Some objects may have been in circulation for a long time, and may have held great significance in the living society, before they were deposited worn in the grave. Others may have been newly made, perhaps for the sole purpose of the funeral, and thus unused at the time of deposition. Some objects may have been deposited in a complete, unscathed state. Others may have been affected by various actions, such as the burning and subsequent selection of fragments, as is often the case when we are dealing with cremations. Yet, other objects may have been intentionally broken before or around the time of the funeral, and the fragments deposited in a meaningful way among the rest of the grave goods. The possibilities are numerous. Therefore, what are frequently classified by archaeologists as incomplete, broken objects, or waste, may not be socially dead but highly significant in their partial state (cf. Chapman 2000, Chapman and Gaydarska 2007). A clear understanding of the physical condition of the objects in the graves is consequently as important as the rest of the analytical grounding mentioned above.

Fields of Meaning

As mentioned previously, we cannot assume that objects had the same function and meaning regardless of context. But neither can we assume that the perceived meaning which was formed through participation in the ritual actions corresponded to the intentions and meanings formulated by tradition. Thus, our analyses must acknowledge the multidimensional character of material culture, and the idea that there existed many different levels of interpretations side by side, sometimes in harmony and sometimes in conflict with each other. We must therefore try to consider the functions and meanings stipulated by tradition, the functions and meanings formed and embodied by the practitioners handling the objects and the bystanders observing them, as well as the functions and meanings recalled and/or recreated after the performance (e.g. memories).

THE GRAVE OF A ROMAN IRON AGE WOMAN IN DENMARK
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I will conclude this chapter with a case study in order to further exemplify some aspects of the practical application of the considerations stated above. We will visit one of the inhumation graves from the small cemetery at Skovgårde in the southern part of Zealand, Denmark, dated to the Late Roman Iron Age (published in Ethelberg 2000). It was excavated in 1998 in connection with the construction of the motorway between Rønnede and Udby. A total of 18 graves clustered in four groups were recovered, of which the majority were female. This case study will focus on one of them, grave 400 dated to approximately 260–270 AD (Fig. 10.1). The cemetery has received a great deal of attention from the time when it was unearthed, since four of the female inhumations (grave 400 being one of them) were of the well-provisioned kind often associated with the so called princely graves (German Fürstengräber) on the Continent (cf. Gebühr 1997, 1998). Such inhumation graves, characterized by the inclusion of imported Roman vessels of metal and glass, together with objects of silver and gold, have been found in significant numbers on Zealand, particularly on the eastern part of the island. The dead, who are buried in either a wooden chamber or in a coffin of stone or wood, are thought to belong to the upper strata of the Late Roman Iron Age society (for the latest treatment of richly furnished graves on Zealand, see Boye and Lund Hansen 2009). The inhumation practice, which was the dominant mode of burial on Zealand in the Late Roman period, was reintroduced in southern Scandinavia during the late pre-Roman Iron Age (c. 500–0 BC), having been out of use since the Early Bronze Age. The majority of the rest of the population in Denmark, however, were cremated, their bones buried in an urn or a simple pit together with a small number of objects (such as pottery vessels, jewellery, and fibulae).

Grave 400 at Skovgårde was dug in two levels, creating a terrace-like ledge surrounding the coffin, which in turn was made of a hollowed-out log. Finds of charcoal in connection with the coffin indicate that it had been scorched by fire. The ledge around the coffin was probably used to facilitate the deposition of the coffin, corpse, and grave goods, as well as to support a wooden cover. After the coffin had been sealed, the grave was filled with layers of stones of varying sizes.
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FIG. 10.1 Grave 400 from Skovgårde on Zealand in Denmark

Source: Adapted from Ethelberg (2000: 304).

The deceased was a woman who had died at approximately 25–30 years old. Her body was oriented with the head to the south. She was placed on her back, somewhat slanted to the right with her head facing east. Her right arm was extended along her side, while the left arm was placed over her abdomen, with the left hand clutching the right forearm. She wore a peplos-style dress with two plain silver fibulae (brooches) on the shoulders, one large silver tutulus fibula decorated with gold foil on the middle of the breast, above that a plain silver fibula, and finally a plain silver fibula found in the area of her abdomen, indicating the fastening of a mantle or scarf. In the breast area, underneath the large tutulus fibula, the excavators found a small shard of painted Roman glass. On the left side of the woman’s skull lay a large hair pin of silver decorated with gold foil and above the skull were the remains of a small string of glass and amber beads, most likely the remnants of a headdress. Besides the string of beads in her hair she also wore a small necklace with amber beads. And fastened to the tutulus fibula was one large and two small strings of beads made of glass, amber, silver, and bronze. Furthermore she wore a golden ring of the so-called ‘snakehead’ type on the ring finger of her right hand.

Besides a spindle whorl and a needle, both made of bronze and deposited next to the lower part of her right leg, the rest of the grave goods were dominated by different kinds of vessels. In the area above the woman’s head stood three pottery vessels arranged in a triangle. Two of them were handled cups, while the third was a large bowl. Deposited inside the bowl were two glass vessels of Roman manufacture, one cup and one beaker. The glass beaker was found placed within the glass cup. At the foot end of the coffin stood two more vessels. One was a large bowl containing the complete skeleton of a small swine. It could not, however, be determined if the animal was deposited intact or cut into pieces. The other vessel was a large stave-built and bronze-bound wooden bucket. Both vessels were located directly on top of the woman’s feet.

On the ledge surrounding the coffin the excavators found a bronze fitting in connection with a layer of organic material interpreted as wood. This was later interpreted as the remains of a repaired wooden plate. Deposited approximately 5 cm below this layer was a comb made of bone.

Setting Theories at Work

A number of stages in the ritual may be observed in the grave from Skovgårde. The first is the preparation of the burial site. During this phase the ground was dug and a ledge was created around the cut made for the coffin. Parallel to this, a log was fashioned into a coffin. It was scorched with fire, which is a known traditional technique for making wood resistant to rot. Then the log coffin was deposited in the centre of the grave and, according to the excavators, this was probably done before the body was placed inside. It was most likely also during this phase that the grave goods were arranged (objects collected, the animal slaughtered etc.). Alongside these preparations, one may imagine, the body of the deceased was made ready for interment. Although we have no solid archaeological evidence to support this assumption, we may suppose that the corpse was washed and groomed before it was dressed. We do not know the length of time of this phase of the ritual. It may have been a matter of days, or much longer. We do know, however, that the woman from Skovgårde was dressed in an elaborate costume and her body intentionally placed inside the coffin (as seen in the positioning of the arms), indicating that an emphasis on bodily aesthetics formed part of the mortuary language. The peplos-style dress and especially the use of long and elaborately beaded strings and necklaces are known from several other contemporary Scandinavian graves. And even if there are regional differences, this may be regarded as a standard funerary costume for certain women in Late Roman Iron Age Scandinavia (cf. Stjernquist 2002: 252).

Around the corpse the rest of the grave goods were arranged and the intentionality of the deposition may be discerned when observing the different kinds of vessels placed in the grave. These vessels were not haphazardly deposited. They were carefully arranged around the body, and in relation to each other. This is for instance indicated by the bowl and the bucket placed on top of the dead women’s feet. Likewise, the placement of vessels inside each other shows a considered pattern. Furthermore, the coffin was not a uniform surface for deposition. The space of the grave was disrupted and divided into sections through different placements of the arrangements. In other words, objects were clustered together in different ways within the ritual space of the grave. It may be suggested that this was to some extent done for practical reasons because of the limited space in the coffin. However, similar practices may be observed in other parts of Scandinavia and Northern Europe, where objects are distinctly clustered and arranged around the body and sometimes integrated into the posture of the corpse. Possibly, this was done as a means of highlighting them and thus making them more noticeable (cf. Ekengren 2009).

In the type of graves to which this one belongs, finds of imported vessels are common and often the focus of extensive debates on social status and international influences. Because of their prominent status within research on this period, they are most often analysed in isolation from the rest of the grave goods. While studying the arrangements at Skovgårde, however, it becomes clear that the imported vessels were in general not made more prominent than other vessels of local manufacture. Both Roman and local vessels were clearly associated with each other, indicating both a functional and metaphorical connection between the two categories. So while the imported vessels in some part may have signalled far off places, and perhaps even diplomatic contacts with the Romans themselves, they were simultaneously integrated in local conceptions of eating and drinking.

But who were the vessels and their content intended for: the deceased or the bereaved? That the the swine placed in the grave was not the remains of a funeral meal eaten by the ritual participants is indicated by the fact that all the parts of the animal were deposited. It is also important to acknowledge here that the two vessel assemblages within the coffin were arranged in close association with the body, compared with the objects deposited outside on the ledge. The arranged corpse was in other word at the centre of those vessels’ operational context. The same goes for the textile implements found by the woman’s right leg. Spindle whorls and needles are a quite common inclusion in female graves of the period, in Scandinavia as well as in other parts of Northern Europe. Their presence forms an almost stereotyped or emblematic statement, but not necessarily one of domestic utility or gendered divisions of labour in the land of the living.

The way of arranging objects and the corpse within the primary burial space of grave 400 from Skovgårde thus gives us an idea of which stage of the ritual passage we are dealing with. I would argue that it represents the stages of the funeral where the deceased’s new social status and role were visualized before she passed into memory. Instead of viewing the vessels or the tools as the personal belongings of the deceased, it is my opinion that they, as well as the animal deposited with the body inside the coffin, must be seen as parts of the symbolic representation of eating, drinking, and the spinning of thread, used to embody this new personhood in the dead woman. These activities were in other words central to the identity which was bestowed on the woman in this phase of the ritual, and ritual participants could have regarded the objects as both the equipment of the deceased and as a statement of her new role and position in society. Eating and drinking are common themes associated with death and the afterlife in numerous cultures around the world (cf. Davies 2002: 40–2). In the Scandinavian setting, this association is most famously expressed in the mythological concept of the banqueting hall Valhalla in the Early Medieval sources (e.g. Davidson 1968, Simek 2007). Similarly, the spinning of thread is associated with death, most notably illustrated by the Norns, a group of female deities who spun the fate of gods and men in later Scandinavian mythology (e.g. Simek 2007). Although these examples belong to a much later period of Scandinavian history, it may be suggested that, through the material culture of the ritual, and the metaphorical connection it created between the elaborately dressed body, eating, drinking, and the spinning of thread, a mental picture of the deceased and their afterlife was created and re-created. Furthermore, based on the dialectic perspective of ritual action and material culture argued above, the metaphorical association displayed in later literary sources may well have had its material roots in Roman Iron Age mortuary practices and their creation of death.

But not all objects were as visible in the coffin as one might presume. The single shard of glass found under the large fibula on the woman’s chest is evidence of this. This find also displays a distinct fragmentation practice. The shard must have been positioned on the body at the time it was dressed or when it was arranged in the coffin. From this feature, which shows a completely different treatment from the two glass vessels arranged in the head end of the grave, it is evident that objects belonging to the same category or type may be part of different spatial arrangements and different stages in the ritual. Naturally, this has a bearing on the interpretation. This circumstance would probably have been overlooked in a summary analysis based on a total inventory of objects in the grave, which would merely have counted it as ‘Roman glass’, not functionally set apart from other glass vessels in the grave. Usually this use of glass fragments is interpreted as payment, in the Greco-Roman manner, to the ferryman for the crossing to Hades (Boye 2002). But it may also have been part of a complex notion of enchainment (cf. Chapman 2000), where fragments distributed along social networks and deposited in various contexts (including graves, settlements, or encased in ceramic vessels, as is evident from contemporary Scandinavian finds) may have functioned as symbolic reminders of both the whole objects and the whole social fellowship to which the deceased and the bereaved belonged. As part of the social transformation of the deceased, it has been suggested that the deposition and dispersal of fragments tied together the various social relationships in focus at the funeral (cf. Ekengren 2009).

Even though we can argue that the body and the grave goods were on display in the coffin, they were rendered invisible when the coffin was sealed with a wooden cover. This further reminds us that we cannot assume that all objects were equally visible and thus able to make an impression on the bystanders. But although the body and some of the objects were taken out of view, the ritual actions continued. The deposition of objects on a ledge outside the coffin is a practice known from the period in other areas of Scandinavia and on the Continent. This practice shows that not all ritual actions were directly associated with the dead body but rather belonged to sequences where the deceased was separated (at least visually) from the participants. As already mentioned, this might dispute the often-presumed notion that all objects in a grave were directly related to the deceased’s social persona. The deposition of objects outside the coffin was rather part of the activities after the ritual participants had established the deceased’s new identity and passed her out of view. They were objects used by the living, and not by the dead, so to speak. There can be many meanings behind such graveside rituals, depending on what kinds of objects we may observe. The comb and tray in the grave from Skovgårde may be interpreted as equipment used in connection with washing and grooming, perhaps the actual physical preparation of the dead body or the cleansing of the participants. They may then have been offered or discarded prior to back-filling the grave because they were deemed unsuitable for further use by the living.

Through the rituals and their material culture (including the body), society’s thoughts, and images of death, the dead woman and the afterlife were (re)created, embodied, and sustained. And accordingly, the participants at the funeral reshaped their own identity. After the grave was closed, the objects literally became part of the world of the dead and, from their place buried with the corpse, they would continue to evoke social identities and images of death through memories and through the materiality of the cemetery itself.

Looking at the grave in this manner, informed by the theoretical and methodological considerations discussed above, we may reach a dynamic picture of how the grave goods were used during the ritual; how objects were displayed, arranged, and concealed in different parts of the funeral, and how the same category of objects could very well have different functions within the same phase of the ritual. All of this enabled and restricted the participants’ access to the grave goods in various ways, especially the possible sensory impact of the objects. Several further aspects could have been explored more deeply than those discussed here; such as the form and materiality of the jewellery and pottery, functional aspects of the objects outside the mortuary context, as well as their age and provenance—all important in order to fully understand how different horizons of function and meaning may have interacted in the funerary context. However, the examples above have shown how the range of objects, ritual sequences, and spatial arrangements formed separate, but interconnected, spheres of meaning production, which must be considered as such if we are to understand the multiple functions and meanings of the grave goods.
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THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE OF DEATH ACROSS CULTURAL CONTEXTS
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DEATH, MEMORY, AND MATERIAL CULTURE

Catalytic Commemoration and the Cremated Dead
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HOWARD WILLIAMS

INTRODUCTION
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As a ritual transition, death in past societies concerned the physical and spiritual transformation and reconstitution of the spiritual and physical components of the deceased as well as survivors (Hertz 1960 [1907]). Despite the phenomenal variability in mortuary practices that archaeologists explore through their material traces, a common theme across past cultures is the commemorative significance of the corpse’s transformation. The cadaver can be considered part-person, part-thing, but it is indisputably a focus of memory for the survivors. Hence, its transformation is a process of selective social remembering and forgetting. Moving, posing, furnishing, and destroying the corpse are different ways by which material cultures mediate commemoration.

Memory is here defined as a social and cultural phenomenon (for a broader discussion see Williams 2001, 2006: 1–35), neither collective subconscious nor personal recollection. Instead, memory can be considered a creative process constituted by performance, material culture, place, and landscape. This approach draws on the widespread use of ‘memory’ to refer to perceived and imagined pasts shared between people and generated and reified through social and ritual practices (e.g. Rowlands 1993). In funerals, select material culture can evoke many different pasts, including social networks, family histories, genealogies, legends, myths of origins, and cosmogonies. Yet funerals can simultaneously articulate and configure future or prospective memories, including afterlife journeys, spiritual regeneration, and social continuity, through the choice of matter and things associated with the cadaver (Williams 2006: 1–35). Indeed, the power of mortuary commemoration in past and present societies is such that it can simultaneously draw upon multiple temporalities and scales of memory involving both the past and the future to define death and the dead (see also Holtorf 1997).

Applications of this practice-focused view of memory in mortuary archaeology have been widespread in Anglophone scholarship, particularly for prehistory and the early medieval period (e.g. Barrett 1994, Jones 2007). This approach is just as relevant to the study of mortuary practice in the ancient world, late-historical and contemporary pasts, and the understanding of antiquarian and archaeological practice itself as a form of mortuary practice. One particularly important theme in this research is a move beyond mortuary monumentality to consider commemoration as citation—the placing and insertion of graves and other mortuary deposits in relation to earlier monuments and existing graves. The British archaeologist, Andrew M. Jones, more than any other, has developed and articulated this approach, describing how funerals can operate as ‘technologies of remembrance’ in which practical actions and material culture serve to make and re-make the identities of the dead through selective remembrance (Jones 2007; see also Williams 2006). The funeral and subsequent rituals were a châine opératoire of practical actions, performances, materialities, and places through which memories were forged and re-made through citation (Williams 2006: 20–2, Jones 2007).

Regarding funerals as technologies of remembrance has a particular significance for interpreting the rapidly changing mortuary and commemorative traditions of early medieval (c.AD 400–1100) Western Europe and Scandinavia. Following the demise of the Western Roman Empire, this was a time of socio-economic and ideological reorientation and identity-creation, involving kingdom formation and religious conversion. In recent years, studies of mortuary archaeology in this period and region have moved away from traditional research directions focusing on culture-history and social structure to consider the localized variability in mortuary practice (e.g. Svanberg 2003). Furthermore, studies have investigated the mortuary use of material culture, the human body, monumentality, and landscapes as commemorative strategies relating to claimed histories, mythologies, and idealized social identities (e.g. Andrén 1993, Back Danielsson 2007, Price 2008b, 2010, Wessman 2010, Williams 2006: 36–144). In particular, material culture has been considered to orchestrate the commemoration of the early medieval dead by creating memorable scenes. The grave or pyre might be furnished to create a vivid tableau for the dead, involving colours, textures, and surfaces that incorporated multi-vocal symbolic allusions (Carver 2000). These allusions were made more powerful by the brevity of their display prior to burning or burial (Halsall 2003). Furthermore, they were enhanced by the choreographed transformation and consignment of the corpse with materials, substances, and animal bodies (Jennbert 2006, Williams 2006: 117–21) as well as through the locations and spatial organization of the funeral and burial (Hållans Stenholm 2006, Pedersen 2006, Thäte 2007, Wickholm 2008; but see Wessman 2010).

Drawing on both texts and archaeology, Neil Price (2008b, 2010) has made a valuable contribution to this debate by emphasizing the mythological narratives employed in mortuary drama. Story-telling may be only one aspect of mortuary theatre; the transgression and conflation of narrative might have played an important part in these funerals’ effectiveness in memory-making. Yet Price rightly highlights how funerals constituted the social memory of the dead person through performance. When looking for patterns in mortuary data and the variations, continuities, and changes in commemorative strategies, we are uncovering how societies made themselves and their concepts of time, history, and cosmology through acts of citation in and through the grave (see also Williams 2006: 219–21).

CATALYTIC COMMEMORATION
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The studies discussed above focus on the practice of memory-creation, acts of citation that refer to previous places and practices and broader mythological and genealogical perceptions of the past. However, this emphasis misses other ways by which material culture operated in commemorating the dead. One particular commemorative strategy found in cremation practices from parts of England and Scandinavia in the middle and later 1st millennium AD deserves more detailed attention. In addition to ‘pyre-goods’ interred with the ashes, we sometimes find the selection and deliberate placing of material culture in the grave after cremation. What is striking about these artefacts is that they are not necessarily ‘objects of memory’; they are not artefacts with biographies upon which memories of the dead are inscribed and incorporated by the survivors. Nor are they necessarily used to symbolize aspects of the deceased’s social identity as idealized and selectively portrayed by mourners during the funeral. Indeed, they may not be connected to the deceased’s identity at all. Instead, these items can be understood as commemorative catalysts. I argue that these artefacts and materials enabled the creation of memories of the dead through their disposal with the ashes following cremation. They protected the deceased and afforded them a new corporeal identity following fiery transformation. This form may have often been materialized in relation to mythological or cosmological themes. Catalytic commemoration did not simply ‘honour’ the dead; it re-made them.

COMBS AND TOILET IMPLEMENTS IN EASTERN ENGLAND
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Early Anglo-Saxon cremation practices (later 5th and 6th centuries AD) were complex technologies of remembrance by which the dead were transformed by fire; and selected ashes and pyre-goods were retrieved and placed in hand-made and often highly decorated ceramic containers. Most artefacts found by archaeologists in early Anglo-Saxon cremation burials are highly fragmented and distorted by fire. However, combs and toilet implements stand out as the artefacts most frequently found in cinerary urns and instead appear to be ‘grave-goods’, selectively retrieved from the pyre for burial or added unburned after the cremation (Fig. 11.1).

There is clearly a social dimension to the provision of combs in cinerary urns; only a minority of urns contained combs, suggesting that this was a practice restricted to a particular group or groups. Indeed, combs appear to be associated with cremation burials with more pyre-goods, suggesting a possible status association (Williams 2003: 111). Both genders could receive these items, although they are more common in graves attributed to osteologically sexed females (Williams 2003: 108). All age groups could be provided with combs, but there appear to be different age associations at different cemeteries. Therefore, it is difficult to regard comb provision as a commemorative citation of a specific social category (Williams 2003: 110). Instead, we might seek an explanation in the mnemonic agency of combs; their ability to enable the corporeal and material fixing of a new identity for the deceased as an ancestor during the post-cremation practices.
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FIG. 11.1 The cinerary urn and artefacts from grave 1296 from Alwalton, Cambridgeshire

Notes: The grave contained the remains of a probable male adult of 30–45 years of age, the remains of an immature female pig, an antler comb fragment, iron shears, iron razor, and hone (Gibson 2007: 347). The image is reproduced with the kind permission of the author, Oxford University School of Archaeology and Archaeological Solutions Limited.

Source: Gibson 2007: 322.

This argument is supported by the contextual evidence for how combs were employed. Only a minority at any individual site show fire-damage. Furthermore, many were added to the tops or bottoms of urns, suggesting that they were only associated with the ashes during the filling of the urn itself (Williams 2003: 107). Many combs appear to represent fragments, a portion of a whole item broken off for burial with the ashes, usually an end-piece (Williams 2003: 107–8; see also Gibson 2007). This implies that a portion of the object was offered up for the dead, while the remainder was kept by the mourners, possibly as mementos of the deceased. The act of fragmentation mirrored the dissolution of the pyre, while the sharing of the item between the living and the dead constructed an ongoing commemorative relationship between them. In other instances, miniature combs could have been made especially for the funeral. The placing of comb fragments articulated social remembering—ongoing bonds between survivors and the deceased. Meanwhile, the act of breaking and consignment to the grave balanced remembering with managed social forgetting. More important than both remembering and forgetting, the fact that these were items connected to a body’s surface destroyed by cremation suggests that combs invoked the presence of a new corporeality for the ashes following cremation.

This interpretation is supported by the evidence for both iron and bronze, full-sized and miniature ‘toilet implements’, including tweezers, blades, shears, and razors. Again both males and females could receive these items, although in this case there is a clear male bias to their provision (Williams 2007: 84). The age correlations are also interesting, with tweezers most common with adults, while shears and razors are more common among infants, children, and adolescents (Williams 2007: 81–2). The length of tweezers can be shown to relate in crude terms to the age at death, with the smaller items tending to be found in the urns of infants and younger children (Williams 2007: 82–3). As with combs, it appears that some miniatures may have been made simply for the funeral. Furthermore, only a small number of these items show signs of heat damage which, for the copper-alloy objects at least, strongly suggests that they had not been placed with the corpse on the pyre. These items may have had many functions and uses, but a simple association with the identity of the living person is difficult to affirm.

Combs and toilet implements could be found with the same cinerary urns, yet there were clearly differences in their significance: the former were fragmented, while the latter were placed whole. Yet what is clear is that both combs and toilet implements share a connection with the preparation and management of hair. Moreover, the association of both combs and toilet implements with cremation burials appears of paramount significance; some of these items can be found in contemporary furnished inhumation graves but at a much lower frequency. Furthermore, while the artefacts may have been used in manifold ways before and during the funeral, through their deposition they seem to have had a particular significance in the post-cremation rites. Therefore the association with hair, the connection with cremation, and their role in the burial of the ashes towards the end of the funerary sequences provide the basis for an interpretation of their significance (Williams 2003, 2007).

The particular qualities of hair and nails as enduring, separable, and peripheral to the body may have encouraged their importance in early Anglo-Saxon rituals of death and mourning. Broader associations with apotropaic and cultic practices might be seen in the exaggerated facial and head hairs upon contemporary metalwork. Depictions of the human form emphasize the centrality of head and facial hair upon dress accessories (Hines 1997, Dickinson 2002) and weaponry (Dickinson 2005). Prominent human hair also adorns the human figures represented upon gold bracteates and gold-foil figurines found in southern Scandinavia (e.g. Back Danielsson 2007).

While specific associations with the cult of Odin remain of debatable application to the English evidence (see Dickinson 2005 for an argument in favour of the link), the fact that these representations might represent heroes or gods and their appearance on dress fittings suggested their decoration invoked spiritual protection and evoked memories of myths and legends. If so, then this might be considered an apotropaic art that simultaneously afforded protection, displayed identities, and commemorated myths, legends, and possibly imagined shared origins. Cremation practices might constitute a treatment of the body that parallels the human–animal transformations represented in Style I animal art. If so, then they might both be manifestations of a broader and diversely materialized ‘ideology of transformation’, linking social and political structures and cult practice to specific mythologies in both southern Scandinavia and England during the 5th and 6th centuries AD (Williams 2001). Rituals, including those surrounding death, can be regarded as the arena in which these myths and identities were created and disseminated.

In the light of this evidence, items associated with hair were appropriate to include with ashes when finally interred in cemeteries across eastern England. Perhaps they were used to prepare the corpse for cremation as well as being used by mourners to alter their appearance to symbolize their state of mourning. They may have also been among the tools used to incise the complex abstract decoration found upon many cremation urns, to disperse death pollution, and ultimately were inalienable from the ashes of select individuals. Hence, for both mourners and the cadaver, the management of hair and nails can be regarded as a means of articulating transformation during and after cremation and placing items of hair management in the pots with ashes both served to complete the funeral and create new, ongoing, memories of the dead by the living. These humble items did not necessarily convey or communicate memories, but they allowed memories to come into being as catalytic agents. Hence the same items could be used to commemorate individuals of different ages and genders and to forge a mythological identity for the cremated dead.

THOR’S HAMMER-RINGS IN THE LAKE MÄLAREN REGION

[image: image]

I now move my discussion away from early Anglo-Saxon England to consider the deposition of ‘Thor’s hammer-rings’ with the cremated dead of the Lake Mälaren area (Sweden) during the Viking Age (9th to 11th centuries AD). These items are not to be confused with ‘Thor’s hammer pendants’, which have been widely discussed as a late-pagan expression of religious identity and counterpoints to the Christian cross (Zeiten 1997: 27, Staecker 1999). Thor’s hammer-rings comprise of a ring of iron (often regarded as a ‘neck-ring’) upon which is threaded a range of iron attachments and tools, including at least one hammer-shaped miniature (Fig. 11.2).

Gunnar Andersson has eschewed previous interpretations that regard them as dress accessories or as evidence of the deceased’s personal or group adherence to the worship of Thor (Andersson 2005: 47). He instead focuses on their association with cremation practices. In particular, these items could have been made for the funeral and they do not seem to have been placed on the pyre with the dead (Andersson 2005: 47–8). This was not a universal practice; it was adopted only for selected graves in a tightly focused area in the eastern Mälaren Basin and the Åland Islands (with further examples in Russia) from the 9th to 11th centuries AD. Andersson explores in detail their occurrence in two cemeteries of the Viking period in Uppland (Valsta in Norrsunda parish and Skälby in Solluntuna parish). He notes that the frequency of hammer-rings is different between the sites. The character of the hammer-rings is also different. Their greatest frequency occurs in cremation burials of the late 10th and 11th centuries AD. Andersson argues that hammer-rings are found among all age groups and both genders, although with a slight female bias. This does not suggest a single social category shared by all those buried with them. While the practice emerges in the Vendel period, the late date of many suggests a link to the religious and political conflicts towards the end of the Viking period (Andersson 2005: 53).
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FIG. 11.2 A Thor hammer-ring retrieved from a cremation grave in a late Iron Age cemetery at Väsby, Vallentuna parish, Uppland (diameter 85 mm)

Notes: The image is reproduced with the kind permission of the National Historical Museum, Stockholm. Photograph by Christer Åhlin, © National Historical Museum, Stockholm.

To understand the use of these items in the mortuary context, we can begin by following Andersson and suggesting that they were symbols of regeneration. In the story Gylfaginning from the Prose Edda, Thor’s hammer (Mjölnir) offers protection against the giants and forces of chaos. Moreover, Thor uses his hammer to create fire and also to bless the pyre of the god Balder (Faulkes 1987: 49). A specific regenerative theme might also be found in this source. Thor uses Mjölnir to bring back to life his he-goats the morning after their flesh had been cooked and consumed. By blessing the bones and goatskins they are regenerated to serve as Thor’s traction in his journeys between worlds (Faulkes 1987: 38). One or all of these associations may very well have motivated the placing of hammer-rings with the cremated dead. Having passed through the dissolution of the funerary fire, the ashes were ‘blessed’ by the hammer and the hammer allowed the dead to regenerate and continue on their passage to the afterlife.

The combination of hammers with other miniature items including rings, themselves on a larger ring of iron, is also significant. Andersson observes the reproductive and serpentine associations of rings in Norse mythology, invoking protection for the dead, aspirations of regeneration and order against chaos and destruction. An association with Thor might also be evident here since this deity possessed a girdle that doubled his strength (Faulkes 1987: 22). Also, the Thor’s hammer-rings mirror the enclosing cinerary urn within which ashes were placed: both ring and pot may have served to protect and constitute the dead. Indeed, they were often on or around the neck of the cinerary urn (Andersson 2005: 46), almost as if they were ‘worn’ by the pot.

Connecting mortuary practice with the attributes of a single deity remains problematic. For instance, bones, hammers, and rings are associated not only with Thor but with Volund (Wayland), the archetypal Germanic shaman-smith. Volund’s story appears to have been well-known throughout early medieval northern Europe. He was hamstrung and imprisoned by King Nidlud upon an island and forced to make treasures. In revenge, Volund kills the king’s sons and makes silver encrusted vessels from their skulls, exotic stones from their eyes, and brooches from their teeth. Volund then seems to use a magical ring originally made for his valkyrie wife to fly away and thus escape his island prison (Larrington 1996: 102–13). Indeed what better metaphor than aerial flight to articulate the spiritual ascent of the cremated dead?

Whether connected with Thor, Volund, or a constellation of wider significations, hammer-rings were made from the one material most resistant to fiery destruction and created by only the hottest of furnaces. Indeed, iron amulets of all types found in Scandinavian mortuary contexts appear to be preferred over others (Jensen 2008). Therefore, although not placed on the pyre, iron in the post-cremation context may have symbolized regeneration. Indeed, iron-making seems to have held magical and shamanic associations of metalworking in Norse mythology and archaeologists have identified possible close links between ironworking and cremation on the same sites in Norway and Sweden (Gansum 2004, Goldhahn and Oestigaard 2008; see also Burström 1990, Oestigaard, this volume). We might further speculate that, if smiths were among the ritual specialists involved in funerary rituals, or at least if metalworking provided one of the metaphors of transformation by which cremation was understood, then perhaps Thor hammer-rings were made by smiths for funerals as part of their shamanic role as psychopomps (guides for the dead). Therefore, smiths making Thor hammer-rings for (and possibly at) funerals at Valsta or Skälby were working towards the creation of memory. From this perspective, Thor hammer-rings are another example of the material culture of catalytic commemoration. What remains to be understood is why only selected persons received this rite upon death.

CLAY PAWS IN THE ÅLAND ISLANDS
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A third case study of catalytic commemoration is the ‘clay paw burial rite’, a practice distinctive to the Åland Islands of the Baltic Sea from the 7th century AD and subsequently through the Viking period (Callmer 1994: 20). The artefacts in question comprise of fine clay oblongs with five fingers between c. 5 and 11 cm in length (Callmer 1994: 17, Fig. 11.3). They have been widely thought to resemble the paws of beavers, bears, or both. It is widely accepted that these items were prepared especially for the funeral and they have often been considered to have held magical or amuletic significance (Callmer 1994: 14–16). Of the 650 graves excavated from this date range, 70 were furnished with a clay paw, primarily within the densely populated eastern areas of the islands (Callmer 1994: 19). They are employed in graves of both genders, although associations vary between regions. In the west of the Åland Islands they are more common in female graves; in the east they more often occur with males (Callmer 1994: 23).

Clay paws have been found beneath burial mounds, either placed on top of cremation urns and/or the remains of cremation layers. Callmer (1994) notes that the association with beavers and bears cannot simply reflect the contemporary late Iron Age fauna of the islands, where these animals would have been increasingly scarce in the later 1st millennium AD. He observes the magical and mythological associations of both beavers and bears in northern cosmologies of both Scandinavian and Finno-Ugric peoples, as well as the clear economic wealth and prestige these animals embodied given the Åland islanders’ involvement in the fur trade (Callmer 1994: 27, 41). He also suggests that the rite’s origins can be seen as related to the creation of a new cultural identity forged by groups colonizing the Åland islands during the Vendel (Merovingian) period. Furthermore, the choice of who was afforded the rite was connected with those involved in hunting these animals upon expeditions to the east (Callmer 1994: 28, 31).
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FIG. 11.3 A clay paw found in a late Iron Age grave on the Åland Islands, Sweden

Notes: The image is reproduced with the kind permission of the Åland Islands Museum.

I concur with Price (2010: 143–4) that the clay paws were a mnemonic reference between graves, perhaps indicating a shared mythological narrative in which bears and/or beavers had a role. But what was the precise connection between clay paws and the process of cremation? As with Andersson’s study of iron hammer-rings, we can regard these as affective, even magical, material culture, creating links between ritual performances in which they were interred, but also with the past. It is possible that their burial was intended to afford passage for the dead to the next world. Beavers—the most likely animals represented by the clay paws according to Callmer—are widely recognized for their humanlike and amphibious qualities and were perhaps regarded as ‘kin’ of those groups honouring their dead using clay paws (Callmer 1994: 42). Also, both clay and human bodies had undergone a parallel fiery transformation and, while transformed, they survived annihilation. Their placing in select graves might have been a way by which ritual specialists articulated the continuation of the deceased’s identity following cremation, or perhaps more specifically, their regeneration into animal form. Specifically, clay paws may have been intended to invoke beavers as shamanic familiars, guiding the dead to a watery underworld (see also Williams 2001). Hence, the act of placing a clay paw with the ashes can be seen as magical and mnemonic, mediating the remembrance of the dead in their transition into the afterlife and perhaps commemorating myths of human–animal interaction and/or transformation.

STONES AND BONES IN VÄSTERGÖTLAND
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My fourth example reveals how seemingly ‘natural’ materials may, in certain cemeteries, have held important roles as commemorative catalysts. Tore Artelius and Mats Lindqvist have argued that, at Vittene in Västergötland, Sweden, flakes of rock were deliberately included within cinerary urns from the 8th century AD onwards (Fig. 11.4). This rite may have had mnemonic implications in two ways. First, the rite was a reinvention of an older custom found among late pre-Roman and early Roman Iron Age urn-graves on the same site after a hiatus of about six centuries (Artelius and Lindqvist 2005: 29). Rather than a ‘remembered’ ritual, it is possible that the discovery of old graves inspired the reinvention and the Viking burials that subsequently respected the location of the earlier graves. Second, these rocks were treated in a comparable way to the cremated bones and deliberately ‘cremated’ upon the pyre and retrieved for inclusion in the grave. Artelius and Lindqvist suggest that bones and stones were treated in a comparable manner as belonging to the earth and ‘planted’ by burial. This ritual practice may indeed relate to the connection perceived between bones and stones in the Norse origin myth; the earth and mountains were composed of the flesh and bones of the giant Ymir (Larrington 1996: 43). If so, this practice might be another ‘magical’ commemorative act, serving to regenerate the dead into the land; a material used to catalyse commemoration rather than distinguish the specific social identity of the deceased.
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FIG. 11.4 A Viking Age cremation urn from Vittene in Västergötland, with large flakes of rock included with the ashes (after Artelius and Lindqvist 2005)

Note: The image is reproduced with the kind permission of the authors.

CONCLUSION
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Many of the recent studies addressing memory and material culture in early medieval mortuary practices have focused on high-status furnished graves and monuments, and the heroic and mythological allusions they incorporate (Andrén 1993, Jennbert 2006, Williams 2006, Price 2008a, 2008b, 2010). However, foregrounding the theatrical spectacles and complex symbolic statements of elite funerals risks skewing our view of how more mundane and commonplace funerals were conducted. This interpretative problem is exacerbated by using analogies from written sources witnessing elite funerals (such as Ibn Fadlan’s 10th-century account of a Rus chieftain’s funeral on the Volga: Warmind 1995; see Price 2008b, 2010) and hence regarding material culture as theatrical ‘props’ in mythological mortuary drama. As noted above, we must remain cautious not to distil all our interpretations of the material statements made in early medieval funerals into narrative forms.

Early medieval funerals might be more profitably theorized as commemorative technologies that incorporated and invoked narratives, but also multiple temporalities that transcended narrative. Therefore, artefacts placed in more modest graves are not simply abbreviations and motifs of myths and other stories found in more elaborate forms in rich graves (for this argument, see Price 2010), they may be operating on alternative registers and in non-narrative forms. These might include items often referred to by archaeologists as ‘amulets’ (Zeiten 1997, Price 2002, Gräslund 2008). I contend that these ‘amulets’ are more profitably seen alongside other personal and practical items of body management and sometimes raw materials that were selected for burial with the dead in post-cremation rituals. Together, such items might not have primarily referred to the biography and identity of the dead person(s). Instead, the artefacts were integral to the ritual performances and multi-sensory transformations of the deceased’s identity when cremated material was retrieved from the pyre. For some early medieval cremating communities, even mundane artefacts and materials could be selected and used to construct memories of the dead. The four case studies reviewed in this chapter serve to illustrate how the commemorative role of such items could be catalytic rather than citational. In other words, they were not deployed as objects of memory (e.g. Norr 2008) as much as objects for memory, catalysing memory through material culture. It remains for future research to identify, investigate, and interpret further examples of the dynamic interplay of commemorative citations and catalysts in past mortuary practices.
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AFRICAN PERSPECTIVES ON DEATH, BURIAL, AND MORTUARY ARCHAEOLOGY
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DAVID EDWARDS

INTRODUCTION
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In this chapter I will introduce some of the more prominent manifestations of burial/mortuary archaeologies in Africa with a view to providing some sense of the current scope of research. Following this, some aspects of our more general understandings of African death beliefs and practices are discussed, including some issues raised by religious changes, including those of more recent periods. It is also suggested that such changes have implications for archaeological practices. While mortuary archaeologies are generally not well developed within many parts of Africa, the chapter includes a brief review of mortuary archaeology of the Middle Nile in northeast Africa, one region where a relative abundance of both archaeological and ethnographic data makes it possible to identify some general themes and patterns.

AFRICAN MORTUARY ARCHAEOLOGIES
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That burial or mortuary archaeology has a very variable presence and profile in sub-Saharan Africa provides us with a useful point of departure. Syntheses of African archaeology make clear that there are both notable presences and absences in different parts of the continent. In some regions very little research has ever been undertaken, while burial archaeology has played a prominent role in research into some Congo Basin societies (Nenquin 1963, De Maret 1994, 2005) as well as Ethiopia (Phillipson 1998). The Middle Nile is exceptional as a region where, from the first, archaeology constructed a culture-historical framework largely on the basis of cemetery excavations, spanning several millennia (Adams 1977). A regionaltradition of materially rich mortuary cultures continues to attract significant archaeological attention today, with numerous large-scale cemeteries dating back to the early Neolithic period (in the Middle Nile datable to the 6th millennium BC) still being explored within the context of both research and rescue archaeology. In addition, a large body of ethnographic material may be juxtaposed with the archaeology. A careful reading of such sources provides some potentially interesting, fresh (and potentially challenging) perspectives on many aspects of burial practices, and their potential for analysis. Hodder’s brief discussion of Nuba burial (1982: 163–70) represents one interesting early attempt to engage with such material.

The priorities of many regional research traditions (see Shaw et al. 1993) have also often had little interest in mortuary archaeologies, while chronological interests are commonly focused on the last two millennia in most parts of the continent outside the Sahara. Investigations of death and burial in earlier prehistoric periods are much more patchy. Within this brief overview, a few of the more prominent features of this archaeology can be mentioned here.

North of the equator, some general observations may be offered concerning the burial archaeology of West Africa and Sudanic/Sahelian Africa more generally. Environmental factors may play a role. Within some tropical zones dense vegetation and acid soils may pose particular problems for access to, as well as preservation of, burial sites (e.g. Merkyte and Randsborg 2009). By contrast the often high visibility of ancient burials in the more open landscapes of the Sahel and Sahara have doubtless encouraged a more widespread interest in mortuary archaeology (Paris 1996, Di Lernia and Manzi 2002, Mattingly et al. 2003, 2007), providing a record stretching back to at least the mid-Holocene, and at times earlier (Sereno et al. 2008).

Two early cemetery sites from northern Nubia have received wider attention. An apparently early Holocene ‘Mesolithic’ cemetery in the Wadi Halfa region excavated in the 1960s was the focus for one influential early investigation of the social dimensions of mortuary practices by Arthur Saxe (Saxe 1971). More widely known is another cemetery from the modern Egyptian-Sudanese border region, at Jebel Sahaba. This is widely cited both for its potentially very early date and for the violent deaths (e.g. Thorpe 2003) which seem to have been suffered by a large proportion of the population (Wendorf 1968). Identified by its excavators as an epipalaeolithic (‘Qadan’) cemetery (c.13,000–9000 BC), nearly half of the population of 59 individuals showed physical evidence of encounters with violence in the form of projectile points found in the graves and/or bones. In view of its potential interest and frequent citation, it is however important to recognize some uncertainties which still surround this site. Subsequent fieldwork in Nubia failed to find any comparable sites of this date, and in the absence of more reliable dating evidence, most of its features could perhaps suggest a significantly later date; standardized burial forms (flexed burials, head to the east facing south) and finds of cattle skulls (bucrania) on the surface close by are certainly all very reminiscent of much later practices (Reinold 2006: n. 5). However, notwithstanding the possibility that this site may date from several millennia later than originally supposed, it provides remarkable and tangible evidence for violent death.

Further south, other early (Mesolithic?) burials (Usai et al. 2010), some dating from the Mesolithic-Neolithic transition (Honegger 2001, 2005: fig. 4) have recently been found. Such material is of particular interest from a part of the world where Mesolithic populations appear to have commonly been sedentary, pottery-using hunter-gatherer-fishers for several millennia from c.8000 BC, if not earlier. They in turn may be seen as one regional tradition (Jesse 2004) amongst much more widespread populations of hunter-fisher-gatherers (Arioti and Oxby 1997; Barich 1998; Barich et al. 2005) dispersed across what is today Saharan/Sahelian/Sudanic Africa. Within these broader regional patterns which are beginning to emerge, potential links to larger-scale social developments, such as the spread of cattle pastoralism and what are loosely termed ‘cattle cults’ (e.g. Di Lernia 2006), have begun to be discussed.

A particular interest of Sudanese archaeology lies in the exceptionally rich Neolithic burial record, which has allowed the recent excavation of large well-preserved cemeteries (Reinold 2005, 2008, Salvatori and Usai 2008). Such large, early cemeteries clearly have a research potential of more than local significance, which may be contrasted with the apparently limited possibilities available in the Egyptian Lower Nile since pioneering studies of the first half of the 20th century (Wengrow 2006). It is already possible to describe a formalization and homogenization of Neolithic burial practice with the emergence of a predominant east-west body orientation in some parts of northern Nubia, establishing a concern for body orientation which was to be maintained for several millennia. Similar norms of burial orientation (often varying by gender) are also widely encountered in the ethnographic literature both within Sudan and beyond (e.g. Seligman and Seligman 1932, Nalder 1937, Goody 1962). The early disappearance of intra-settlement burials in northern riverine Sudan, perhaps at this time, is also worth highlighting. This may be contrasted with the quite common presence of such traditions in many neighbouring regions, at least into the ethnographic present of the 20th century (e.g. Seligman and Seligman 1932, Nalder 1937).

The period also sees evidence for growing social differentiation from the 6th millennium BC, displayed most markedly perhaps in the form of animal (Honegger 2005), and more rarely, human (Reinold 2005) sacrifices associated with burials. This in turn raises interesting (if uncomfortable) questions concerning notions of owning (and destroying) both people (as discussed in Taylor 2005) and livestock, in a period when property in objects was becoming increasingly evident. The very late Neolithic of the Egyptian frontier region (traditionally known as the A-Group) displayed a particularly rich and varied mortuary culture, with special access to Egyptian imported materials (Nordström 2007).

From the 4th millennium BC, the archaeology of northern Sudan is dominated by Kerma/Kushite societies, marked by a relatively homogeneous mortuary culture, with more diverse practices apparent in adjoining regions. How cultural developments, such as the development of homogeneous burial practices, may be related to the political development of the Kerma kingdom—the first state in sub-Saharan Africa (c.2000BC?)—has however yet to be systematically explored. Broad trends can be traced of increasingly richly furnished burials (Fig. 12.1), culminating in a series of massive ‘royal’ tumulus-covered tombs at Kerma itself, accompanied by abundant human sacrifices (Judd and Irish 2009), around the mid-2nd millennium BC. Earlier phases are marked by sometimes massive displays of slaughtered livestock (especially cattle), sometimes in their thousands, representing massive investments in funerary practices of such manifestations of wealth. The identification of shrines within cemeteries has suggested the presence of some form of ancestor cults (Bonnet 2000), including royal cults, a possibility recently explored in more detail in relation to contemporary ‘C-Group’ populations in northern Nubia (Bangsgaard 2010). Anthropological data derived from Kerma burials has also made possible interesting studies of the prevalence of violence/physical injuries amongst the Bronze Age populations of northern Sudan in the period (Judd 2002, 2004).
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FIG. 12.1 ‘Kerma’ burial with pottery deposits and accompanying animal burials of earlier 2nd millennium BC, northern Sudan

Source: Photo courtesy of Derek Welsby.

The conquest and occupation of much of Nubia by New Kingdom Egypt during the second half of the 2nd millennium BC has provided considerable scope for exploring cultural developments within colonial and frontier contexts. In northern Nubia, elements of indigenous cultural traditions, especially in mortuary practice, seem to have survived for several generations. However, some 200 years after the Egyptian conquest, their more obvious manifestations seem to have largely disappeared, while Egyptian burial forms and material culture now dominated the region (Williams 1992), if however being adopted in varied and complex ways (Säve-Söderbergh 1991, Sinclair and Troy 1991, Smith 2003, Török 2009). Declining numbers of burials, as evidence for population decline may also provide an insight into otherwise little-discussed negative impacts of the Egyptian colonial enterprise in Nubia.

Some centuries after the Egyptian withdrawal from Nubia, during the 1st millennium BC, a revived Nubian kingdom (25th Dynasty/Napatan Kushites) continued to manifest elements of Egyptian practices in elite burials, coexisting with indigenous forms of practice which differ little in substance from those of the Kerma period (Lohwasser 2010). Through the later 1st millennium BC under the Meroitic dynasties, such distinctions were generally maintained (Edwards 1998). One further potentially novel element in the later Meroitic period was the growing prevalence of collective/multiple (family?) burials. The repeated reopening of graves demonstrates little regard for the integrity of earlier burials; and there is also clear evidence that burials were being routinely ‘robbed’ very soon after initial burials (see also Näser, this volume). Such practices raise interesting questions about attitudes to the physical remains of the dead and what constituted ‘normal’ practices. The equipment and inscriptions associated with elite burials continue to indicate some forms of ancestral cult associated with burial places.

While traditional understandings of the political break-up of the Meroitic kingdom in the 3rd–4th centuries AD have looked to ethnic (and cultural) explanations for the ‘fall of Meroe’, it is increasingly apparent that the immediately post-Meroitic centuries (4th–6th centuries) need to be reconceptualized in terms of political changes, manifested most obviously through the disappearance of elements of elite practice, but also in much continuity, if with local variability (Fuller 1999). Notwithstanding widespread continuities, there remain however some intriguing disjunctures. Of these, the most marked and widespread is the relatively rapid abandonment of forms of multiple (family?) burials and an almost universal shift towards individual burials. Why this should be remains far from clear. That this might relate to new understandings of, or attitudes to, the dead is of course possible. It might also reflect changing relationships with ‘ancestral’ cemeteries and the kind of social ties with ‘place’ which could potentially be maintained over several generations, perhaps related to contemporary changes in patterns of settlement and land-use.

In the following centuries, the development of new forms of power and status, in which military power is commonly emphasized, was manifested in massive elite/royal tumulus burials. In the most notable of these, in northern Nubia (Emery 1938), the wealth and power of emerging Nobatian kings was demonstrated in the destruction of both humans and livestock (Lenoble 2005), in another brief period in which human sacrifice came to the fore within elite mortuary displays. This tradition was in turn to cease quite suddenly, probably around AD 500, in the context of the Christianization of the region (Edwards 2001). In later centuries, some medieval royal burials seem to have been focused on royal churches, which were in turn to become pilgrimage centres; this is the case, for example, at a mausoleum church recently discovered at Banganarti near the medieval capital of Old Dongola (Zurawski 2008).

Burial studies have provided some further insights into the progress of Christianization, not least in how followers of the new religion commonly maintained existing cemetery sites, not feeling the need to distance themselves from their non-Christian ancestors. A feature of burial sites of both Christian and later Islamic traditions in the region is their role as the foci of cults of ‘saints’, as was common more widely in Africa and Near East where these religions became established (Petersen 1999, Taylor 1999, Meri 2002). Particularly distinctive features of the Islamic burial landscapes of the region are the often large, domed tombs of holy men (Fig. 12.2).

The vast ethnographic literature is also indicative of a much wider variety of practices than we might suggest on the basis of archaeological material, ranging from massive ‘pyramid’ shrines in the Upper Nile (Johnson 1990), through notoriously unelaborate treatment of the dead amongst the Nuer (Evans-Pritchard 1949, 1956), to traditions of delayed/secondary burial in some parts of the Ethiopian borderlands (e.g. Jedrej 1979, James 1988). As ever, this also draws attention to the need for openness and subtlety in our understandings of death and burial on the basis of archaeological evidence.

With the increasing desiccation of all Saharan/Sahelian regions from the mid-Holocene, broad spatial shifts in populations to more secure environments may be variously connected with the spread of agriculture (coming much later than pastoralism in African contexts), sedentarization, and latterly urbanization over more recent millennia (Marshall and Hildebrand 2002, Casey 2005, LaViolette and Fleisher 2005). Across much of Sudanic Africa a growing body of mortuary data associated with these developments is now accumulating, although more synthetic analyses, rather than descriptions, still remain limited. The interest in mortuary investigations may however have a variety of inspirations. The plundering of ‘art’ objects from burials, notably terracotta ‘ancestor’ statuettes from sites in Mali (McIntosh and McIntosh 1979), has been one major factor in encouraging an interest in burial sites which had previously attracted little attention. ‘Tellem’ (11th–16th century) cave burials along the Bandiagara escarpment in Mali (Bedaux 1972), for example, are also principally known for the exceptional preservation of textiles and other organic artefacts associated with them. Chance finds of spectacularly ‘rich’ burials, such as the 1st millennium burial at Igbo Ukwu (Shaw 1977), have also raised interesting interpretative issues for mortuary archaeologists, not least in the ‘persuasive, non-hierarchical alternative interpretations’ (McIntosh 1999: 12) which may be possible for such rich burials.
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FIG. 12.2 Tombs of Islamic notables (18th–19th century?), near Ed Debba, northern Sudan

However, while systematic research in mortuary/burial archaeology still has a variable presence, some patterns are beginning to emerge (Kiethega et al. 1993). A range of burial forms have now been recognized in ‘medieval’ cemeteries, such as that at Dia Shoma on the Niger (Bedaux et al. 1978, 2006; Zeitoun et al. 2004), a variability which has been linked to a cultural diversity thought to be a feature of early urban formations in that region. Pre-Islamic burial forms include the placing of burials within funerary jars as well as a more widely encountered use of chamber burials (hypogées) (Kiethega et al. 1993, Holl 1994, Sanogo 1994). Examples of particularly richly furnished chamber burials, possibly of the 11th century, marked by large tumuli (e.g. Desplanges 1951), are assumed to have been associated with the rise of ‘imperial’ states in the region (McIntosh 2005: 177), whose elaborate royal funerary rites are recorded in medieval Arab accounts.

Burial within large ceramic jars is a distinctive practice which is widely encountered, albeit with some regional variability. Current evidence suggests such burial forms can be found across a large part of western Sudanic Africa, from the Inland Niger Delta, across northern Burkino Faso to the Lake Chad region (e.g. Raimbault and Sanogo 1991, Holl 1994); such types of burials seem to have persisted in northern Cameroon into the 19th century. This distinctive form of burial practice has only recently become the subject of more systematic investigation (Diethelm 2008). A further facet of research into medieval and more recent burial practices relates to the adoption of Islamic burial forms and practices (see Petersen, this volume), for example in the Gao region (Insoll 1996), alongside varied indigenous practices (e.g. Gado 1993). Such research forms one part of more fundamental studies of religious change (Insoll 2003) and Sahelian constructions of Islam (Moraes Farias 2003).

Central Africa still remains poorly researched and many of its more recent kingdoms remain almost totally unknown archaeologically (Connah 2001: ch. 8). Some relatively recent royal tombs of Rwanda, for example, have seen some archaeological investigation (Van Noten 1972). The resource-rich Upemba depression of southeastern Congo/Zaire is perhaps exceptional as one region where a significant body of mortuary data spanning the last two millennia has now been collected (Nenquin 1963, De Maret 1982, 1985, 1994, 2005). The rich material remains accompanying burials, notably iron and copper metalwork as well human sacrifices, have been linked to the early development of the Luba kingdom, known historically from the 18th century. Limited archaeological contributions have been made to the study of the origin of the Interlacustrine kingdoms further east. Particular interest has been shown in the Buganda, including some investigation of Buganda royal tombs and shrines (Oliver 1959). Some of these may date from the 16th century or earlier, while some continue to play significant roles in modern Ugandan politics (Kigongo and Reid 2007).

Burial/mortuary archaeology has played little part in studies of the Zimbabwe plateau and especially the developments of the early 2nd millennium AD associated with Great Zimbabwe (Chirikure and Pikirayi 2008), and very few burial sites have been explored. Where burials have been encountered, their primary interest has lain in their associated artefacts, as indicators of rank and/or access to trade goods from the East African coast, as for example at Mapungubwe (Huffman 1982, Hall 1987: 75–84) or with 14th/15th-century burials at Ingombe Ilede on the Zambezi (Phillipson and Fagan 1969).

On the East African coast, the spread of Islam has attracted research interest, and some studies have begun to explore local Swahili practices within a wider Islamic tradition, for example in relation to cemetery organization and the incorporation of tombs within urban spaces (e.g. Horton 1996). Otherwise, a considerable body of data exists concerning Islamic holy men and their tombs, which commonly perform important social and religious roles. Such practices are in turn today often fiercely contested between and within the many Islamic communities of East Africa (e.g. Mire 2007, Becker 2009).

ANTHROPOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE
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It is of course impossible here to draw out any meaningful generalizations from the huge variability of burial practices encountered through time and space across the continent, either within recent (ethnographic) or more ancient contexts. However, with the existence of quite well-documented systems of religious beliefs and practices in modern times, it is possible to draw attention to a number of research foci of potential importance for those archaeological studies of death and burial which aspire to look beyond analyses framed in terms of wealth and status, and the like (see Chapman, Chapter 4 this volume). African ethnographic examples cited by Ucko in an important contribution to mortuary archaeology (Ucko 1969) still provide a useful point of departure.

Perhaps the most widely encountered feature of African belief systems relates to the ‘Ancestors’, who remain a powerful force in contemporary life in many parts of the continent. That archaeology might aspire to be able to contribute to historical understandings of ‘ancestors’ does not seem unreasonable, although they in fact retain a relatively low profile in most archaeological literature. It might also be suggested that the extensive African literature which exists could perhaps be usefully explored by those working outside African contexts, where, for example, a sometimes promiscuous and uncritical invocation of ‘ancestors’ has invited criticism (see Whitley 2002 for one critique).

The often pervasive character of ancestor beliefs (Fortes 1965) has inspired an extensive anthropological literature which provides a valuable point of departure for any archaeological studies. As expressed by Meyer Fortes, ancestor worship (including the worship of royal or chiefly ancestors) may be rooted in domestic, kinship, and descent relations as well as institutions, and may be extending such relations into the supernatural sphere, as a reflection of these relations, or their ritual and symbolic expression (1965: 122). The ways in which authority may also be projected through ancestor worship is also suggested within the variously structured relationships between the living and the dead encountered in many African societies. The complexity and variability of such relationships should also caution against indiscriminate references to ‘ancestors’ as often encountered in archaeological literature.

Age and gender relations (e.g. Wadley 1997) are also commonly of crucial importance. The authority of the elders, for example, may be manifested in the control of burials, deciding who merits formal burial, and who does not. In societies where the generational idiom has remained powerful, recent histories have shown how the dead and the management of death may become an active arena for social and political contests (e.g. Ngimbi 1997). But it is also clear that ‘traditional’ patriarchies (Hodgson 1999) or gerontocracies (Kopytoff 1971) of more recent societies all have their own histories in which the nature and roles of ancestors also have their own dynamic histories. That some social groups, such as those without kin, may be excluded from such essentially social relationships might also be explored. At one extreme, such may be the case with the often casual and informal disposal of dead slaves, encountered not infrequently in historical accounts (e.g. Gronenborn 2001: 122). Some occupational groups may also be excluded from ‘normal’ burial; the apparently long-established tradition of burying Mande griots/bards in baobab trees (Conrad and Frank 1995: 4–7) provides one, still puzzling, example of ‘deviant’ burial.

Exploration of such ancestral relationships might also be framed rather differently, in terms of the continuation of bonds between the living and the dead (Goss and Klass 2005), and in what contexts they may develop. Such bonds do, for example, seem to be of limited scope amongst some hunting and gathering societies whose death beliefs and practices are commonly simple and unelaborated (Woodburn 1982). Anthropological literature further suggests as yet little-explored research directions concerning ways that animals may also often be closely implicated in relations with ancestors and the spirit world more generally (e.g. Morris 2000). On occasions, humans and animals may share common ground in encounters with death. It is not uncommon, for example, to find that both cattle and people killed by lightning may share similar and distinctive burial forms, while amongst some hunting and gathering societies (e.g. the Hadza) animal death may be more ideologically elaborated than human death (Woodburn 1982: 188).

Within African contexts, burials (especially as formal cemetery areas) may well relate to claims to land (or other resource) ownership, as suggested in the familiar Saxe/Goldstein propositions. Such claims may, however, be invoked in varied forms, not only (or primarily) through the creation of cemeteries. It may be manifested, for example within below-house burial, a practice commonly encountered in West Africa (De Corse 2001: 187–91; for Dahomey/Benin see Merkyte and Randsborg 2009), a practice which also has implications in terms of a lack of separation between the living and the dead. In other contexts, we may encounter intra-settlement burials within specific gendered idioms. Within pastoralist kraals in southern Africa, for example, ‘the ancestors were the domesticated dead of the settlement… part of the sphere in which men, through the medium of cattle, reproduced the social order’ (Comaroff 1985: 82–4). In this case, wealth and patriarchal dominance are reflected in the burial of men within the cattle byres, women and children being placed separately amongst the house compounds (e.g. Denbow 1999: 112). Archaeological exploration of the longer-term development of a (patriarchal?) pastoralism clearly invites further research.

Varied traditions of the disposal of the dead and the creation and veneration of ancestors may be interpreted in terms of claims to various forms of social or physical capital (of which land may be only one). Individuals might grasp at ‘social immortality’ through founding a new community or founding a new lineage (Kopytoff 1987: 22), but such strategies could be played out in contexts and spaces away from burial sites (as discrete functionally defined spaces), most commonly through the creation of shrines. These might take many forms, which may perform related functions (see for example Insoll 2007). Just like burials, they may be used to demarcate territory and make claims to land through historical, ancestral validation (e.g. Colson 1997, Mather 2003). Shrines may have been manifested as real tombs, bringing them within the range of what is perceived as ‘mortuary archaeology’. Conversely, it is also apparent that the mere presence of human remains need not in itself establish the primary purpose of shrine sites as ‘mortuary’. That (in many contexts) we might think of ‘megalithic shrines’ as much as ‘megalithic monuments’ or ‘tombs’ is perhaps a line of investigation worth pursuing further (see also Scarre 2008). Such a conflation of functions is not uncommon, perhaps to be seen in megalithic monuments in northwestern Central African Republic (Zangato 1999), ritual sites with a burial component, or indeed the better-known megalithic sites of the Senegambia (Lawson 2003). Associations between burials and sacred groves/forests and their shrines are also not uncommon (e.g. Merkyte and Randsborg 2009). Such complexities would certainly warn against any presumptions that mortuary archaeologies can easily be disengaged from other, maybe intimately connected, fields of social practice.

The potential for separating ancestors from burial sites is perhaps worth stressing. Ancestors may be mobile and able to move with people. This may be of particular importance in ‘frontier’ conditions when lands are being colonized, and where ‘“roots” were not conceived to be in place (as Westerners often define theirs) but in a kin group, in ancestors, in a genealogical position’; with a ‘capacity to carry, so to speak, with oneself the rootedness of one’s own social structure—be it to a rural frontier, as in the past, or to a city, as now’ (Kopytoff 1987: 22–3). That ancestors may also be required in urban contexts is also noteworthy. It is interesting to note how in recent times in contemporary Kenyan politics (in which struggles for identity and belonging are at the fore), the politics of urban funerals may now demand the return of Nairobi’s urban dead to their ancestral lands (Droz and Maupeu 2003).

More generally, it may be suggested that the wider connections which may exist between death, ancestors, property and its inheritance, deserve further exploration not least in the light of the suggested distinctiveness of African (as opposed to Eurasian) systems of production, reproduction, and inheritance (Goody 1962, 1976, Hann 2008). If such distinctions do exist, with potential implications for people’s relationships with land and indeed ‘places’, it might be expected that they be manifested in mortuary arenas.

In this respect, it is perhaps worth returning to perhaps the most widely cited ‘African’ material drawn on in relation to mortuary archaeologies and ancestors, derived from Madagascar (Bloch 1971, Mack 1986, Parker Pearson 1992, Parker Pearson and Ramilisonina 1998, Middleton 1999). The Merina case relates to societies where forms of property relations (notable for the importance of land for rice terraces) are notably atypical within Africa (Hann 2008: 149 n. 3). Drawing on traditions of Austronesian populations who colonized the island within the last 2000 years, Madagascar also presents interesting examples of local developments of recognizably Austronesian traditions, being played out within specific elite practices in Madagascan kingdoms of the 2nd millennium AD (Crossland 2001, Larson 2001). Merina associations between megaliths and burials also have very specific contextual associations which again mark them out as very unusual within African contexts, while well-known practices of double burial (‘turning the bones’) would seem to relate to South East Asian traditions (e.g. Reid 2002).

The more recent history of Africa provides further interesting contexts within which cultural contacts, manifested both in the form of new religious traditions and often radically new political structures, have been powerful forces. Within post-colonial contexts death and dying continue to be re-imagined in many new ways (Lamont 2009). The arrival of Islam may have removed pre-existing ritual forms which attended death and burial in many parts of Sudanic/Sahelian Africa. But it may also be the case that other aspects of earlier belief systems have been accommodated within ostensibly Islamic practices, as for example among the Fulani Wodaabe (Stenning 1959), or the Berti (Holy 1991) or Zaghawa (Tubiana 1964) of the Chad-Sudanese borderlands. In such contexts, burial practices may provide only a partial insight into changing belief systems.

In West Africa, the long and complex histories of a European presence over some 500 years have also had major impacts, which have begun to be explored archaeologically. De Corse’s work at El Mina provides valuable insights into multi-cultural contexts of the ‘Gold Coast’ where Christianity was meeting local systems of belief and practice (De Corse 2001: 187–91). Into modern times, even among amongst Christian populations of Dahomey, long-established traditions of beneath-house burial are commonly followed, combining church and traditional burial ceremonies. Such accommodations are also known to have worked both ways as some Europeans were buried within local idioms (e.g. Winsnes 2000, Merkyte and Randsborg 2009: 57, 67). A further dimension is of course added in transatlantic manifestations of African burial traditions in the Americas (e.g. Singleton 2001).

One further facet of such encounters of course concerns archaeological practice in Africa, where the claims of ‘science’ and ‘heritage’ encounter those of societies for whom the dead may have very different meanings. Across the continent, ancestors often continue to play important and often central roles in the lives of the living. Maintaining such bonds between the living and the dead commonly does not invite the disturbance of their physical remains or the ancestral landscapes they dwell in. The potential tensions between such belief systems and archaeological practice merit further investigation (Schmidt 2009), not least in how ancestral landscapes may be eroded or indeed destroyed by processes of ‘development’ (e.g. Andah 1995), processes in which archaeologists are also increasingly trying to find for themselves a positive role (e.g. Arazi 2009).

A perceived inappropriateness of investigating burial sites where there exist(ed) linkages with living communities has undoubtedly helped shape research in many regions, although attitudes to disturbing the dead may be very variable and accommodations reached (e.g. Merkyte and Randsborg 2009: n. 2). Such tensions have however perhaps received less explicit acknowledgment than one might expect, although perhaps understandably where the universalizing claims of Western ‘science’ have as yet seen relatively little self-critical examination within the so-called ‘archaeological community’. Likewise, in regions where ‘new’ religious traditions (notably Islam and Christianity) had gained ascendancy, sensitivities about the physical remains of earlier populations outside those religions have often diminished, or disappeared. By contrast, burials within the Islamic tradition are widely treated as inviolate, respecting Islam’s ‘understandable prohibitions’ as suggested by Insoll (2003: 17), but perhaps raising further interesting questions about our disciplinary practices, and what archaeologists commonly ‘do’.

Legal frameworks which may constrain archaeological activities which disturb the dead are of course quite variable, although many further issues exist concerning the potential lack of fit between African customary law(s) and the imported common law systems which are legacies of colonial period state-building. While archaeologists may be concerned to act ‘sensitively’ in the presence of indigenous beliefs systems, the ultimate power of Western (as well as Islamic) legal models accepted at Independence can only erode the legitimacy of other customary models. Conflicts between two legal traditions concerning the treatment of the dead (e.g. Van Doren 1988) may reflect those more general tensions which may exist between the claims of scientific archaeological practice and customary understandings.
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[image: image]

THE PLACE OF VENERATION IN EARLY SOUTH ASIAN BUDDHISM
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LARS FOGELIN

THE Early Historic Period (6th century BCE to the 3rd century CE) in South Asia was a time of profound social change. Across the subcontinent numerous rival kings competed for territorial and hegemonic supremacy. New forms of craft production and new technologies spread between rival states as craftspeople began to organize themselves as guilds. Agricultural production was intensified through the use of larger and more elaborate hydraulic facilities (e.g. irrigation systems and reservoirs) as new areas were brought under cultivation. Large-scale, formalized trade routes emerged, allowing trade goods, ideas of governance, and religious ascetics to move between developing urban centres. Writing, though present in the subcontinent from at least the 3rd millennium BCE, became common and widespread for the first time. Writing was used to record oral histories, religious tracts, government proclamations, and the mundane records of land transactions and accounting. Within this dynamic urban society new religions (such as Jainism and Buddhism) were rapidly introduced to challenge the orthodoxy of Vedic Brahmanism. This chapter examines how one of these new religions—Buddhism—employed mortuary facilities to centre and orient religious practice.

Until the past 20 years, the study of ancient Buddhism was textually based, with archaeology mostly serving to identify places and practices discussed within the Buddhist literature (Coningham 2001, Trautmann and Sinopoli 2002). More recently, archaeologists have begun to see archaeological evidence as distinct and separate from textual evidence. Buddhist texts were written by and for Buddhist monks. This does not mean, however, that Buddhist textual sources are primarily theological. Rather, these sources focus on issues of interest to Buddhist monks, including theological matters but also more mundane issues of monastic life. Archaeological evidence, on the other hand, is a palimpsest of the actions of Buddhist monks, Buddhist nuns, Buddhist laity, and non-Buddhists of all sorts. As such, archaeological and textual evidence address different concerns. Differences between textual accounts and archaeological remains are not contradictions in need of arbitration, but rather illuminating disjunctions between Buddhist monks and laity, Buddhist theology and ritual, and Buddhist texts and practice. This chapter explores the disjuncture between archaeological and textual sources in regard to Buddhist views of death, post-death veneration, and mortuary ritual.

At the centre of these disjunctions between text and practice lies the Buddhist stupa. A stupa, in its most basic sense, is a mound of earth containing the cremated remains of an individual (see Fig. 13.1). In some textual accounts, upon his death in the early 5th century BCE, the Buddha was cremated and his remains placed within eight stupas. By the 3rd century BCE, the eight original stupas multiplied into thousands as stupas became the primary places of ritual for Buddhist monks and laypeople. Unlike earlier stupas, many of these later stupas were elaborate structures made of stone, brick, and stucco. Immediately surrounding stupas were circumambulatory paths, clearly demarcated by high railings. Circumambulatory paths were used by devotees to ritually walk around stupas as an act of worship. Beyond the circumambulatory paths was a larger assembly area where more festive, communal forms of ritual were performed (Fogelin 2003). Those stupas that enshrined the relics of the Buddha (mahastupas) became the focus of elaborate pilgrimages, central to the spiritual lives of the Buddhist laity, and, despite textual prohibitions, the Buddhist clergy.
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FIG. 13.1 The mahastupa at Sanchi (top) and a schematic diagram of a typical pilgrimage stupa (bottom)

EARLY BUDDHISM AS SHOWN IN TEXTS
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The textual sources for the study of Buddhism are extensive and rich. They are not, however, simple. The existing sources come from multiple Buddhist sects, are written in several different languages, and date to widely divergent times. These problems are multiplied when applying Buddhist textual sources to the study of early Buddhism. The earliest extant Buddhist texts date to the first few centuries CE. For the most part, these texts are not even preserved in the heartland of Buddhism in the Gangetic Plain of South Asia, but in translations found in Sri Lanka, China, and Tibet. These texts claim to be transcriptions of earlier texts and oral histories dating to the time of the Buddha, half a millennium earlier. While these texts do contain accounts of earlier forms of Buddhism, these accounts are intertwined with later additions and modifications. Taken together, this suggests that there is no single Buddhist theology any more than there is any single Christian theology. Rather, there are general commonalities that different Buddhist traditions share to greater and lesser degrees. What follows can only be described as an abstract of the most generic elements of Buddhist thought.

As in most South Asian religions, early Buddhists believed in reincarnation—that after death an individual is reborn. The quality of this rebirth was determined by the actions of the individual in all of their previous lives (karma). Meritorious acts resulted in rebirth in a higher status, while demerit led to rebirth in lower statuses. What distinguished Buddhism from other South Asian religions was not the belief in reincarnation, merit, or karma, but rather the specific understandings of the human condition and methods employed to stop the cycle of rebirth in which all people find themselves. That said, when examining early Buddhist ritual practice, it seems that the concepts of karma, merit, and reincarnation are most central (Schopen 1997). Thus, the more scholastic elements that most clearly define Buddhism as different from other South Asian religions are also those elements most peripheral to the ritual lives of most early Buddhists.

The most common scholastic understanding of early Buddhist philosophy centres on the four noble truths. The first noble truth states that life is suffering—that life is inherently sorrowful as it is filled with disease, unhappiness, and death. The second noble truth states that suffering is caused by desire. That is, desire—for love, health, or material goods for example—leads to unfulfilled wants and needs. The third noble truth states that the elimination of desire must necessarily lead to elimination of suffering and life (the cycle of rebirth) itself. This state, without suffering or rebirth, is called nirvana. The fourth noble truth spells out the practices that an individual must engage in to achieve nirvana. These practices vary tremendously between different Buddhist sects and over time, but most emphasize meditation, learning from a master, and other beneficial acts such as vegetarianism, sexual abstinence, and the renunciation of property. As with the concept karma, these good practices were not limited to Buddhists, but are similar in most respects to the practices of Jains, Brahmins, and other contemporary South Asian religions.

TEXTUAL ACCOUNTS OF EARLY BUDDHIST MORTUARY RITUAL
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Buddhist textual accounts of burial vary greatly in detail depending upon the status of the person being interred. The most elaborate descriptions centre on the treatment of the Buddha, with progressively less detail concerning the burial of prominent monks, ordinary monks, and the laity. However, throughout the varying textual accounts is a consistent ambivalence concerning mortuary activities. This ambivalence is rooted in the emphasis on nirvana and corresponding dismissal of the mundane world (samsara) that pervades Buddhist literature. This ambivalence is, perhaps, most clearly illustrated in textual accounts of the Buddha’s death and eventual veneration. In one account, contained within the Mahaparinibbana-sutta (Davids and Davids 1910), the Buddha is asked by one of his principal disciples, Ananda, what should be done with the Buddha’s body after death. The Buddha responded,

Hinder not yourselves, Ananda, by honoring the remains of the Tathagata [Buddha]. Be zealous, I beseech you, Ananda, in your own behalf! Devote yourselves to your own good! Be earnest, be zealous, be intent on your own good! There are wise men, Ananda, among the nobles, among the Brahmins, among the heads of houses, who are firm believers in the Tathagata, and they will do due honor to the remains of the Tathagata. (Davids and Davids 1910: 154)

Subsequent passages state that the nobles should cremate the Buddha’s body and place the ashes within a stupa where those ‘[W]ho will take a garland or perfume or paint there, or will salute, or will cause their mind to be tranquil, that will be for their benefit and ease for a long time’ (Davids and Davids 1910: 156).

Traditionally, this account has been interpreted as contrasting the proper behaviour of the Buddhist clergy and laity toward the Buddha’s remains (Oldenberg 1882, Coomaraswamy 1927, Lamotte 1988; but see Schopen 1997: 99–113 for an alternative interpretation). The clergy, with their greater knowledge and sophistication should abstain from venerating the Buddha, but rather focus on their own personal achievement of nirvana through religious instruction and meditation. The laity, with their lesser understanding of Buddhism, could obtain merit through ritual directed towards the Buddha’s relics interred within stupas.

Buddhist textual sources provide far less detail on the mortuary treatment of Buddhist monks. It appears that the most prominent monks (like Ananda discussed above) were given similar treatment as the Buddha. They were buried in stupas. Though the stupas of prominent monks were often smaller than stupas of the Buddha (mahastupas) and often omitted circumambulatory paths, they were still large structures similar in most respects to the Buddha’s stupas. The same cannot be said of the treatment of ordinary monks—those monks who did not warrant post-death veneration.

Textual descriptions of the funerals of ordinary monks do not occur in the same accounts as those of the Buddha or prominent monks. Rather, these funerals are typically addressed in texts that provide rules and procedures for monastic life (vinayas). One account (Schopen 1995) reports that at the death of one monk the community dumped his body in a ditch outside the monastery. When the deceased monk’s relatives found the body, they complained to the Buddha. In response, the Buddha decreed that the monk should receive a proper cremation. In another account within the Mulasarvastivada-vinaya (Schopen 1997: 204–37), after the death of a monk the other members of the monastery go to his cell to redistribute his belongings. In the cell they find the dead monk’s ghost, who refuses to part with his belongings until he receives a proper funeral. This funeral is then described in the text as including several elements: the removal of the body to the cremation ground, the washing of the body, the recitation of Buddhist scripture over the body, and the final cremation of the body. All participants were then required to ritually wash themselves and their clothes before returning to the monastery.

While this passage does provide a detailed account of a monastic funeral, it is important to note that this description is not the central point of the account. Rather, the account concludes by stating that only those who participate in a proper funeral are entitled to a share of the deceased monk’s belongings. That is, by this account the impetus for a proper funeral is not religious, per se, but rather pecuniary (Schopen 1997: 204–37). As in the description of the Buddha’s funeral, there appears to be a general lack of interest in the affairs of the body. Following Buddhist theology, these texts imply that Buddhist monks only have funerals because (1) the communities in which they lived demanded them, and (2) they were required as a means to identify those who had a right to inheritance. As in the account of the Buddha’s mortuary treatment it appears that monastic interest in mortuary practices had little to do with nirvana, but rather with mundane practical concerns.

If accounts of monastic funerals are limited, discussions of lay funerals are almost nonexistent in the Buddhist literature. In some Sri Lankan and Chinese vinayas (Schopen 1995: 105–6), participation in lay funerals is listed as one of the few reasons monks may leave a monastery during the normally restrictive rainy season retreat. Buddhist monks participated in lay funerals, but no details are provided of the funerals themselves.

Overall, the picture of Buddhist mortuary behaviour that can be gleaned from texts is ambivalent. The deceased were given funerals grudgingly or, in the case of the Buddha, given to the laity for funeral rights and subsequent veneration. Funerals were a necessary chore, a distraction from the real focus of their actions, meditation and learning. If it were not for the additional information provided by Buddhist inscriptions and archaeological studies, this would be the end of it. However, archaeological and epigraphic sources provide a radically different view of the nature of Buddhist mortuary behavior.

ARCHAEOLOGY OF EARLY BUDDHIST MORTUARY RITUAL
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Relying upon the insights provided by Buddhist literature, it would be expected that Buddhist stupas would have been frequented by the laity and avoided by the Buddhist clergy. Some members of the clergy would have engaged with the Buddhist laity at stupas out of a sense of obligation or duty, but otherwise most Buddhist monks would forgo stupa veneration. Thus, we would expect to find stupas at large pilgrimage sites frequented by the laity, but absent at Buddhist monasteries in which monks lived in seclusion. This expectation, derived from the Buddhist literature, is directly contradicted by archaeological (material) evidence. In the last 200 years, numerous early Buddhist monasteries have been found, excavated, and studied (see Fig. 13.2). Within these monastic complexes stupas are not only present, but ubiquitous from the earliest periods for which there is any archaeological evidence.
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FIG. 13.2 Early Buddhist archaeological sites in South Asia

The extant stupas available for archaeological study fall into two general types. The first are the large pilgrimage stupas described above. Archaeological investigations have been conducted at many of these sites, most notably at Sanchi (Cunningham 1854 [1997], Marshall and Foucher 1983, Mitra 1965; Shaw 1999, 2000; Shaw and Sutcliffe 2001), Bharhut (Cunningham 1876 [1962], Barua 1979), Amaravati (Sewell 1880 [1973], Burgess 1882 [1972], Burgess and Bühler 1887 [1970], Barrett 1954, Ramachandra Rao 2002), and the Dharmarajika stupa at Taxila (Marshall 1951 [1975], Sarkar 1966). While it assumed that some of these stupas date to the period immediately following the death of the Buddha in the 5th century BCE, archaeologically there is no evidence for their presence before the rise of the Mauryan Empire in North India in the late 4th century BCE. The specific form of the Mauryan period stupas remains conjectural, as all were significantly modified in subsequent centuries. The second type of stupa was located within Buddhist monastic complexes. The earliest of these date to the 2nd century BCE. Of the extant early monastic stupa complexes, most are located in western India, carved directly into cliff faces (Fergusson and Burgess 1880 [1988], Dehejia 1972, Nagaraju 1981). This method of construction is the primary reason for their preservation. There are, however, a small number of early, free-standing monastic complexes found throughout South Asia that also date to the 2nd century BCE. Among the best studied are Thotlakonda (Sastry et al. 1992, Fogelin 2006) and Bavikonda (Prasad 1993, 1994) on the east coast of the peninsula.

While the earliest monastic stupas date only to the 2nd century BCE, they appear to be modelled on earlier wooden prototypes that have not been preserved for archaeological study (Brown 1956). At Bhaja and Kondane (Mitra 1971), for example, some architectural elements were carved to resemble wooden elements, complete with faux wooden joints and lintels. This suggests that monastic stupas precede the earliest archaeological evidence, but it is uncertain how long they were constructed before the 2nd century BCE. Whatever the case, by the 1st century BCE the form and style of Buddhist monasteries, whether rock-cut or freestanding, had become more-or-less regularized across the subcontinent (see Fig. 13.3). Stupas were placed within worship halls (chaityas), while the Buddhist clergy lived in nearby monastic dormitories (viharas; see Coningham 2001 for a critique of these terms). Viharas were generally square structures with cells arrayed around the periphery. Chaityas took the form of an apsidal hall, with stupas placed on the far end opposite the entrance.

While taking a different form than the large open-air pilgrimage stupas, monastic stupas within chaitya halls shared many of the same ritual elements. At least initially, monastic stupas contained relics. Circling the chaitya hall was a pathway demarcated with columns that was used for circumambulating the stupa. In essence, then, monastic stupas shared almost all the ritual elements of large pilgrimage sites: a stupa containing relic, an assembly area for group worship, and a circumambulatory path used for more individual forms of meditative ritual. When viewed in terms of the textual proscriptions against the monastic veneration of the Buddha, the first point of disjuncture emerges between archaeological and textual accounts of early Buddhism. These disjunctures are even more pronounced when examining the archaeological and epigraphic evidence for the mortuary treatment of ordinary monks and the Buddhist laity.

Surrounding many large pilgrimage stupas in South Asia are dense clusters of smaller votive stupas. These stupas range in size and elaboration, but share the two most basic elements of any stupa: a shape recalling the original mound of earth the Buddha was buried in, and the cremated remains of an individual. The difference between votive stupas and mahastupas is that those interred within them were not intended to be venerated, but rather that their placement around a mahastupa was itself an act of veneration of another (Schopen 1997: 114–47).
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FIG. 13.3 The main chaitya at Karla (left) and a schematic diagram of a typical monastic chaitya hall (right)

While votive stupas are common at stupa complexes throughout South Asia, little scholarly attention was paid to them until recently. In fact, at Bodh-Gaya, votive stupas were even cleared from the courtyard surrounding the mahastupa as part of Cunningham’s excavations in the 19th century (Cunningham 1892 [1998]). Despite this, ample archaeological traces of votive stupas remain at numerous monastic and pilgrimage complexes, including Ratnagiri (Mitra 1981), Bhaja (Mitra 1971), Sankaram (Rea 1907–1908: 1–10, Mitra 1971), and Thotlakonda (Sastry et al. 1992, Fogelin 2006). At Thotlakonda votive stupas were arrayed in a complex hierarchy based on the proximity and visibility of the main stupa at the monastery (see Fig. 13.4). The most elaborate votive stupas were immediately adjacent to the central stupa, with progressively less elaborate votive stupas located further away. The least elaborate votive stupas were simple cairns of unmodified stones located on hilltops surrounding the monastery. By itself, the archaeological evidence of votive stupas suggests that, contrary to the indifference in Buddhist textual sources, Buddhists were heavily invested in mortuary ritual. A fuller understanding of early Buddhist mortuary beliefs, however, comes only by adding the insights gained from an analysis of early Buddhist inscriptions.

EARLY BUDDHIST INSCRIPTIONS
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Traditionally, the study of early Buddhism focused on the analysis of Buddhist texts. More recently, several Buddhist scholars have begun to focus more on the study of inscriptions (Schopen 1997, 2004, Trainor 1997). These inscriptions are found throughout early Buddhist complexes and provide a third line of evidence concerning mortuary practices of early Buddhists. As stated by Schopen (1997: 30), these inscriptions have at least two major advantages over the analysis of Buddhist texts.
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FIG. 13.4 The varieties of mortuary features found near Thotlakonda monastery

Notes: Clockwise from upper left: the main stupa at Thotlakonda, a large votive stupa at Thotlakonda, a cairn, and a small stone votive stupa at Thotlakonda (scale 1 metre).

First, much of [the inscriptional material] predates what we can definitely know from literary sources. Second, and perhaps of greater importance, this material tells us not what some literate, educated Indian Buddhist wrote, but what a fairly large number of practicing Buddhists actually did. (Schopen 1997: 30)

These advantages of the inscriptional material are balanced by one major disadvantage—most of these early inscriptions are short messages recording donations to monasteries or stupa complexes. Most often these inscriptions record little more than the name of the donor, and perhaps the hometown or occupation of the individual. Despite this, much can be learned of early Buddhism from these donation inscriptions.

One of the more startling revelations about early Buddhism derived from an analysis of donation inscriptions is that substantial proportions record the donations of Buddhist monks and nuns. Despite the prohibition against the accumulations of personal wealth attested to in some textual traditions, donation inscriptions unequivocally demonstrate that Buddhist monks and nuns had access to wealth and at times this wealth was significant. This disjuncture with texts is interesting on two fronts. First, it helps to explain the importance of the textual account discussed earlier in regard to the inheritance of a deceased monk’s property. Simply put, participation in a monastic funeral could be very lucrative. Second, many of the donation inscriptions listing monks are found in the large pilgrimage stupas rather than in the monasteries. For example, at Sanchi about one-third of the donation inscriptions list monks or nuns as donors (Fogelin 2003). This, in turn, suggests that monks were not as isolated from the laity as the textual accounts would suggest.

Buddhist inscriptions also provide insight into the role of votive stupas. In many cases, short inscriptions recording the name and occupation of the deceased are carved into votive stupas as well. As with donation inscriptions, it appears that votive stupas contain the cremated remains of people from many occupations, including Buddhist monks and nuns. That is, the Buddhist clergy were interred within votive stupas at both Buddhist monasteries and surrounding mahastupas of the Buddha.

Taken together, the evidence from donation inscriptions and votive stupa inscriptions suggests that Buddhist monks and nuns were actively engaged in stupa veneration, both within their own monasteries and in the large pilgrimage stupas frequented by the laity. Schopen (1997: 114–47) has referred to the placement of votive stupas adjacent to mahastupas as ‘burial ad sanctos’. Just as proximity to the Buddha during circumambulation was meritorious, burial adjacent to the Buddha was similarly meritorious. In fact, burial would be one step better. Circumambulation had a definable end point, where burial adjacent to a stupa could potentially allow for the accumulation or merit perpetually.

Inscriptions also provide an explanation for the particular conceptions that early Buddhists brought to circumambulation and burial ad sanctos. On one relic casket found within Shinkot—a 2nd century BCE mahastupa in modern Pakistan—an inscription reads ‘… [on] the 14th day of the month Karttika, the relic of the Blessed One Sakyamuni which is endowed with life was established’ (Majumdar 1937, Lamotte 1988, Schopen 1997: 126). Similar inscriptions demonstrate that the relics of the Buddha enshrined within mahastupas throughout South Asia were considered ‘functionally equivalent’ with the living Buddha (Schopen 1997: 131; see also Trainor 1997, Strong 2004).

UNDERSTANDING DISJUNCTURES IN EARLY BUDDHISM
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When comparing textual, epigraphic, and archaeological evidence of early Buddhist mortuary ritual, several disjunctions are immediately apparent. Most obviously, the textual prohibitions and ambivalence of Buddhist monks and nuns towards stupa veneration is almost directly contradicted by the ubiquity of stupas within early monastic complexes and the presence of clerical votive stupas surrounding mahastupas. Buddhist monks and nuns were fully involved in stupa veneration, whatever Buddhist textual sources may claim. More subtly, the conception of relics as the continuing living presence of the Buddha stands in contrast to the idea that nirvana represents the complete cessation of life and ties to the mundane world. Similarly, burial ad sanctos demands that some trace of the individual remains within the ashes interred within votive stupas. Burial near a mahastupa could not be considered perpetual veneration unless both the person being venerated and the person doing the veneration were present, at least to some degree.

One common way to explain the disjunctures between text, archaeology, and epigraphy is to privilege one line of evidence and disregard others as unreliable. In my mind, the first mistake of these one-dimensional perspectives is that each line of evidence relates to different, though interlocking, aspects of early Buddhism. The second mistake is to view early Buddhism as a single, unified, or coherent body of thought. When considering texts and epigraphy, it must always be remembered that only a small percentage of early Buddhists were literate. It is likely that many of those who were memorialized in donation inscriptions could not read them. Similarly, of those monks and nuns who were literate, the authors of the authoritative texts that survive to the present day were an elite few. When evaluating Buddhist inscriptions or texts, the goals of the authors must always be taken into account.

At the heart of all these disjunctures it seems that the Buddhist clergy were far more interested in karma, merit, inheritance, and other mundane issues than is depicted in the monastic literature—that is, most Buddhist monks and nuns were more like the laity than the texts report. There are two explanations for this. The first is chronological. As discussed earlier, the existing Buddhist texts post-date early Buddhism by several hundred years. It is possible, then, that these texts accurately reflect the practices of monastic Buddhism at the time of their composition. Later Buddhist clergy were more divorced from the daily concerns of lay Buddhists than earlier ones. There does seem to be some truth in this explanation, but to completely disregard the potential of later Buddhist texts to illuminate early Buddhism seems overly restrictive. The second explanation of the disjunctures focuses more upon the broader social world in which early Buddhism existed.

Early Buddhists did not live in isolation, but rather within a dynamic world of competing religious, political, and economic factions. The elite few who composed Buddhist texts were in dialogue with other members of the religious, political, and economic elite. Buddhist texts constituted a venue where the scholarly few could explain the differences between competing religious sects. In contrast, ordinary monks, nuns, and the Buddhist laity were simply seeking to fulfil their spiritual needs in familiar ways. As such, their ritual actions were guided by different concerns than those driving the composition of Buddhist texts. In a sense, the differences described here resemble the differences between modern protestant sects of Christianity. While significant doctrinal differences exist between protestant sects (e.g. on the ordination of women and homosexuals), the actual practices of Sunday morning worship services are often almost indistinguishable.

It should not be surprising that Buddhist mortuary rituals as described in Buddhist texts do not articulate perfectly with Buddhist mortuary practices. In fact, it would be surprising if they did. The relationship between religious theology and ritual practice is always infused with disjuncture and contradiction. These disjunctures betray underlying differences in the outlook and interests of religious factions. The interests of the religious elite do not always align with their followers, or even ordinary religious officials. That does not mean that the actions of the religious elite are uninteresting or unimportant. The study of early religion should avoid simple dichotomies of thought and action, of religion and ritual. Disjunctures are not problems to be decided upon, but rather interesting patterns that beg explanation.
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THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF DEATH AND BURIAL IN THE ISLAMIC WORLD
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ANDREW PETERSEN

INTRODUCTION
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The archaeology of death and burial in the Islamic world is an issue which has become increasingly important in recent decades. This reflects both an increased interest in Islamic archaeology (Insoll 1999, Whitcomb 2004, Petersen 2005, 2011) and a practical need to deal with Muslim remains when they are discovered. A factor of particular importance is the increasing rate of development in the Islamic world, which has meant that archaeologists frequently have to remove graves prior to the commencement of construction projects. One can add to this a growing politicization of Islamic identity throughout the world, making any questions involving the treatment of Muslim remains particularly significant. The fact that Muslims now constitute the world’s second largest religious group obviously adds to the necessity for developing ideas on how to record, process, analyse, and discuss Muslim burials. At this point, it is worth stating that, whilst Islam is a worldwide religion with a strong sense of unity and cohesion in practice, there are multiple forms of Islam, based on factors such as ethnicity, occupation, education, local tradition, affiliation to particular sects, political outlook, and relationship to non-Muslim communities. All of these factors (and more) have an impact on burial customs, so that in many cases the variation in Muslim burials is greater than between a Muslim and a non-Muslim burial (cf. Simpson 1995). Despite this difficulty of characterization, there are sets of practices which are generally associated with Islamic burials and as such have relevance over diverse regions and extensive time periods. The special status of Arabic as the language of the Koran has given Arabic traditions a privileged position within Muslim culture. Most of the literature and legal discussions concerning burial refer back either to the time of Muhammad or to the period immediately after his death and are explained within an Arabian context.

The Koran is the principal authority for all actions by Muslims and as such must be the starting point for any consideration of Islamic burial practices and customs. However, burial is barely mentioned in the Koran (see e.g. Koran 5:31, 9:84, and 21:35) or only referred to obliquely, and the main source for Muslim laws and customs are the hadith, collections of sayings attributed to the Prophet Muhammad collected and committed to writing during the first three centuries of Islam. Neither the Koran nor the hadith provide detailed instructions on how to deal with particular situations, so a method of interpretation based on deductive logic known as ijtihad was developed from which are derived the principles of Muslim religious law (fiqh) (Halevi 2007). These laws form the basis for a series of funeral manuals, produced during the medieval period and later, which discuss the various legal and religious issues involved in burial (see Sadan 2000 for an analysis of funeral manuals and Halevi 2007 for a full discussion of the complex legal issues). The funeral manuals are of particular importance because they mediate between the religious ideal and current practice. It is noticeable that sectarian differences are not reflected in the burial laws and traditions; thus, there is not much difference between Shia and Sunni laws governing death and burial. In addition to the religious laws, there are a variety of traditions, of either local or ethnic origin, which have considerable influence on how the dead are buried and commemorated. In many cases, such as the construction of memorials above the grave, local custom takes priority over religious law.

Despite regional variations and disagreements about the application of the religious laws, there is a broad consensus about how how a dead person should be treated. First of all, there is a preference for dying at home (Gatrad 1994, Ginio 2001: 118–19) and to die away from home is generally considered a calamity (Granqvist 1965). This may be a reflection of pre-Islamic Arabian beliefs, where the place of dying and hence burial needed to be easily located and accessible to the tribe or community. In pre-Islamic Arabia, although there was no belief in the afterlife of an individual, the requirements of tribal solidarity required that the dead were properly buried at a recognized place. If this requirement was ignored, then the souls of the dead were detached from the tribe and afflicted with an unquenchable thirst (Homerin 1985: 167). The other components of a correct burial were washing of the corpse, a shroud, and interment, all of which were later incorporated as part of Islamic burial practice. However, some aspects of pre-Islamic pagan burials, such as offerings and lamentations, were replaced with prayers for the dead person (Abdesselem 2008). One of the most interesting aspects of pre-Islamic burial in Arabia is the practice of baliya, whereby the deceased is buried with an animal, usually a camel. Although this practice is not condoned in Islamic traditions, archaeological evidence indicates that is may have continued during the first few decades after the adoption of Islam by the Arab tribes (King 2009).

When a Muslim is near death, it is customary to ask for forgiveness for offences against others before praying for forgiveness from God. Also it is usual for a dying person to receive many visitors, because visiting a dying person confers blessings on the visitor. Usually verses from the Koran are read out and often the dying person is given zam zam water (from the sacred spring in Mecca) to drink (Gatrad 1994). Unlike their pagan predecessors, the Muslim Arabs believed in an afterlife—death was not the end of life but rather the end of the period of testing, after which each individual would be assessed on the Day of Judgment. The date, time, and place of death were predetermined, though the fate of the deceased was dependent on their faith and actions, which could only be known by God (Abdesselem 2008). An idealized account of the death of a Muslim is provided by Baha al-Din Ibn Shadad, who described the death and funeral of the 12th-century Muslim leader Saladin. The precise moment of death is recorded as follows: ‘He [Saladin] breathed his last after the hour of morning payer on Wednesday 27th Safar 589 [4 March 1193]. The qadi al-Fadil came into his room just after dawn at the precise moment of his death, and when I arrived he had already passed into the bosom of divine grace. I was told that when Shaykh Abu Jafar reached the words of the Koran; “there is no God except Allah, and in him I trust”, the Sultan smiled, his face illumined, and he gave up his spirit to the lord’ (Gabrieli 1969: 250–2). Traditionally the point of death is when breathing and heart functions cease, based on the idea that breath and blood form the vital spirit. However, recent developments in medicine have led to definitions closer to that of modern medical science, based on brain function (Gatrad and Sheikh 2001).

PREPARATION OF THE CORPSE
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Once a person is pronounced dead, the funeral and interment occur rapidly afterwards, usually within 24 hours (as in customary Jewish practice). As soon as a person is dead, his or her head will generally be turned to face towards Mecca, though where this is impractical, it will be turned to the right (Gatrad 1994, Tritton 2008). The rest of the body will be straightened out and prepared for washing by removal of all the clothes, which are replaced with a sheet. Generally washing will be carried out by same-sex members of the extended family (Tritton 2008) or respected elders from the community (Gatrad 1994). Occasionally a spouse will also be involved in the washing, based on the precedent set by the second caliph Abu Bakr, who chose to have his body washed by his widow. The body is washed with soap and water, starting with the right-hand side. The procedure is repeated several times, usually an odd number, and during the final wash camphor is added. Lotus and other dried leaves are sometimes spread over the body before it is placed in the shroud. The entire process takes up to one hour during which the genitals are covered. For the majority of Muslims throughout history, the preparation of the corpse takes place in the home or at the place of death. Some Ottoman hospitals had special washing rooms, with professional washing attendants who would prepare the dead for burial (Mossensohn 2009: 126–7), though this may have been rare (see e.g. Ginio 2001: 119). If a person was diseased, it would suffice to pour water over the body, thus avoiding any physical contact. Sometimes the washing was carried out at the cemetery, in a special washing room such as that excavated near the mosque at Kufa in Iraq or even at the graveside (Eakins 1993: 13).

When the washing process was complete, the nose and mouth were sealed and the lower jaw was tied to the skull to prevent it opening (Gatrad 1994, Tritton 2008). In some cases, the hair and nails were cut and the whole body was perfumed and covered with henna (Simpson 1995). In the village of Artas near Bethlehem in Palestine, the faces of virgins were painted and gilded prior to their burial (Granqvist 1965: 63). The shroud could either be normal plain clothes or specially made grave clothes. Traditionally, shrouds were white; other colours were also used, with the exception of red, which, because of its association with blood, was regarded as unsuitable (Tritton 2008). There was a general feeling that grave clothes should not be too elaborate or expensive, though 10th-century embroidered silk shrouds, decorated with animal motifs (elephants and Bactrian camels) as well as epigraphic bands, indicate that this is not always the case (see e.g. the Saint-Josse shroud in the Louvre, Paris). Granqvist (1965: 58–61) observed that Palestinians would sometimes make their own grave clothes, presumably as a pious act (see also Gatrad 1994). If the body was washed and prepared at home, there may have been a short period during which the body was visited by relatives, friends, and even acquaintances, though custom indicates that only close relatives were allowed to see the face of the deceased (Gatrad 1994).

FUNERALS
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The funeral had to take place very soon after the death and in some cases might have occurred within a few hours. The dead person was carried to the place of burial on a bier, which could be either a ladder or a wooden stretcher with low sides (Fig. 14.1). The corpse was covered with a sheet or carpet or other clothes, depending on the wealth, ethnicity, and community from which the person originated. When there was insufficient cloth to cover the whole body, the upper part was covered by cloth, whilst the feet and lower body were covered with reeds or some other readily available material. In some cases an open coffin was used in place of a wooden bier, though in some countries such as the United Kingdom there is now a legal requirement to use a closed coffin (certain local authorities have been granted exemption from this, Gatrad 1994).

In traditional funeral ceremonies the corpse was carried quickly to the place of burial; in modern times vehicles are used, though usually private vans rather than a ‘hearse’. The funeral procession needed to be quick because, if the person was righteous, they would want to get to God quickly and, in the case of a bad person, the living would want to reduce their time of association with a bad corpse. There is also, of course, the pragmatic reason of bodily decay, which in hot countries can soon become unpleasant; thus, a rapid burial will be desired to reduce the risk of infection. Although women occasionally attend Muslim funerals today (Qureshi 1995), there is still a widespread belief that the funeral should be restricted to men because the wailing of women adds to the pains of the deceased and is reminiscent of pre-Islamic pagan burial rituals (Tritton 2008). Thus, Baha al-Din Ibn Shadad, Saladin’s biographer, attached considerable importance to keeping women away from the dying sultan (Gabrieli 1969: 250). If the funeral procession stopped at a mosque on the way, prayers would be said which differed from normal prayers in that the worshippers stood up. When the procession arrived at the graveside, some close male relatives would lower themselves into the grave to get ready to receive the corpse. Once the corpse had been lifted from the bier, it was lowered into the grave. At this point, the grave clothes were loosened and the head turned to face Mecca (for illustrations of this procedure see Rice 1959: plates II, III, IV, and VII). Burial manuals contained considerable legal and religious debate on the correct procedure for inserting the corpse into the niche or trench (Sadan 2000: 183). Grave goods were generally avoided, though excavations at Tell el-Hesi and other sites have recovered beads, bangles, and other personal ornamentation (Toombs 1985). Usama ibn Muqidh, a famous Arab writer on the Crusades, records the case of a writer who was buried with a copy of the Koran under his left cheek (Cobb 2008: 64). There was a generally observed rule of only one person per grave—thus, after the battle of Uhud (located near Madina in Saudi Arabia) when two bodies were placed in the same grave, one of these was later removed (Tritton 2008). If a male and female were to be placed on the same plot, there needed to be a dividing wall between them.
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FIG. 14.1 Muslim grave at Kunya Urgench in northern Turkmenistan

Note: Note the abandoned ladder used as a bier to carry the deceased to the place of burial.

SPECIAL CASES
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There are some important exceptions to the general rules on burial concerning martyrs, children, suicides, and plague victims. Martyrs (shahid) fighting for Islam were to be buried without washing blood from the corpse—this was presumably because of the impracticality of washing a person on or near the battlefield and because there would have been a need to bury a lot of people quickly. Also there was no need to say prayers over the body of a martyr, because they would enter paradise directly (Tritton 2008). However, martyrs were still to be buried individually and there was no provision for mass graves (except in the case of plague victims). Children would be prayed for if they had cried once; otherwise they were buried without prayer. Often children were buried in separate areas of a cemetery and were generally buried less deep than adults. Babies less than three days old could be buried with a parent; otherwise the general rule was that they were to be buried in a separate grave. Exceptions were made when children died at the same time as the mother, in which case they could be buried together (Toombs 1985: 23–4, Eakins 1993: 11 and 17). Suicides were not prayed over and may have been buried in special locations within the cemetery. Plague victims were the only widespread exception to the rule of one person per grave, with mass burials as the only way to cope with the high mortality rates associated with the disease (Dols 1977: 237–8, 228–30).

THE GRAVE (QABR)
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The short interval between a death and a Muslim funeral meant that graves were often dug very rapidly, which in pre-modern times usually meant a communal effort by relatives and friends (Fig. 14.2). Many customs and traditions are associated with the construction of the grave, though there are wide regional and chronological variations. There are two main forms of grave: the first is a deep rectangular pit with a smaller human-sized trench at the bottom (shiqq or shaqq); the second type of grave (lahd) is similar to the first but has a rectangular niche cut into the side into which the deceased may be placed (Fig. 14.3). In the first type, when a body is laid to rest in the trench at the bottom of the pit, wooden planks, reeds, or similar material are placed over the corpse, resting on the sides of the trench. In the other case, the sides of the niche were blocked with a wall, usually made of non-fired mud bricks. It is possible that both forms of grave derive from pre-Islamic Arabia (cf. Tritton 2008), though there are no archaeological or contemporary textual records to confirm this. It is not clear whether choice of one or other form of grave was dictated by custom, region, or both, though it is clear that those built with a niche in the side could only be built where ground conditions permitted and would probably not be viable in sandy or loose soil. The idea behind both forms of grave was that the upper part of the corpse and in particular the face should not be in direct contact with the earth (in a shaqq grave the face was protected from the earth by a slab covering the trench and in a lahd grave the niche is designed like a shelf). Conversely, it was important that the bottom of the shroud should lie in direct contact with the ground (Sadan 2000: 177), which explains why coffins are generally avoided in Muslim burials.
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FIG. 14.2 A series of mechanically excavated grave pits to allow rapid burial at Zekreet in western Qatar
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FIG. 14.3 Diagram of different types of burial

According to Muslim tradition, in addition to the Day of Judgement mentioned in the Koran, the dead will be judged in the grave after burial. The judgement within the grave is carried out by two angels, Munkar and Nakir, who decide whether the person should be exposed to either punishment (‘adhab al-qabr) or bliss within the grave. Although the punishment of the grave is not mentioned in the Koran, it appears in Muslim tradition as early as the 9th century and is present in most of the major sects of Sunni and Shia Islam (Wensinck and Tritton 2009). Treatises on burial frequently mention the punishment of the grave (‘adhab al-qabr) and many of the recommendations concerning the construction of the grave are connected with this belief. For example, the grave should allow room for the body to sit upright during the questioning by Munkar and Nakir (Simpson 1995: 242, Tritton 2008). Also for any construction within the grave, such as the blocking of the niche (lahd), unfired mud brick was the preferred option both because of its simplicity and because fired brick had an association with fire (nar) and consequently with hell (Sadan 2000: 180). Similarly, the use of lime mortar or plaster should be avoided because of the association with fire and also because lime was thought to increase dryness and therefore thirst, which was regarded as one of the torments of death (Leisten 1990: 13e: Abdesselem 2008). However, in practice the soil conditions meant that in many places it would have been impossible to dig even a trench grave (shiqq) without revetting the sides with wood, stones, or bricks. Also, as has been noted by both Sadan (2000) and Leisten (1990), the specificity of prohibitions is a good indication that in fact all those things which were mentioned were used or even common at one time or another. This meant that below-ground constructions could sometimes be quite elaborate, though technically still legal. Thus, Lane gives an example of an elaborate brick construction with an underground vault and an arched opening accessed from a revetted recess (Lane 1954: 516–34; see also Sadan 2000: 173).

The depth of graves generally varied depending on whether the deceased was male (1.3 m) or female (1.5 m), with women being buried deeper to protect their modesty when they stood up for the Day of Resurrection (al-Qiyama).

In areas where the ground was either too rocky or too thin to allow grave digging, the dead were sometimes interred in caves. For example, Granqvist records that the dead villagers of Artas were sometimes laid in caves on a rotational system to avoid encountering decomposing bodies. Where older remains were encountered, these were brushed to one side to allow the placing of a recently deceased person (Granqvist 1965: 56, 85, 104). This practice is also attested at other sites such as 9th-century Siraf (Warwick Ball, cited in Simpson 1995) or the island of Socotra (personal communication, Julian Van Rensburg, 19 November 2008). Another grander example of cave burial is the so-called cave of the daughter of Jacob in Safad (Palesine/Israel). Here there are five late Mamluk (15th to early 16th-century) graves set into the floor of the cave and marked by cenotaphs. In addition to these graves, there is a series of kokim (rock-cut burial niches) cut into the walls of the cave (Petersen 2001: 265–7). Although these may be assumed to be of Byzantine origin, they could equally well have been used or re-used by Muslims. One of the most unusual cases of interment was the case of a number of bodies left in a vault beneath a 15th-century mosque at Sanniriya in Palestine. When discovered in 1947, the bodies were thought to be more than 400 years old and were well preserved, including flesh and hair, because of the ‘dryness of the vault in which they are buried’. The bodies were wrapped in shrouds of ‘white or brownish cloth’ and on their heads were cloth caps with linen turbans (Husseini 1947). Other unusual forms of interment include burials of infants in earthenware jars (Simpson 1995: 243).

ORIENTATION

[image: image]

The orientation of Muslim graves is generally based on the head of the deceased being turned to the right and pointed towards Mecca. This practice seems to be of considerable antiquity if we accept the evidence of the 8th-century poet al-Farazdaq, where he defines the Ka’ba in Mecca as the place towards which the faces of those in the graves are turned (al-Farazdaq 1960: 1, 283, 10). In practical terms, this means that the length of a grave is set perpendicular to the direction of Mecca, with the head placed at the end where, if turned right, it can face the qibla (direction of Mecca). In Palestine, where Mecca is approximately due south, this means that a grave will be oriented east-west, with the head at the west end so that, when turned to the right, the head will face Mecca. To ensure that the head of the deceased is facing in the right direction, bricks or stones are sometimes used to keep it in the right position. There are some occasional variations to the orientation of the graves. Usually this is caused by differing perceptions of the direction of Mecca and sometimes by hasty grave digging. However, there are occasions when the orientation is completely different, as when the grave is aligned so that the top of the head or the feet point towards Mecca (Simpson 1995: 245).Despite these variations, it should be noted that the qibla (direction of Mecca) is the determining factor whatever part of the body points in that direction. Gorzalzcany has suggested that variations in the orientation of graves by as much as 35° are a result of seasonal differences in the angle of the sun. He argues that gravediggers oriented the graves by means of the rising or setting sun and, because this changes from winter to summer, there was variation in the orientation of the graves (Gorzalzcany 2007). However, variations in the orientation of graves could equally be a result of family groupings, the topography of a cemetery (e.g. a steep south-facing slope), or changes in the perceived direction of Mecca over the years (cf., for example, Tell el-Hesi, where there are different alignments in successive phases of the cemetery).

GRAVE MARKERS
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Whilst for the standard grave there is considerable uniformity of construction below ground, above ground there are many and varied practices, ranging from a simple pile of stones to grand structures, of which the Taj Mahal is the most magnificent. One of the most interesting features of Islamic culture is the disjunction between religious theory and practice in relation to marking the place of burial. Religious authorities from all different backgrounds are united in the belief that Muslim graves should not be elaborate constructions and should not be raised high off the ground.

Once a person has been interred, the grave is backfilled and palm fronds are often inserted into the loose earth of the newly made grave. This is a continuation of a pre-Islamic Arabian practice which was explicitly approved by the Prophet Muhammad, who reportedly attached a palm frond to two graves to prevent the deceased from drying out (Leisten 1990: 12, 16). Date palms were associated with coolness and water and presumably the intention was that a tree would grow over the grave to provide shade. (Leisten 1990: 12, 16). Ideally the earth at the top of the grave should either be left level or should form a low hump (sanam) (Sadan 2000: 178–9, 188, Tritton 2008). The low hump was presumably designed to counter the natural settling of the earth which occurs after any excavation has been backfilled. However, most of the funeral manuals regard such simple grave forms as archaic or old-fashioned, so that the regulations actually permit all sorts of constructions over the grave (Sadan 2000: 179). There is considerable diversity of regional and ethnic styles, though less variation through time, so that the actual form of the grave markings is generally fairly conservative (Fig. 14.4). The simplest pre-modern graves in villages and rural sites have a headstone, usually without an inscription, and a series of kerb stones marking the shape of the grave. Slightly more sophisticated graves have the central part covering the grave built up in some way, with a plaster, stone, or brick covering. In the Middle East and North Africa, one of the commonest forms of grave covering comprises a stepped structure with two to four stages (Rice 1959). The graves of richer or more prominent people are often marked with a rectangular cenotaph, sometimes with elaborate headstones and footstones.

The use of inscriptions on tombstones has become widespread, though the majority of Muslim burials in the past had no writing to indicate the age, sex, or name of the deceased. In legal and religious theory, there was something of an aversion to inscriptions, particularly those containing verses from the Koran, because they were liable to be stepped on or could otherwise be compromised (Simpson 1995: 247, Leisten 1990: 13, Insoll 1999: 187–8, Sourdel-Thoumine and Bellefonds 2008). However, in practice funerary inscriptions appear to have been used from at least the 8th century and have the same basic formula: the name of the person buried and a testament to their faith, usually achieved through the use of Koranic inscriptions (often verse 9:33). One general tendency that has been noted by Sourdel-Thoumine and Bellefonds (2008) is that over the centuries there has been a lessening in the amount of religious doctrinal content of tombstones and an increased emphasis on the titles and lineage of the deceased.
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FIG. 14.4 Cemetery next to the 18th century Ottoman Hajj fort of Dab’a in Jordan

Notes: The cemetery is likely to contain the remains of pilgrims and perhaps Ottoman soldiers based at the fort. Note the graves are marked by simple kerb stones forming an oval enclosure and there are no inscribed headstones or other identifying markers.

CEMETERIES
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As in most societies, there is a general preference for the dead to be buried outside the confines of the town or village. However, there are exceptions to this general rule, such as when a town expands to such an extent that it envelops older cemeteries. A related phenomenon is that, when part of a city is abandoned for one reason or another, it is often used as an area for burial, presumably because it is cheap (i.e. not used for agriculture) and is often near inhabited areas of the city (Ory et al. 1986). Another factor, which sometimes leads to intramural cemeteries, is when a revered person such as a religious leader or martyr is buried within a house or specially constructed tomb within the town. Such tombs often become the focus for further burials either of members of the same family or of those who wish to claim some association with the deceased. It is this practice which has led to the proliferation of small urban cemeteries in medieval cities such as Jerusalem, Cairo, and Damascus (Fig. 14.5).

However, the vast majority of Muslim cemeteries are clearly defined areas outside the boundaries of areas inhabited by the living. The distance between the cemetery and the inhabited settlement varies considerably (Simpson 1995: 243), though in general the distance will not be too great as there is a requirement for quick burial and in pre-modern times this would have involved no more than a short walking distance. Cemeteries are often located downwind of towns. It is notable that both the large Jewish cemeteries and Muslim cemeteries of Jerusalem are located outside the city walls to the east. Similar considerations of public health and amenity have meant that cemeteries are often planted with trees and other plants, designed to mask the smell of decay. For example, the Ottomans had a preference for planting cypress trees in cemeteries because the resinous leaves gave off a strong antiseptic scent. Other plants used for the same purpose include myrtle and mulberry, whilst flowers are often grown over Turkish graves (Goodwin 1988: 62, Lewis 1971: 106, Simpson 1995: 247). In addition to their practical purpose of neutralizing smells, trees and other plants also of course had a symbolic value, representing paradise; thus cemeteries became a place where both the living and the dead would feel near to eternal life. The theme of paradise was also followed in the decoration of tombs, so that various floral and vegetal forms were reproduced on glazed tiles.
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FIG. 14.5 Cemetery attached to Corlulu Ali Pasha Madrassa in Istanbul showing the integration of cemeteries into the urban fabric

Although in general there was a tendency for the living to shun the places of the dead, there are some important and interesting exceptions. In many areas of the Islamic world, there are traditions of visiting the graves of dead relatives and sometimes this takes the form of a picnic where relatives eat and drink near the graveside. The presence of broken jars and bowls in cemeteries in Oman may relate to this practice (Mershen 2004). Other explanations for broken pottery at cemeteries in Oman are that they represent the remains of offerings (food and/or incense) to the dead, a practice which has also been observed on the Eritrean island of Dahlak Kebir (Insoll 2001). Alternatively, the breaking of pottery may symbolize the end of a person’s life (Ibrahim 2001, Mershen 2004).

Probably the best-known example is the City of the Dead, which stretches out on either side of the Citadel in Cairo. Within the cemetery there are many house-like constructions built over the graves, built for mourners who wished to visit and sometimes stay near their deceased relatives, especially during the customary 40 days of mourning. In addition to mourners, an increasing number of Cairo’s urban poor use these buildings as permanent dwellings. The Shia city of Najaf in Iraq also has a vast cemetery with house-like constructions around graves, where relatives spend considerable time in mourning before returning to their own homes.

TOMBS AND MAUSOLEA
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Probably the most contentious aspect of Muslim funerary practice is the question of the construction of domed tombs over the grave of the deceased. The earliest tomb structure is the octagonal Qubbat al-Sulaybiyya at Samaarra in Iraq, which was built in the 9th century and is believed to contain the grave of the wife of the Caliph. By the 11th century built tombs had become common throughout the Muslim world. This widespread phenomenon is generally condemned by religious authorities of all types, most famously by the religious scholar Ibn Taymiyya (d. 1328) and his student Ibn Qayyim al Jauziyya (d. 1350), whose writings have been very influential in the development of the Wahhabi movement in Saudi Arabia. The objections to the building of mausolea are outlined in the hadith (sayings of the Prophet Muhammad) and in the legal rulings (fiqh) of the different schools of Muslim jurists. Within these bodies of literature, there is a wide variation of interpretation on what was permissible and what was forbidden. Notably, the construction of tombs was generally not regarded as haram (forbidden as a sin), but as makruh (something to be avoided where possible). The primary objection to building over a grave was an anxiety about appearing to worship the dead. There was also a wish to distinguish themselves from non-Muslims, in particular the ‘Jews and Christians who have converted the graves of the prophets to sites of prostration’ (Sadan 2000: 177; see also Leisten 1990: 16). Other objections include a dislike of ostentation or showing off in the face of death and also the idea that the weight of a building might cause physical harm to the body of the deceased. However, there were two major problems which the Muslim jurists faced: first, Muslims continued to build tombs irrespective of religious objections and, secondly, the Prophet Muhammad was buried within a house which was also a mosque (Leisten 1990: 17).

Tombs were built for a number of reasons, the most common being to glorify the power and wealth of a secular leader (e.g. the tomb of Sultan Sanjar in Merv) or to honour and receive blessings (baraka) from a religious leader. The most common form of Muslim funerary monument is a square cube-like building covered with a dome. The origin of this architectural form is a matter of debate, though it may relate either to pre-Islamic Iranian or to Byzantine forms. There are a vast number of variations on this basic theme, including tall honeycomb-like domes seen in Iraq (e.g. Sitt Zubayda), polygonal tent-shaped domes in Turkey and Iran, and bulbous domes, as seen in India and South Asia (see e.g. Petersen 1999). One of the largest collections of mausolea is located in the Makli hills near Thatta in Sind province, Pakistan, in a vast cemetery with a circumference of 8 kilometres. Many of these medieval mausolea are decorated with Islamic and Hindu motifs, whilst the later mausolea resemble the domed constructions of Central Asia. The only area where tombs are not found is where the Wahhabi (also known as Salafi or Wahidun) sect is dominant, such as in Saudi Arabia.

ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXCAVATION OF BURIALS
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Muslims prefer to leave the dead to rest and there is a widespread feeling that archaeological excavation of a Muslim grave is undesirable (Fig. 14.6). This view is based on a number of factors, though the tradition that the corpse interred in a grave was capable of feeling pain and was also the actual body, which would return to life on the Day of Judgement, may play a part. A more specific objection to the archaeological excavation of graves may have developed because many of the important ancient sites in the Middle East are partially covered with Muslim cemeteries and there is a feeling that these should not be disturbed by (often foreign) archaeologists looking for earlier remains. The recent excavation of part of the Mamilla Cemetery in Jerusalem for a new Israeli museum is one of the more contentious examples of the excavation of Islamic burials.

One of the practical problems frequently encountered by non-Muslim archaeologists is that they are unaware of Islamic burial practices and so will not recognize the two forms of grave (shiqq and lahd). This is particularly the case for older excavations, which should accordingly be read with caution (Simpson 1995: 49 n. 242, Toombs 1985: 37).

Two areas where the excavation of Muslim burials can provide important information not available from other sources are the question of grave goods and anthropological studies of the deceased. Like many other aspects of Muslim burial, grave goods are a feature which is either not mentioned or specifically forbidden in religious literature. Whilst ritual inclusion of grave goods is rare in Islamic contexts, an analysis of excavated finds from late Islamic sites in the Near East indicates that small objects such as beads, bangles, mirrors, and coins are surprisingly common (Simpson 1995: 250–1, Toombs 1985: 108–9, Eakins 1993: 104–5). For example, at Tell el-Hesi, where there is quantifiable data, some form of personal ornamentation or prized object is present in 40 per cent of the graves. There have been fewer anthropological or palaeo-pathological studies of Muslim graves, though notable examples include studies on remains from the cemetery at Kom el-Dikka in Egypt and Écija near Malaga in Muslim Spain (Pomeroy and Zakrzewski 2009). Kom el-Dikka is an ancient Muslim cemetery used between the 9th and 15th centuries AD. Two basic phases were uncovered: a 9th-century phase and a Mamluk (1260–1516) phase. In the Mamluk phase, there was evidence of mass burials and disturbance by animals, which led the excavators to suggest this was a plague cemetery; this was supported by the anthropology, where mortality age was consistent with an epidemic of bubonic plague (Prominska 1971). At the cemetery of Écija in Spain, anthropological studies noted marked behavioural gender differences among medieval Muslims (Pomeroy and Zakrzewski 2009).
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FIG. 14.6 Muslim grave at Ruwaydha in northern Qatar

Note: Upturned broken bowl in middle and large head and foot stones laid flat.

Within the field of forensic anthropology, DNA studies have enabled the identification of bones from re-deposited mass graves in Bosnia and the re-articulation of skeletons for individual burial (personal communication, Khudooma al-Naimi, October 2006).

DEATH ON THE MOVE
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Whilst the Muslim ideal was to die and be buried at or near home following the example of Muhammad, this was not always feasible. For example, when death occurred at sea, there was no possibility of returning home within a few hours. The usual recourse was to bury the deceased at nearest landfall or, where this was not possible, people could be buried in the ocean. In some cases, however, people wanted to be buried at specific locations, far from their place of residence. Amongst the Shia community of Iraq there is a long-standing preference for being buried near the tomb of ‘Ali at Najaf, which often involves a journey of several days, with the corpse being strapped to a horse or camel (today the journey is frequently made by taxi, with a coffin tied to the roof rack). A more difficult situation arises when people die on the Hajj, as they are usually far away from home and relations. In pre-modern times, most pilgrims who died on the Hajj route were buried where they lay. However, occasionally wealthy travellers would pay to have their bodies conveyed to Medina or Mecca for burial. In practice, this sometimes meant weird ad hoc arrangements. Thus, the rotting body of a wealthy Persian lady who had died at Ma’an was conveyed to Mecca inside a camel skin, carried on poles set between two camels (Doughty 1979: i, 106). In Central Asia, it was common practice for the dead to be transported in large numbers to distant ancestral burial grounds (see Vámbérry’s account cited in Goodwin 1988: 61).

OTHER TRADITIONS
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The special status of Arabic as the language of the Koran has given Arabic traditions a privileged position within Muslim culture. Most of the literature and legal discussions concerning burial refer back either to the time of Muhammad or to the period immediately after his death and are explained within an Arabian context. However, there are many regional and ethnic traditions which have been incorporated into Islamic culture and which still have a significant influence on how death is managed and presented. Amongst the various culture groups which have influenced burial in Muslim societies are African (East and West), Central Asian (Turkish and Mongol), Indian (Hindu and Buddhist), and Persian.

Within the context of death and burial, the Turkish traditions are particularly relevant, not only because of their application to Turkic Muslims, but also because the Ottomans and other Turkish ruling dynasties had such a profound impact on Muslim culture. For example, it has been suggested that Qubbat al-Sulaybiyya in Samarra is based on the architecture of Turkic burial mounds. One burial of particular interest is that at Chingul Kurgan, a burial mound of a Qip Chaq Khan (ruler) from the early 13th century in southern Ukraine (Woodfin et al. 2010). The burial comprises a large mound with a burial at the centre, surrounded by a large number of objects from Muslim Syria, Byzantine Anatolia, and Russian Kiev. At this date, the Qip-Chaq Turks were sky worshippers, though they may nominally have been Muslim or Christian. Turkic traditions continued to have an influence even into Ottoman times. Thus, the body of Sultan Murat III (r.1574–95) was laid under a tent after his death, echoing the funeral tents of the nomadic tribes (Goodwin 1988: 69).
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BURIAL OF THE CHRISTIAN DEAD IN THE LATER MIDDLE AGES
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DEIRDRE O’SULLIVAN

INTRODUCTION
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Medieval burials offer archaeologists the opportunity to explore mortuary practice in a context that is both rich and challenging. It is rich because we have considerable knowledge of the religious beliefs that underpinned the treatment of the dead, and because there is an abundance of evidence; but there is also the hazard that such knowledge may be used unreflectively, without engaging properly with the evidence. Nonetheless, the study of medieval burial practice offers important insights for archaeologists of all periods into the material use of the dead.

The ideological dominance of Christian belief, policed for orthodoxy by an increasingly powerful religious hierarchy under the central authority of the papacy, especially from the 12th century, lends an obvious uniformity to Christian burial practice in the medieval West. Such uniformity was also reinforced by shared understandings of social ranking throughout Christendom, and is most obvious in the burial traditions of the upper classes. The relationship between the living and the dead was conceived as dynamic, but the ties that bound them are visible only in so far as they were explicitly acknowledged and celebrated; for the great mass of medieval society they are only accessible in general terms, in the extent to which individual interments conformed to expected norms.

An important question worth posing at the beginning is the extent to which dead bodies actually mattered; how much of significance is actually encoded in the burial record? Life after death was of supreme importance to medieval Christians; but the rites of passage immediately associated with death and burial tell only a small part of the tale, as will become apparent.

CHRISTIAN BELIEFS ABOUT THE AFTERLIFE
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In understanding the place of the dead in medieval societies, it is necessary to engage first with Christian beliefs about the hereafter. Put simply, humans were conceived as having two components, a mortal body and an immortal soul, which departed from the body at the point of death. Medieval Christians also looked beyond this moment, to the end of the world and Judgement Day, when they would be physically resurrected through the power of God. Contrary to present-day popular misunderstanding, this did not require the preservation of the actual material body or skeleton; as Christian theologians had discussed from the earliest centuries, God was fully credited with the ability to reconstitute these, although there was extensive theological pondering as to the manner in which this would happen (Bynum 1995).

Salvation, i.e. admission to heaven and the presence of God, was achieved through obedience to the ‘will of God’ as set out in canonical texts, and living a good life on earth, but as the overwhelming majority of humans failed to do this consistently it was necessary for them to recoup their shortcomings in the afterlife. At the point of death a saintly individual might indeed proceed straight to heaven (and this was automatic for those who were deemed martyrs for the faith, such as Archbishop Thomas Becket, murdered in his cathedral in 1170) or to hell, if they were unrepentant and in a state of grievous sin; but the great majority of Christians expected to spend some time in Purgatory, doing penance for their wrongdoing on earth (McGuire 1989, Horrox 1999).

Although human souls in Purgatory had no material dimensions, the torments endured there were conceived in a very material way, especially those of fire. Belief in Purgatory was widespread before it was formulated explicitly in the 12th century, and conditioned many aspects of religious life (Aston 1994, Le Goff 1984). Remittance of all or part of a stay in Purgatory was known as an ‘indulgence’ and could be obtained through acts of piety in one’s own lifetime, which included pilgrimage and other devotions; crusaders who died in battle were also offered significant indulgences, for example. It was also believed that the living, by offering prayers and religious endowments, could influence the duration of a dead person’s post-mortem ordeal. Prayers for the souls of the dead were offered individually but also collectively, for the ‘faithful departed’. A special day for doing this, the feast of All Souls (2 November), was celebrated from the end of the 10th century. There was a clear sense in which the dead were still ‘present’ in the world, although ghosts were usually perceived as the ‘unquiet dead’, threatening and hostile to living mortals (Schmidt 1998).

The need to be ready for death was also important. The final sacrament of the medieval church, ‘extreme unction’, involved the anointing of the dying Christian as a preparation for the life of the soul. Towards the end of the Middle Ages, manuals, known collectively as the Ars Moriendi or art of dying, were used by the devout to prepare themselves for their last moments (Boase 1972: 119–27, Binski 1996: 39–47). The final stage in the life of a medieval Christian, however, was not their moment of death but their rebirth on Judgement Day, which would effectively mark the end of chronological time and human history. It is important to realize that this was not necessarily seen in the distant future; the expected signs of approaching Doomsday, as set out in the New Testament Book of Revelation (also known as the Apocalypse), were anticipated in contemporary calamities such as plagues and famines. Although there were many such disasters, the Black Death of 1348–9, in which perhaps over 50 per cent of the population of Europe died, was of a different order and is widely seen as a transformative agent in medieval expectations about the immanence of death (Aston 1990, Ormrod and Lindley 1996, Platt 1996, Daniell 1997: 189–96, Morgan 1999).

CHRISTIAN BELIEFS AND THE TREATMENT OF THE DEAD
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The earliest documented discussions of Christian burial were written in opposition to pagan Roman practices and were keen to stress the unimportance of the dead human body. In his early 5th-century work De cura pro mortuis gerenda (on the care of the dead), Augustine advises Christians to ‘despise sepulture’. Bodies were not to be disposed without ceremony, but the procedures generally adopted were fairly simple. The corpse was washed, stripped naked, tied up in a winding sheet, and either placed directly in the ground on in a coffin, prior to burial. Men and women alike were treated in this way. A prohibition on cremation is explicit in early texts and seems to have been carefully adhered to. The corpse was laid out in an extended position, aligned east-west with the head to the west, facing the rising sun. Such alignments were usually derived from the orientation of adjacent churches. The arms were usually placed either by the side of the body, or crossed on the breast.

Thousands, probably hundreds of thousands, of skeletons have been disinterred from the cemeteries of medieval Europe in the course of the past decades which conform to this simple pattern. To some extent it is partly an inevitable outcome of the survival of evidence, which rarely includes organic materials that might offer a richer range of data. The discovery of St Bees Man, a preserved corpse buried in a lead-lined coffin in the priory of St Bees, Cumbria in the 1360s, has confirmed what is known from medieval illustrations (Fig. 15.1). The man, almost certainly a local knight, Anthony de Lucy, who died of injuries received abroad on a Teutonic knight’s crusade, had been transported back to his homeland after preparation for burial. His apertures were blocked with gauze before his naked body was wrapped up in two shrouds, tied on with a mesh of string. The body was then placed inside the lead wrapper, which in turn was encased in an iron-bound wooden coffin. The only ‘object’ inside the shroud was a tress of hair (not his own) placed on his shoulder (O’Sullivan 1982, Tapp and O’Sullivan 1982, Knüsel et al. 2010).

The cemetery of St Nicholas Shambles in London was used to bury the parishioners of a small London parish, and serves as a useful case study of a small urban cemetery, typical of a community much closer to poverty than prestige (White 1988). An excavated sample of 234 burials dating to the 11th and 12th centuries offers some insight into typical burial practices (Fig. 15.2). The majority of the bodies (81%) had been placed in shrouds and/or coffins, but a number of other ways of setting out the corpse were noted, including the use of stone pillows to rest or cradle the head (9%), paving the base of the grave cut with crushed stone, mortar, or tile (6%), lining the grave cut with stone slabs to form a cist (3%), and filling the grave cut (or potentially a coffin) surrounding the body with charcoal. The latter practice has been identified as early as the 10th century, and continued into the 14th century, but interpretation remains speculative; some graves are filled with ash rather than charcoal. Such burials are rarely more than a small proportion, but there is no obvious linkage to age or sex (Daniell 1997: 158–60). Functional explanations have been offered: the ash was used as a barrier between a decaying corpse and those charged with burying it, in circumstances where speedy burial was not possible (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005: 127). However, it also seems quite likely that it had penitential connotations, the precise significance of which is not clear. The range of grave types observed at St Nicholas Shambles is widely evidenced elsewhere (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005: 130–52).
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FIG. 15.1 The shrouded body of St Bees Man as he was found in his coffin in 1981

Notes: The way in which the body is completely wrapped, with the shroud knotted at the head and tied up with string is also known from manuscript illuminations

Source: Photo: D. O’Sullivan.
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FIG. 15.2 Different types of medieval grave

Notes: (I) Simple unlined grave; (II) use of stone pillows or ‘ear muffs’ to support the head; (III) grave with paved lining; (IV) stone cist grave; (V) charcoal/ash grave; (VI) grave lined with dry-laid stone or tile.

Source: C. Green, after White 1988.

Objects found within grave fills in proximity to the corpse, when not obviously removed from their primary context, remain enigmatic. Pebbles and coins were sometimes placed in the mouth of the corpse at the time of death. More clearly in this category is the burial of papal bulls, probably attached to indulgences, which would have acted as ‘vouchers’ for remittance of penance. Not all of the variations identified can be readily related to medieval Christian ideology, but they must have been accommodated within it. At a handful of monastic sites where preservation permits, wooden wands or staffs laid parallel to the body have been noted. At Hulton Abbey (Staffordshire), nine examples of such burials, which included graves of men, women, and children, were found withing the church floor. This practice seems to appear after the Blank Death (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005: 171–6).

Archaeologists keen to cull significance from this type of observed detail have recorded its variations, and how these might relate to biological variables such as age and sex, without much success (Daniell 1997: 145–66, Gilchrist and Sloane 2005: 64–70). The principal exceptions to the standard practice of a ‘possessionless’ corpse seem to indicate particular roles. Excavation has shown that priests were commonly buried with the marks of their office, the chalice and paten used to consecrate the host during the service of the Eucharist. These were usually base metal replicas of consecrated vessels (Fig. 15.3), but ecclesiastics of high rank such as bishops and abbots were sometimes interred with gilt or silver vessels, as well as their own particular emblems of office, the ring and crozier that denoted their particular responsibilities. Such prelates seem also to have been buried in their ecclesiastical robes. Monks and friars were probably buried in their habits, though this practice would leave little visible archaeological trace; lay members of mendicant confraternities may have occasionally requested this (Daniell 1997: 153–7).

Christian burial practice does reflect religious expectations in many respects. For example, burial in a shroud and/or coffin without accompanying objects can be simply viewed as an expression of the idea that the dead had moved away from an earthly world separated by gender and class to a paradise without these constraints. It could be argued that the concept of ‘grave-goods’ is fairly meaningless in a medieval context; although people had a very concrete belief in an afterlife, there was no perceived need to take contemporary everyday objects ‘with’ them for use in the hereafter. The range of other artefacts only very occasionally found is limited, and may reflect personal and sentimental markings of the passage of death rather than religious beliefs; it includes such items as personal seals, tools, writing implements, and keys (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005: 176–9).
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FIG. 15.3 Burial of a priest at St Bees, Cumbria, with lead chalice and paten

Notes: Curiously the grave overlay an earlier grave of a priest, denoted by a carved chalice on the recumbent slab below.

Source: Photo: D. O’Sullivan.

The practice of multiple or divided burial—in which different parts of the dead body were interred in separate locations—seems to have been an exclusively elite practice and is found throughout Europe (Westerhof 2009: 78–86). Designed to mark out the spatial affinities of the dead in life, the most usual practice was to extract the heart, although the viscera were also sometimes buried separately. The different parts of the body were then interred according to the dead person’s wishes; typically, a monastic founder might request burial for his body with his family and his heart in the monastery. Caskets containing such body parts seem to have been treated effectively as independent burials. In England, such body parts are almost exclusively interred in priories and abbeys, rather than parish churches. The complex marital allegiances of the medieval nobility, where women and men might reasonably expect to have several successive spouses in the course of their lives, also contributed to multiple allegiances. Such divided burials could thus reflect rights of patronage and property. Functional factors can also be considered; it is likely that the interment of the body was in many cases determined by the place of death, the burial of body parts with an intended final resting place.

Division of the body may sometimes have been the outcome of embalming, which was certainly practised on royal corpses. This involved the removal of internal organs, and the packing of the corpse with a variety of substances; manuals on how to embalm are known from the early 14th century, but the process was prohibitively expensive. Another mode of transporting mortal remains—the ‘mos teutonicus’—involved the dismemberment and boiling down of the corpse, which was then stripped of flesh and packed as a skeleton. Denounced by the papacy in 1299 (Brown 1981, Park 1995), the practice seems to have continued; one burial like this is from St Oswald’s Gloucester in a later medieval context (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005: 116).

Specific groups and individuals were rejected for Christian burial, including Jews, heretics, the excommunicated, who were barred from the church, and executed criminals (Finucane 1981). That said, post-mortem status could be adjusted. Thomas Wycliff (c.1328–84), the ‘founder’ of Lollardy, had been dead for a generation before his writings were deemed heretical and his remains exhumed and destroyed in the early 15th century; Hugh le Despenser II, the notoriously unpopular favourite of Edward II, who was hung, drawn, and quartered for treason in 1326, ended up in a magnificent tomb in Tewkesbury Abbey a few years later after a change of regime, as we will see.

CHRISTIAN MEMORIALS AND TOMBSTONES
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The Early Christian practice of marking Christian graves with tombstones bearing the name of the person buried is derived from Roman custom, and is not widely evidenced after the Roman period. Some early medieval burials at monastic sites do contain name stones, but these may have been contained within the grave, possibly serving to identify particular bodies in case they needed to be moved. From the 10th century above-ground tombstones become more common (Fig. 15.4). For reasons unknown, in Britain these are particularly identified with areas of Scandinavian settlement. In the north-west and Yorkshire, the ‘hogback’ type is found (Lang 1984). These are substantial stone memorials apparently intended to represent houses; ridged roofs are often indicated by carved shingles. Though they often have ‘pagan’ decoration, they were produced in a Christian milieu, and may have served as the monuments of the first generations of Anglo-Scandinavian converts in these areas.

In eastern England recumbent grave slabs are found, often of coped form; these are usually decorated with abstract interlace ornament. The stones are quite widely distributed and in some cases quite large numbers are known from individual sites, but there are significant regional differences. Stocker and Everson (2001) have argued that they represent the tombs of newly emergent elites. Recumbent gravestones continue in use throughout the Middle Ages, but their use seems restricted to inside the church. However, beginning in the 12th century, elite monuments often took the form of an effigy of the deceased, usually at rest or asleep, dressed in clothing that informed the viewer immediately about their social rank, and elaborated with heraldic devices which demonstrated their connection with important lineages. Such effigies are often seen as representations of the ‘social body’ of the individual commemorated, and here a more ‘international’ style is apparent (Saul 2009: 27–35).

Although a respectable number of monuments survive from the Middle Ages, this is unlikely to be representative, as the great majority of the most elaborate tombs of the aristocracy and senior clergy were placed inside monastic churches; in England these suffered badly from destruction at the Reformation, which was explicitly iconoclastic in the period 1547–53 (Lindley 2007). Effigies survive in some number in parish churches, which were often the preferred place of burial for the gentry rather than the higher nobility.

The resources expended on such monuments varied considerably. At the upper end of the scale, a number of tomb contracts of the later Middle Ages indicate that such monuments could involve serious expenditure on a prestigious sculpture (Saul 2009: 106–11). At the lower, it is clear that wooden effigies were widely commissioned, although their survival rate is poor.

From the late 14th century some of these effigies take on a macabre character, in which the dead person is represented as both a social body and as an emaciated skeleton (Cohen 1973). Known as a ‘transi’ tomb, the effigies are usually placed one above the other, intending to focus the viewer’s attention on the transience of earthly wealth and the uniformity of bodily decay. Examples of the type are known from many parts of Western Europe. The earliest elaborate dated example, the tomb of Cardinal-Bishop Jean de La Grange (d. 1402) at Avignon, was destroyed at the French Revolution, and is known from a drawing. The style of tombstone is known from many parts of Europe and examples in the Renaissance and Mannerist style were created in the 16th century. In France, it was taken up for royal burial, including the elaborate tombs of Francis I (d. 1547) and Henry II (d. 1559; tomb 1575) in the basilica of St Denis. Good English examples include the tombs of Archbishop Chichele in Canterbury Cathedral (d. 1443) and Bishop Fleming in Lincoln Minster (d. 1431) (Fig. 15.5).

A simpler form of representation was the inlaid slab; from the late 13th century these are often inlaid with brass panels representing the figure of the deceased, sometimes accompanied by a commemorative or devotional text. Brasses were manufactured at a limited number of production sites and transported around the country, although the indents for these could be produced locally.
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FIG. 15.4 Early medieval gravestones

Notes: (a) Hogback stone, Gosforth, Cumbria; (b) coped gravestone with interlace ornament, Durham.

Source: Photo: T. Middlemass, Corpus of Anglo Saxon Sculpture. Available at <www.dur.ac.uk/corpus/.>
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FIG. 15.5 Fifteenth-century tomb of Archbishop Chichele in Canterbury Cathedral, constructed in his own lifetime

Notes: The prelate is shown in magnificent ecclesiastical robes on the upper level, and as a decayed corpse on the lower.

Source: Photo: S. Blick, creative commons.

The showcasing of important tombs is widely attested. The abbey of Tewkesbury offers a surviving example of the medieval arrangement of prominent memorials at the east end of the church (Fig. 15.6). This was rebuilt in the period c.1320–35, to incorporate an ambulatory around the quire, and contains a number of memorials set against the quire and the external walls (Morris 1974). All of the identified tombs are of the de Clare and Despenser families, successive patrons of the house and powerful nobility in the early 14th century. Although of relatively modest background, Hugh Despenser II, the favourite of Edward II, came to enormous wealth and influence through his marriage with the de Clare heiress. After his public execution in 1326, his body was divided and hung up for public display; but four years after his death his widow was given permission to collect his remains together for burial in the tomb that it now occupies. Morris argues that Hugh was responsible for the rebuilding of this part of the church in his own lifetime, his widow merely completing the scheme; the architectural and decorative scheme is thought to be a representation of paradise, where Hugh and his family may be supposed to reside after death.

Not far away in Hereford Cathedral an equally revealing ‘representation operation’ had been undertaken in a slightly different context a generation earlier. In anticipation of the canonization of William Cantilupe, Bishop of Hereford, the chapter commissioned a set of effigies of previous bishops of Hereford known to have been buried in the cathedral. The effigies were produced within a fairly short space of time, and executed by more than one sculptor at the beginning of the 13th century (Lindley 1995). This ‘antiquarianizing’ project was part of the reordering of the east end of the cathedral to accommodate a shrine for the new saint (Fig. 15.7).
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FIG. 15.6 The east end of Tewkesbury Abbey, showing the location of the Despenser and de Clare tombs in the ambulatory, rebuilt c.1320–1335

Notes: 1–10: De Clare tombs; A–K: Despenser and later tombs.

Source: C. Green.
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FIG. 15.7 The location of bishops’ tomb effigies at the east end of Hereford Cathedral

Notes: The effigies were all carved at the beginning of the 14th century, probably in connection with the creation of a shrine for William Cantilupe.

Source: C. Green.

BURIAL IN CHURCHES, MONASTERIES, AND CHURCHYARDS
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Places of burial ranged from parish cemeteries to major churches and monasteries, which often acted as mausolea for the tombs of their founders and patrons. Medieval Christian churches conformed to clearly recognizable standard plans, of varying degrees of complexity. The most basic involved a two-compartment structure, aligned east-west, consisting of a chancel to the east, where the liturgy was performed, and a nave to the west, to accommodate the congregation. The two parts were separated by a screen, usually carrying a large figure of the crucifixion and therefore known as a ‘rood’ screen, which would have rendered most of the liturgy invisible, though not inaudible, to the congregation in the nave. Parish churches usually started with this simple plan, but developed additional elements during the course of the Middle Ages, which included: bell towers, usually located to the west of the nave, though sometimes between the nave and chancel, creating a space known as a crossing; and aisles, wide passages extending the width of the nave to the north or south, and often both. The churchyard usually surrounded the parish church, and might be extended from time to time.

Monastic churches were more complex buildings, with additional internal spaces to the north and south of the nave known as transepts, as well as large chancels with defined spaces to seat the monastic community, often known as presbyteries or quires. The residential monastic accommodation, laid around a square open space known as a cloister and usually to the south but sometimes on the north side of the church, was directly accessible through one of the transepts. The burial ground for the monastic community itself was often located to the east of the chancel/quire. A number of monastic churches also served parishes, and maintained graveyards on the side opposite the cloister.

Burials in monasteries were not restricted to these spaces, as skeletons are also commonly found in parts of the cloister walks. Such graves were usually, though not universally, those of the monastic community. The chapter house, situated close to the church on the east side of cloister, was often used for burials of bishops and abbots; this was usually an impressive building used for formal meetings of the community and the presence of such burials reinforced a spiritual hierarchy of authority. Groups of identified bishops’ graves have been excavated in the cathedral chapter house in Durham and Lincoln (Fowler 1879, Bruce Mitford 1976).

Saul (2009: 115–17) has usefully charted developments in the spatial use of churches for burial in the Middle Ages. Early Christian communities were customarily interred in an open yard, but from the 9th century at least, it is clear that pressure was being put on the clergy to permit graves inside the church itself. The Council of Mainz in 813 accommodated the aspiration of senior clergy, royalty, and important patrons for intramural burial and by the 13th century such practices had become standard.

Requests for interment in specific locations are often recorded in later medieval wills, and it is clear that a space hierarchy operated within the church, for clergy and lay people alike. A key aspiration was to be buried close to the altar, where the sacrament of the Eucharist was regularly celebrated. In major churches, such as the cathedrals at Durham and Lincoln, the shrines of founder saints were located immediately behind the high altar and proximity to this space was highly prized, although it was usually strictly limited to members of senior clergy and important laity.

Social hierarchy played an important role in the distribution of burials in other parts of the church. Part of this involved separating the tombs of the aristocracy and gentry from those of lesser standing, in keeping with their lineage and role as patrons, but more complex patterns can be identified. In many churches burial chapels can be identified to the north or south of the chancel for individual kin groups. Excavations have reinforced the idea that burial anywhere within the church building probably denoted a certain degree of affluence; several recent studies show that the use of coffins, detectable through the shape of grave cuts and the presence of nails, is far more common within churches than in surrounding churchyards (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005: 113–17).

The church of the London Greyfriars serves as a particularly useful example of the way in which the interior of an important urban monastery might be used for burial (Fig. 15.8). Although the church itself has now been obliterated, its site a public garden, a detailed record of the location of burials and the names of those interred within it was made shortly before the Reformation (Shepherd 1902); these included royalty and aristocracy, including a number of executed public figures, lesser gentry, London citizens, foreign residents, and friars. The ordering of tombs offers an interesting guide to the rationalization of hierarchy in the use of space within the building.
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FIG. 15.8 Plan of the London Greyfriars, as it appeared just before the suppression in 1536

Notes: Burials filled up the internal spaces of church in the course of the 14th and 15th centuries. The distribution of graves shows clear distinctions of rank, moving from east to west.

Source: E. Shepherd 1902.

Hierarchy decreased from east to west. On entering the quire, the medieval visitor would see the tomb of Margaret of France directly in front of the high altar. Although the official patrons of the church were the mayor and aldermen of the city, Queen Margaret, widow of Edward I, was responsible for rebuilding the church in the early 14th century, and filled the role of a second founder. Only two other burials were originally located in this special space: the heart of Archbishop Peckham and the body of Beatrice, sister of Edward I, both of which had been moved from their original resting place in the first Franciscan church in London.

The area below the high altar contained a number of tombs of clergy and aristocracy, slowly filling up the space between the quire stalls and the high altar. The chapels to the north and south were, by 1526, nearly full of burial monuments of the nobility and gentry, as well as a number of senior clergy. The space immediately to the west of the quire, known in a friary church as a ‘walking place’, formed a passage connecting the friars’ cloister with the church. All the tombstones in this area were flat and mostly covered the graves of the friars themselves; members of the community were also buried outside the church in the cloister walks. To the west of the passage was a series of chapels set against the east end of the nave; these were also filled with flat graves; a number of raised tombs occupied the spaces between the piers. The monuments in the nave of the church included memorials of the lesser gentry as well as prominent citizens of London.

The divisions within the church were clearly used to reproduce the boundaries of class and status within medieval society. The space of the royal patroness was free of encroachment, her lineage set apart from all others. There is some intermixing of the nobility and gentry in the quire chapels, while the friars’ space acts as a conduit between the church and the secular world. The citizens and merchants occupy space appropriate to their social degree within the body of the nave.
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FIG. 15.9 Late medieval ossuary at the small parish church of St Peters, Leicester, revealed during excavation in 2006

Notes: This small rectangular chamber was on the north side of the church, demolished in the 1550s.

Source: Photo: University of Leicester Archaeological Services.

Graves in the churchyard were probably only temporarily marked to the extent that the buried corpse would have created a low mound. It is not clear how long bodies might be left undisturbed, but some preferential locations were re-used. The bones disturbed by this practice could be left in the ground, but they were also sometimes collected together in an ossuary (Fig. 15.9). Bones disturbed in the course of a building campaign were often collected into charnel pits; at Winchester the remains of over 1,000 individuals were reburied in the robbed foundations of the Old Minster by the Norman builders of the cathedral (Kjølbye-Biddle 1992: 227).

Medieval beliefs about the afterlife are encapsulated not so much in the treatment of the corpse as in the resources devoted to supporting ongoing intercession on behalf of the soul in Purgatory. In the 12th and 13th centuries, royalty and nobility would create and endow monastic foundations whose members were charged with praying for the souls of their founders in perpetuity. After the Black Death there are relatively few new monastic foundations, and the focus of devotion shifted, at least to some degree, towards local parish churches, which were repaired and augmented in the expectation that the prayers of secular clergy and local community could serve the same function. In his study of the burial places of the Gloucester gentry, Saul (1980) has argued that this shift was not simply caused by changes in enthusiasm for different types of religious devotion; it was at least partly brought about by the increasing participation of a less narrowly defined, knightly class, who identified more closely with their local communities, choosing to locate their tombs where their lineage and authority would have greater salience (Rogers 2006).

All respectable members of the parish community, whatever their social standing, could reasonably expect to find their last resting place within the churchyard. However, particular crises necessitated alternative arrangements, the most dramatic of which was the Black Death. In spite of the potential for chaos, in London the response to the great mortality seems to have been rapid and coherent (Grainger et al. 2008). Two emergency cemeteries were established just outside the city, at West and East Smithfield, on lands provided by the Bishop of London and some private citizens. The size of the plots proved to be greatly in excess of the immediate need. Monastic foundations were established at both sites in the immediate aftermath of the plague, the London Charterhouse and the abbey of St Mary Graces respectively. Part of the cemetery of East Smithfield was excavated in the 1980s and two discrete burial areas were identified. A number of mass burial trenches were located, containing bodies that had been carefully laid out on top of each other in a stepped sequence, but there were also rows of regular graves. Several of the bodies had been placed in coffins and shrouds, and there were a number of ash burials.

Other types of calamity also produced one-off solutions. Some of those killed in medieval warfare might be repatriated home, but the site of battle could also be used as a cemetery for the majority of the slain. The Battle of Towton (1461) was reputedly the most bloodthirsty encounter of the Wars of the Roses, the long-running dynastic conflict waged in England between the factions of York and Lancaster for much of the later 15th century. In its aftermath, some of the dead were interred in the parish cemetery, including one of the Lancastrian leaders, Lord Dacre, whose tomb is still marked today. The majority, however, were buried in mass graves next to the site of the battlefield. One of these pits, containing several dozen bodies, was excavated in 1996. Here no order seems to have prevailed; the corpses were piled up on top of each other, although the lack of dress fittings suggests they had been stripped of clothing before burial (Fiorato et al. 2007).

The pattern of churchyard community burial continued throughout the medieval period in both town and country, but population decline in the later Middle Ages resulted in the closure of many urban parish churches, with consequent abandonment of their cemeteries. So far as we know, closure of cemeteries seems to have been unproblematic; existing graves were simply left in place.

The right to bury was seen as a privilege, often jealously guarded. In an established urban community, the patronage or ‘advowson’ of local churches might belong to the cathedral or an important abbey; in Leicester, for example, the Augustinian abbey of St Mary just to the north of the town held the advowson of all of the medieval parish churches within the walls. Here these all had burial rights, but in medieval Winchester only one of the city’s 57 parish churches seems to have had an associated yard, although many had burials within the buildings; burial rights were reserved by the cathedral and the two abbeys, although the extramural parish churches had churchyards (Kjølbye-Biddle 1992: 233). The mendicant friars often came into conflict with such interests when they arrived in towns in the 13th century; at Bury St Edmunds they were forced to relocate their house outside the walls to placate the all-powerful Benedictine community. The papacy intervened on a number of occasions; the decree super cathedram of 1300 represented a fairly lasting, though still by no means uncontested solution, allowing the friars to receive parishioners for burial as long as the appropriate dues to the parish were paid.

Later medieval sources also shed light on the human expectation of commemoration and social memory. Wills become much more abundant and spell out the expectations of the individual for public and private commemoration after their death. Medieval wills were usually only made in the expectation of immanent death, when the testator might reasonably be expected to focus on their destiny in the hereafter. Their survival is patchy, but Dinn (1992), drawing on the comprehensive record of Bury St Edmunds, offers a useful account of the funeral procedures requested across a fairly broad range of social classes. Typically the upper classes tended to make provision for fairly elaborate funerals, involving formal processions from the home to the burial ground, with specified mourners, who might expect to receive a fee. Liveries were sometimes provided for the participants, who ranged from local priests, monks, and friars to the poor of the town. The less wealthy would have relied on the attendance of fellow gild members; medieval gilds placed important obligations on their members to attend funerals and seek intercession for the deceased through prayers and masses for their souls.

The rise of chantries, which were specially endowed commitments to offer prayers for named individuals over an agreed span of time, reflects a serious but often rather short-lived ambition to further alleviate the suffering of the dead in Purgatory. Chantries develop in Western Europe from the 12th century, but become particularly evident after the mass mortality of the Black Death. We know from the records of endowments that the anniversaries of the dead were also celebrated with requiem masses, accompanied by the repetition of funerary ceremony, which included the burning of large wax candles, the distribution of alms to the poor, the ringing of bells, and the singing of services (Burgess 1987). These devotions were usually ‘front-loaded’ to have their greatest impact in the period immediately following the death. Known as a ‘mind’, three particular anniversaries were usually chosen, a week, a month, and a year after the decease. Bequests in wills also reflect this need for immediate succour after death.

This commemoration is also manifest in the material record. Many churches were provided with chantry chapels, where the masses funded by the endowments were celebrated. The chapels served as visual exhortations to pray for the dead, and usually contained or were adjacent to their place of burial. Only the wealthy could afford such conspicuous memorials, which represented a considerable investment of material value by the living in the dead. These chapels were created in major abbeys and cathedrals (Fig. 15.10), but they are also found in parish churches.

Those who were wealthy enough to leave a will, still less those in a position to establish a chantry, formed only a small percentage of the ‘burial community’, but many lesser folk also took out some ante-mortem ‘insurance’ on Purgatory, leaving tiny sums and bequests of clothing etc. to cover the cost of some masses after their deaths.
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FIG. 15.10 Chantry chapel of Bishop William Langland (d. 1540)

Notes: Confessor to Henry VIII. Projecting from the south side of the ambulatory at the east end of Lincoln Cathedral, the chapel dates from the very end of the Middle Ages and serves as both a private chapel and a mausoleum.

Source: Photo: D. O’Sullivan.

CONCLUSION
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Two principal themes emerge from the study of medieval burial. One is how the dead are ideologically framed in the Christian tradition. The other is the way in which funerary rituals, memorials, and places of burial re-enact the social order, delineating the powerful from the community at large.

There is some obvious tension between ideology and social construct. The notion that after death all Christians were equal, ‘neither rich nor poor, male nor female, but all one in Jesus Christ’, helps to explain the simplicity of burial, and the nakedness of the corpse. No such egalitarian ideas prevailed within the space of the church, however, where rank, standing, and wealth were reinforced in the very fabric of the building, through monuments, and through recurrent ceremonials which foregrounded the ability of the affluent to command posthumous as well as present resources. Lineage and kinship were also reinforced in both public and more private spaces in churches and monasteries. Ordinary parishioners could expect an unmarked grave in the outside yard, and only general inclusion in the schedule of prayers for the dead.

The social order was not directly mapped in all respects. Interestingly, although attendance at church services was segregated by gender, with women on the left and men on the right, there was no attempt to carry this forward into the afterlife of the cemetery, where countless studies have generally failed to pick up any post-mortem segregation. The burial ground was not differentiated in this respect, with the obvious exception of some areas of monastic cemeteries reserved for monks by virtue of their membership of the community.

It is often difficult for archaeologists to stand back from positivist interpretations of burial data, making the assumption that the ritual of death and burial carries enormous potential for understanding past societies, especially their beliefs. In the medieval world, the investment in architecture and endowment of monasteries is far more important testimony to these than the routine and usually mundane practices associated with transition from living to dead.
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THE UNBURIED DEAD
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ESTELLA WEISS-KREJCI

INTRODUCTION
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When asked to contribute a chapter on the ‘unburied dead’, images of rotting corpses on a battlefield, bloated bodies floating in the water, ghosts haunting the living, and exhumations of massacre victims immediately came to my mind. I associated these images with emotions of disgust, fear, and anger. However, on second thought the images started to transform and convey feelings of sadness, hope, and consolation. I visualized a body immersed in the ocean during a sea funeral, an exhumation of skeletons as part of secondary rites, a woman praying to a saint’s relics in a church, and a room with cryonic freezer units. That was when I started to realize that the ‘unburied dead’ is an immensely complex topic. Somehow I had to deal with all these meanings of ‘unburied dead’, for they relate to archaeology in one way or another. In this chapter it is not my aim to determine where and why these divergent hermeneutical connotations arose or to decide which definition is more appropriate. Instead I will provide examples of the varying responses which some of these types of ‘unburied dead’ evoke in living people and how these behaviours transform in the archaeological record. For a start, I would like to reflect upon the relationship between the different meanings and archaeological interpretations.

From the 19th century on, social anthropologists have defined the unburied dead as people who are denied a proper funeral (Tylor 2010 [1871]: 25, Frazer 1886: 64–5, Hertz 1960 [1907], van Gennep 1960 [1909]: 160). Improper or disrespectful treatment can serve as a means to punish or destroy a person, demonstrate religious and political power, or simply to avert the dangerous dead. In this sense, the unburied dead are often deviant social personae, political enemies, and people who have died a bad death. Although they receive ‘non-normative’ treatments, the attitudes towards these types of unburied dead are cross-culturally distinctive. They will leave no uniform archaeological signatures because the fate of their corpses can range from abandonment, burning, and mutilation to deposition of complete and articulated bodies in the ground (e.g. Kroeber 1927: 313).

On the other hand, in archaeology a distinction is drawn between burial and ‘non-burial modes of treatment’ (Schiffer 1987: 81). ‘Buried’ bodies have a good chance of archaeological recovery. Their remains are usually found in graveyards, beneath mounds, or in buildings. ‘Non-burial’, on the other hand, may leave nothing one can easily identify as archaeological funerary remains (Chapman and Randsborg 1981: 12, Schiffer 1987: 85). In an archaeological sense, the corpses of the ‘unburied dead’ have been exposed in trees, on scaffolds, in the water (Fig. 16.1), left to rot, or consumed as part of funerary cannibalism. Some will consist of fragmentary and disarticulated remains; others will leave no trace in the archaeological record.

Unfortunately, quite a few archaeologists consider a ‘burial’ not only as a deposit with human remains in some type of grave (Childe 1945, Parker Pearson 2000: 5), but also as a ‘rite of passage’ (Botscharow 1991: 54), a ‘part of a funeral’ (Morris 1992: 1), and ‘a deeply significant act imbued with meaning’ (Parker Pearson 2000: 5). This conflation of ‘burial’ with ‘funeral’ has fostered ideas that ‘non-burial’, in the sense of not being disposed in the ground, equals ‘non-funerary’ and implies a lack of ‘reverential’ attitudes towards the dead (e.g. Tiesler 2007: 14). A similar line of argument has been chosen by those who request reburial of prehistoric remains from British museums (e.g. Wallis 2000). However, such arguments are totally contradicted by the ethnographic evidence (Metcalf and Huntington 1991: 97, Carr and Knüsel 1997: 167–8, Stodder 2005, Weiss-Krejci 2011a: 75–6).

Yet another meaning of ‘unburied’ is that of ‘exhumed’. Exhumation can happen for many different reasons. In a variety of societies the bodies of the dead are temporarily stored in or above the ground and later unburied for the final funeral rites (Hertz 1960). Although the symbolic meanings underlying these rites differ considerably from one region to another, ethnographers refer to these reburial rites as ‘secondary’ or ‘second burial’, ‘secondary disposal’ and ‘second funeral’ (e.g. Metcalf and Huntington 1991: 85, Parkin 1996: 87–121, Schroeder 2001). If, for some reason, the relatives of a deceased person in these types of societies fail to properly rebury the bones of their dead but leave them in pits in the ground, which implies that their funerals are not complete, paradoxically to an archaeologist they would be ‘burials’, while a social anthropologist may consider them unburied people. As Hutchinson and Aragon (2002: 47) point out, archaeologists run a high risk of entirely misinterpreting these types of burial spaces.
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FIG. 16.1 Canoe burial in mangrove tree; Tarapaina, South Malaita, Solomon Islands

Source: Photo R. A. Lever; courtesy archive R. Mittersakschmöller.

Additionally, there are many examples of bodies and bones that are unburied from their original graves after the final funeral. The reasons range from body snatching, deliberate destruction of revenants, grave robbery, and intentional desecration of tombs during wars, to making room for other bodies, the desire to provide a different and more proper mortuary space, forensic examination, and archaeological investigation (Barber 1988: 6–24, Johnson 1996, Middleton et al. 1998, Weiss-Krejci 2001: 776, 2005: 169, Highet 2005, Williams and Williams 2007). Although reburials which result from these activities are also frequently called ‘secondary burials’ (e.g. Heessels and Venbrux 2009), they do not involve secondary rites and are not part of mourning rituals. Unfortunately, in archaeology it is not always possible to tell one process from another (e.g. Chénier 2009, Kümmel 2009).

In this chapter I will discuss the unburied dead in the following three—by no means exhaustive—senses: ‘people who are denied funerals’, ‘inaccessible corpses’, and ‘dead bodies on display’. The first category deals with ethnographic and historic examples of people who would have been eligible for proper funerary practices based on their age, sex, or social status, but lost their right because of the circumstances of their life or death. The second category relates to persons who would have received a normal funeral had their corpses not been lost. As a result of crime, warfare, and man-made or natural disasters, the recovery of the corpse may not always be possible. When bodies cannot be given proper funerals, the survivors have to find alternative solutions how to mourn and commemorate the dead. The last category includes some cases of body display. Among others, I will reflect upon relics and archaeological collections.

THE CONSEQUENCES OF PROPER AND IMPROPER RITES OF PASSAGE
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To better understand the unburied dead from all three perspectives, it is necessary to first consider the implications of funeral propriety. The fate of the deceased and the emotion of the survivors often depend on how the funerary rites are performed. The funerary period, following van Gennep’s (1960: 146–65) definition, is the period of mourning characterized by a variety of rites of passage. Survivors enter through rites of separation, carry out various rites of transition, and emerge from it through rites of reintegration, which lift the mourning. These rites are usually accompanied by manipulations of the dead body, including its treatment and temporary and final deposition. The mourning period is a time of transition in which the corpse, the soul of the dead, the bereaved, and the community of the living pass from one stage to another (Hertz 1960). Under certain conditions, the transitional period of the living is a counterpart of the deceased (van Gennep 1960: 147). Hertz (1960) sees a close connection between dry bones, ideas concerning the soul entering the community of the dead, and the end of the mourning. However, there are many examples of societies where the final deposition of a dead person does not take place at the end of the mourning period but at an earlier or at a later point in time. Neither is there necessarily a direct connection between final disposal and the alleged final destination of the deceased’s soul (e.g. Watson 1988: 204, Parkin 1996: 107–13, Weiss-Krejci 2011a: 75). Therefore it is important to consider treatment of the corpse, mourning rituals, disposal, and grave rites as well as ideas concerning the afterlife separately from each other.

During the mourning period, the survivors, depending on their relationship with the deceased, constitute a separate group upon which prohibitions and obligations are imposed (Durkheim 2001 [1912]: 297, Malinowski 1926: 48, Gluckmann 1937: 122). Their felt emotions—some consider them of natural origin; others as social constructions (Rosaldo 1984, Spiro 1984, Houston et al. 2006: 181–3)—do not necessarily correspond to the patterns of behaviour exhibited in mourning rituals (Leach 1958: 152, Geertz 1960: 72, Danforth 1982: 72, Metcalf and Huntington 1991: 43–61, Durkheim 2001: 29, Clark-Decès 2005: 1–3). Mourning is characterized by various public symbolic gestures (Leach 1958), whereas grief (Bowlby 1980) is more personal. The survivors of an executed murderer, for example, will probably feel the pain inflicted by the loss. But there will be no public mourning and probably no true loss felt by others. Additionally, mourning rites are no guarantee that grief can be overcome. Sometimes people fail in their efforts to deal with disturbing events (Hollan 1995: 434), as I will later show using the example of an Austrian mine disaster.

If the funerary rites are not completed, not performed well or not performed at all, in many societies throughout the world beliefs exist that the dead may haunt the living and turn into malignant spirits (e.g.; Frazer 1886: 64, Arnett 1904: 144, Roscoe 1911: 290, van Gennep 1960: 160–1, Hertz 1960, Goody 1962: 62, Watson 1988: 204, Garland 1998: 115, Zur 1998: 210, Jacobi 2003: 97–8, Hope 2007: 239, Tylor 2010). Anthropologists of the 19th century attributed these anxieties directly to the instinctive fear of the rotting corpse, whereas their successors have rendered the relationship between these emotions more complex and culture-specific (see Goody 1962: 21–5).

In ancient Greece, for example, it was the primary obligation of the survivors to perform the funeral rites as expediently and efficiently as possible. Not only was it the greatest shame to leave a corpse untreated and unburied, but it also put both the deceased and the living at considerable risk. It was believed that the souls of the unburied dead were not admitted to Hades but had to wander up and down the banks of the River Styx (Tarbell 1884: 37, Tylor 2010: 25). In the Iliad (XXIII, 71–6), when Patroklos’ corpse lies unburied, his ghost appears to the sleeping Achilles and urges that he cremate him as soon as possible so that he can enter Hades. Inadequacies of funeral rites also drive Achilles’ ghost out of the grave. When the Greeks prepare to leave Troy, the ghost of Achilles appears and restrains the troops, because they are departing without leaving offerings on his tomb. Achilles demands the sacrifice of Priam’s daughter Polyxena. Only after the Greeks cut her throat over his tomb is the ghost appeased (Felton 1999: 10, Tuczay 2004: 101). Both Patroklos and Achilles originally are not afforded proper funerary treatment because of the specific circumstances under which they had died. The reasons why some people are denied proper funeral rites and how they are treated will be subject of the following section.

CATEGORIES OF UNBURIED DEAD
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People who are Denied Funerals

The fate of being denied a funeral frequently befalls specific types of people, such as those who die by violence or accident, and the ‘wicked’ (Tylor 2010: 25), women who die in childbirth, people killed by drowning or lightning, suicides (Hertz 1960), those bereft of family, people who die on a journey or through the violation of a taboo (van Gennep 1960: 161), those who die from special diseases, as well as the very young and very old (Ucko 1969: 271, Durkheim 2001: 56). There are numerous ethnographic examples from all over the world of how these people are treated (burned, mutilated, fed to animals, discarded, buried in the ground, etc.) and where they are deposited (in the water, at a crossroads, etc.). In the archaeological literature some of these treatments are referred to as deviant, abnormal, unusual, non-normative, or ‘special’ (Shay 1985: 227, Veit 1996: 17–36, Aspöck 2008, Taylor 2008, Tsaliki 2008). However, which kinds of treatment of the corpse and which places of deposition carry negative connotations and are chosen for those who are not afforded proper funerary rites differs from one society to another. In Binford’s (1971: 16) words, mortuary symbols ‘may vary independently of their referents and vice versa.’ That the same set of symbols may be employed differently was already noted by Kroeber (1927). Using ethnographic data from Africa, compiled by German culture area diffusionist Küsters (1919–20, 1921–2), he concludes:

Thus, river burial is sometimes reserved for chiefs, sometimes for the drowned, sometimes is the normal practice of a group. Tree and platform burial is in certain populations restricted respectively to musicians, magicians, the bewitched, the lightning struck, criminals, and kings; cremation is generally reserved for criminals, but also occurs as the usual practice; exposure is variously in usage, according to tribe, for the corpses of criminals, slaves, children, the common people, the entire population. (Kroeber 1927: 313)

Also within one and the same social group what is normal and what is not is far from clear-cut (Aspöck 2009: 56–7). No society is characterized by one way of dealing with the corpse, but will usually show a variety of treatments and deposition modes and spaces depending on factors such as age, gender, wealth, social status, occupation, ideology, and cause and place of death (Goody 1959: 135, Ucko 1969: 270, Saxe 1970, Binford 1971, Weiss-Krejci 2005: 170). For example, people belonging to different age categories are treated differentially in a large number of societies (Goody 1959: 136, van Gennep 1960: 153, Donnelly and Murphy 2008, Weiss-Krejci 2008: 183–5, Aspöck 2009: 84). In particular, the very young, newly and prematurely born are often discarded without ceremony. Ucko (1969: 271) gives the example of the Nandi of Kenya, who normally put the bodies of the dead out for the hyenas to eat. The hyena is the vehicle by which the spirit leaves the earth. But very old people, who have lost their teeth and the very young who die before receiving first teeth, are buried in the ground from where they can go straight to spirit-land without the help of the hyenas (Huntingford 1953: 138). Among the Nandi, exposing and burying in the ground are opposite treatments, but both are applied in a positive way. Exposure is not an expression of negative sentiments.

One of the most common reasons for refusal of regular funeral rites is bad death. Which types of death are considered as ‘good’ or ‘bad’, and which ones as natural or unnatural, varies from one society to the other (Kluckhohn 1948, Brugge 1978: 311, Humphreys 1981: 261–3, Bloch and Parry 1982: 15–18, Cátedra 1992, Bradbury 1999). Hertz (1960) thinks that the way in which some individuals are torn from this world separates them forever from their relatives. The reason for differential treatment of these kinds of people is not the result of a lack, but of the intensity and suddenness, of emotions. There is no point in waiting for a certain period to allow the deceased to be reunited with the other dead, because their death is eternal. According to Bloch and Parry (1982: 15), to whom funerary rituals in many societies are acts of rebirth and regeneration, bad deaths are those where there is an absence of social control and which do not result in regeneration.

Considering the kinds of death and the treatments in the context of the normal funerary practices of each society, it becomes apparent that certain deaths are regarded as a direct intervention of the supernatural and therefore the dead are treated differently or with special precaution (Middleton 1960: 202, Parry 1982: 87–101, Aspöck 2009: 88). They are not fit for proper rites of passage. Among the Ibo of Nigeria, there is no lamentation for suicides. Poor people are hired to carry the body away and no one follows (Thomas 1917: 166; see also Hope 2007: 80 on ancient Rome). Among the Vaqueiros of Asturias, suicide is frequent and, although not considered a sin or crime, in the past suicides were not deposited in sacred ground (Cátedra 1992: 228). Among the Navajo there existed a taboo against touching anybody whose body had been struck by lightning, or who had been killed by a tornado or drowned (Ward 1980: 8, Jacobi 2003: 98).

Throughout history, denial of proper funerary treatment has also been used as a postmortem punishment for those who have done wrong. One of the oldest stories is that of Polyneices, the son of Oedipus, who died during his attack on Thebes. King Creon forbids the removal of his corpse. However, Polyneices’ sister Antigone defies Creon’s decision and recovers the body of her dead brother and buries him as required (Sophocles 2001). In England, from the 7th century onwards, execution cemeteries began to appear. These were usually located away from normal cemeteries. The cemetery of Walkington Wold, which dates to the mid to late Anglo-Saxon Period, contained decapitated people with variant body orientations and positions (Buckberry 2008); another execution cemetery is the medieval graveyard St Margaret in Combusto in Norwich, where the hanged were thrown in fully clothed (Daniell 1997: 149). In late medieval England, criminals were also hung up and left to rot with the heads stuck up on poles (Daniell 1997: 120). From the 16th century onwards, the bodies of executed criminals were turned over to anatomists for dissection (Richardson 1987: 32, Delaney 1988: 75, Crossland 2009: 105).

Not only serious crimes but also lesser evils sometimes see post-mortem punishment. European folktales abound with stories about people who are guilty of some wrong behaviour and therefore refused deposition in a proper space. In a French folk tale a young man sees an unburied body on a dung heap. He is told that the man had owed money when he died. The young man decides to pay the debts so that the corpse can be buried. The moral of this story is about fulfilling the duty to bury a corpse in the graveyard, but it also shows that not paying debts was a sin, punished with refusal of proper burial (Galley 2005: 105).

Not just punishing the person, but weakening or destroying a person’s soul, can be a reason for improper treatment of the corpse (Durkheim 2001: 49). In ancient Greece it was believed that cutting the extremities from the corpse could prevent the vengeance of a murder victim on its murderer. Clytemnestra mutilates Agamemnon after killing him (Tuczay 2004: 101). In medieval and pre-modern Europe witches and heretics were burned at the stake. People believed that this would inhibit the chance of resurrection (Finucane 1981: 7–58, Davies 2005: 191). In the past the Andaman islanders cut their killed enemies into pieces and burnt them. The goal was to get rid of their blood and fat so they could ascend to the sky and were no longer a danger to those who had killed them (Radcliffe-Brown 1922: 166). Among Native Americans of the southeast, the corpses of those who were potentially malevolent after death were dismembered and displayed (Jacobi 2003: 103).

Apart from damaging the body and the soul, improper treatment of enemies has various other effects. Where there is pride and honour, there will be their opposites, shame and humiliation (Houston et al. 2006: 203). Taking and displaying human trophies can be a way to punish the recipient and demonstrate power over an enemy (Jacobi 2003: 103). In the Iliad Achilles drags Hector’s corpse around the walls of Troy. After the downing of a US helicopter in Mogadishu in 1993, Somalis dragged the dead American soldiers through the street and paraded them with their dismembered body parts (Gray 2003: 218).

Dead people are also denied a final funeral for economic purposes. In southern China, it is customary to wait a while for the final deposition of the corpse. The dead are usually buried in a temporary grave. After several years, the bones are exhumed, cleaned, and put into a large urn. Years later, the bones may be buried in a permanent tomb (Watson 1988: 208). In Taiwan, some families store the urn at some secluded location and prefer to delay the final deposition. The reasons for the delay are manifold: some lack the money to build a respectable new grave; others wait until a geomantically perfect site can be located. One family left the urn unburied on a spot rumoured to have been marked for development because they would receive handsome compensation for the removal of the urn (Tsu 2000: 20).

Quite often those who have been denied proper funerals are given their proper rites at a much later point in time, as Frazer’s example of a Chinese superstition illustrates:

The Chinese are convinced that when human bodies remain unburied, the souls of their late owners feel the discomfort of rain, just as living man would do if they were exposed without shelter to the inclemency of the weather. These wretched souls, therefore, do all in their power to prevent the rain from falling, and often their efforts are only too successful… Hence it has been a common practice of the Chinese authorities in time of drought to inter the dry bones of the unburied dead… (Frazer 1963 [1922]: 82–3)

When the unburied dead, who were denied proper funerals, go through a process of exhumation, they become ‘unburied’ in a double sense. Some of these reburials should not be confused with ‘secondary burials’ in Hertzian sense because they are not embedded in a tradition of secondary rituals. This especially applies to political victims who are killed, their corpses maltreated and hidden, but later discovered and exhumed. The list of political unburied dead lasts long. On it we find Imre Nagy, the hero of the 1956 Hungarian revolution, who was reburied on 16 June 1989; Che Guevara and his companions, reburied in Cuba in October 1997; the Romanovs, reburied in St Petersburg 17 July 1998; hundreds of 1995 massacre victims, reburied in Srebrenica on 11 July 2005; Khmer Rouge victims of Cambodia; massacre victims of Guatemala; and the desaparecidos of Argentina. In some instances exhumation and forensic examination provide consolation and relief to the survivors because the truth about the victims’ deaths is revealed. Through reburial the dead bodies are relocated to proper spaces. Yet, reburial can also be exclusively politically motivated since it rewrites the history of relations between political and ethnic groups (Zur 1998, Verdery 1999, Robben 2000, Ballinger 2002, Dosal 2004, Weiss-Krejci 2011b).

From the perspective of the killers, mutilating corpses and making them disappear not only conceals death. In specific circumstances, disappearance can be a strategy, because the absence of a corpse can have a strong psychological effect on the survivors, as I will show in the next section.

Inaccessible Corpses

Corpse loss as a result of terror, warfare (Fig. 16.2) and accidents was probably as common in prehistoric and early historic times as it is today (e.g. corpse loss at sea; see Pollard 1999). Yet we cannot be certain how people of a prehistoric past reacted to the absence of corpses. As ethnographic examples show, not every society considers the corpse equally important to the mourning process (e.g. Woodburn 1982). Negative emotional responses to the absence of corpses are not universal. In addition, the reasons for corpse loss come into play. Many societies consider death in battle positively (e.g. Straus 1978). So even if the practices that relate to emotional group values leave traces in the archaeological record, we may not be able to recognize them. Examples from the modern world show how variably groups can compensate for missing corpses. In England, following World War I, memorials and days of remembrance were established to commemorate the missing dead (Tarlow 1999: 153–9). Japanese World War II Kamikaze pilots would cut their hair and finger nails before going into battle. These were sent home to their families after their death because there would not be a body to cremate in a funeral service (Hill 2006: 31). In Angola, in times of war, it is believed that when a corpse is missing, the spirits of the dead will come with the wind to join their kin for the funeral ceremony (Honwana 2006: 236).

In societies where it is considered important to have a corpse in order to hold a funeral, missing corpses may deprive survivors of rituals which help them through the mourning process. Relatives are forever left with nagging questions and uncertainties regarding the final fate of the deceased. Some may even contemplate a person’s survival unless a dead body turns up.
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FIG. 16.2 Capture of Tunis, AD 1535

Notes: After the capture of Tunis in AD 1535 by Christian troops, the corpses of the fallen Turks were left to rot on the battlefield and in the water. Not shown in this image but also part of the same tapestry is a depiction of a priest holding a funeral for a dead Christian warrior on the beach. The shrouded corpse is disposed in an earth grave.

Source: ‘The Conquest of Tunis, tapestry 12, Departure from La Goletta’ (detail), W. Pannemaker, based on a cartoon by J. C. Vermeyen; Palace of Charles V, Alcázar, Seville, Spain. Photo E. Weiss-Krejci.

The deaths of abducted persons in Argentina during the rule of the military regime were not publicly acknowledged. If assassinated, the victims were either cremated or interred secretly as unidentified bodies in municipal cemeteries, abandoned at roadsides, thrown in rivers, or flung from planes at sea (Robben 2000, 2004: 7). Without bodies to mourn, dead to commemorate, or epitaphs to read, there was no possibility of reconciling oneself with the death of a relative. It also decreased the probability of creating political martyrs. After the fall of the regime, many of the disappeared were exhumed, identified, and reburied. Robben (2000) observes that the Argentine military had underestimated the political and emotional force of people’s desire to bury and mourn the dead. Through their violent death and subsequent exhumation and reburial, these political martyrs had a continuing impact on Argentine politics.

The absence of corpses had a similar effect during the times of La Violencia, the genocide among inhabitants of the highlands of Guatemala, because it was difficult for the relatives to bring out emotions without a corpse. Women report that they felt dirty, as if embodying the pollution of the bodies of the dead (Zur 1998: 290). To have the bodies later reburied in the cemetery meant that the spirits had a chance to make the journey to the world of the dead and allowed the relatives to visit the graves on the Day of the Dead (Zur 1998: 204, 284). However, not all bodies were discovered and reburied. The survivors of those whose corpses could not be recovered were even worse off, feeling a growing anxiety about their relatives’ fate (Zur 1998: 293). This is in line with Brison’s (1995: 474–5) observation that the very same beliefs that under normal conditions give consolation and help people surmount suffering, can inhibit complete psychological—and social—recovery. The Merina of Madagascar’s worst nightmare, according to Bloch and Parry (1982), is that one’s body will be lost. A lost body cannot enter into the communal tomb during the reburial ceremony, the famadihana. ‘Without this reburial not only is a potential source of regeneration lost to the group, but the death of the individual is truly terminal’ (Bloch and Parry 1982: 15).

Declarations of death and the knowledge about the approximate whereabouts of the dead are not always sufficient substitutes for corpses. I will use the example of a mine disaster. These types of accidents are man-made, strike without any warning, and usually affect an entire community with stable ties (Couto 1989: 310).

On 17 July 1998, water started to leak into the talc mine of Lassing, Austria. Following the collapse of a tunnel, one miner was trapped in the lunch room 60 metres below ground. A squad of nine miners and one geologist was sent into the mine to help in the rescue, but was also trapped after a massive mud collapse. After nine days of intense search, the first miner, who had been trapped on the morning of 17 July, was found alive. The fate of the other ten men remained unclear and the search for them was halted on 14 August. Once survival was no longer a possibility, the relatives wanted two things: recovery of the bodies and an explanation for the event (Blatt 2001–2: 39). Since neither was delivered to their satisfaction, their anger started to build and serious accusations were levelled at the Mining Company, including an underlying sentiment that illegal mining activities had been the reason for the collapse. Following the official statement two years after the accident that recovery of the dead bodies was not possible, the large crater which had opened during the collapse was filled in and a memorial was erected on top (Fig. 16.3).
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FIG. 16.3 Ten empty graves for ten miners ‘buried’ alive during 1998 Lassing mine collapse, Styria, Austria

Source: Memorial of the Lassing mine disaster, Styria, Austria. Photo E. Weiss-Krejci.

The location and form of the monument is an attempt to comply with the emotional and ritual requirements of the survivors. Ten individual grave slabs, which are arranged in a circle, bear the names of the ten victims. Although devoid of bodies, these individualized graves provide a chance for the relatives to carry out specific ritual actions and follow Roman Catholic mortuary customs, such as bringing fresh flowers, lighting candles, and visiting the grave on All Souls’ Day. Following Williams (2006: 10) on the agency of objects, one could argue that the physical absence of the bodies has influenced the way in which the mourners interact with the dead. Had the dead miners been recovered, the corpses would have been laid to rest in the local graveyard.

Like other disaster monuments, the Lassing monument is more than just mnemonic. It marks the space of the disaster and indicates that the dead are present in some regard. Yet, the attempt to facilitate mourning and remembrance of the tragic event by means of a monument was not successful. In Austria a proper funeral requires disposal of a corpse. Despite being ‘buried’ by the collapsed debris, the erection of a memorial, and commemorative ceremonies held for them, the Lassing mine disaster victims remain unburied dead. The lack of bodies, in combination with the unanswered questions concerning the last hours in the victims’ lives, has inhibited the completion of the survivors’ grief work. In a public statement issued in 2008 on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the disaster (Die Presse 2008), the victims’ relatives plead with the public to leave them alone because to talk about the incident would renew the pain and cause emotional stress. In an interview with an Austrian magazine, the mother of one of the victims admits that she is still tormented by not knowing where, how, and with whom her son rests (N.N. 2008).

The problem of the missing dead has also been recognized by the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO). Their guidelines stress the necessity to recover corpses after disasters.

Disaster victims should be treated as persons, not bodies, because the inability to perform rituals would condemn the family to a second death (Eyre 2006: 446).

That memorials are often inadequate substitutes for graves is also shown by Walls and Williams (2010) in their analysis of Torcross Tank Memorial in Devon. The monument was erected by a local man in order to commemorate US-American soldiers who had died in battle training ahead of D-Day. During ‘Exercise Tiger’ German torpedo boats sank two American landing boat tanks and damaged another. The attack resulted in the loss of over 700 lives (Walls and Williams 2010: 52). Although the tank, which was raised from the seabed in 1984, commemorates the collective ‘body’ of the dead, the interest of the media and the public centred on the whereabouts of the physical bodies (Walls and Williams 2010: 60).

The obsession with missing corpses directly leads us to the changing perceptions of the relationship between personhood and the corpse. Not only are late-modern and postmodern wars increasingly characterized by ‘an absolute mania’ (Gray 2003: 218) to retrieve the dead and bury their corpses, but throughout the western world today one can observe a growing concern with all kinds of ‘unburied’ human dead. The dissemination of US-American attitudes towards the dead body is slowly creating a new ideology in which proper burial is equated with permanent and individualized disposal in the ground. Thus, exhumation and collective reburial due to the clearing of grave lots (e.g. Heessels and Venbrux 2009), the retention of dead bodies for the purpose of scientific investigation, and the display of the dead during exhibitions are increasingly encountering criticism from the public.

Dead Bodies on Display

The relationship between the person and the corpse is one of the many issues raised by the discourse revolving around the plastinated bodies in the exhibition ‘Body Worlds’. This exhibit is regarded ‘as a fantastic success’ by some and ‘a moral scandal’ by others (Hirschauer 2006: 26). What causes uneasiness among the spectators is probably a combination of elements such as the way in which these bodies are displayed, their commodification, their depersonalization, and the fact that they have not been ‘properly’ buried in the ground.

Not only the recently deceased but also much older human bodies have become the subject of a polarized public discourse. While in North America museum collections with human remains have been at the centre of debates over repatriation for decades (Colwell-Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 2006), the keeping of anatomical collections as well as display of prehistoric skeletons in Europe has also come under scrutiny (see Sellevold 2002, James 2008, Moshenska 2009, Sayer 2009). One argument, raised in connection with the exhibition of human remains, is that their display is disrespectful and unethical (CoBDO 2008: 2).

It is not my intention here to build a case against repatriation of museum specimens to their legal owners. I would like to demonstrate that the display of dead bodies is neither restricted to modern society nor necessarily a sign of disrespectful treatment of the dead. The difference between what is disrespectful and what is honourable sometimes merely lies in the underlying intentions and strongly depends on the context. In modern times, the corpses of famous individuals such as Lenin, Mao Tse-tung, or Eva Peron were embalmed in order to be viewed and venerated by the living shortly after death. These dead bodies strengthened the legitimacies of the ruling parties (Tumarkin 1983, Robben 2000: 100–2).

These relic bodies were never physically removed from the world of the living. In no way was the display of these dead meant to be disrespectful.

The mummified Inca kings, according to historic sources, were also brought into the public domain in order to play active political roles. They carried on daily domestic lives in their Cuzco palaces, attended state ceremonies, spoke, ate, drank, and asked questions. The dead bodies continued to own private property and the estate which they had possessed in life (Brundage 1963: 179, McEwan 2006: 140–1). Headrick (1999) argues that mummies also fulfilled a specific purpose in ancient Mexico. Teotihuacan’s Street of the Dead was probably lined with unburied mortuary bundles, which played a prominent role in the politics of competing lineages. The bundles were placed in accessible locations, where their presence was tangible and they were capable of oracular speech to advise the living.

Throughout history, people have displayed the dead bodies not only of those they have personally known, but also from a more distant past. Let’s take the example of Christian relics. Apart from the belief that relics hold apotropaic and healing powers, among people of Catholic faith the display of relics promotes intense emotional experiences. The material remains of saints and martyrs can serve as a source of inspiration and consolation. While most of the early Christian reliquaries obliterated a view of the bones, in the early 14th century mass displays on Gothic shelves and altars of bones—sorted by type, for example, by postcranial bones and skulls—became common (Legner 2003: 72–6). Between the 14th and the early 16th centuries, in central Europe periodic celebratory exhibitions of entire relic collections for pilgrims became customary. Books with printed woodcuts were published and served as catalogues for pilgrims, who used these exhibitions to reduce their time in purgatory by buying indulgences (Angenendt 2002: 34). The public display of containers holding relics as well as relic skulls, so-called ‘holy heads’, was brought to an end in the first part of the 16th century as a result of the Reformation.
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FIG. 16.4 Roman citizen and presumed martyr Saint Coelestina

Notes: Exhumed and transferred from the Roman catacombs to southern Germany in the 18th century.

Source: Altötting, Bavaria, Germany. Photo E. Weiss-Krejci.

The Counter-Reformation (AD 1560 to 1648) saw the revival of the relic cult and the display of human remains started to play an even stronger role. During this period, new types of relic bodies emerged in the Catholic areas north of the Alps. The bones derived from the Roman Catacombs, which were ransacked for the remains of potential Christian martyrs (Johnson 1996, MacCulloch 2003: 401–4). These ‘holy bodies’—endowed with fictive names and identities—were presented as complete skeletons and did not exist in more than one place at a time (Fig. 16.4). They were dressed in padded robes, adorned with pearls and beads by women from convents, and mounted in glass display cases in reclining, seated, and standing positions. The very concrete material remains of the Catacomb saints had a strong mnemonic character. Not only did they serve as memento mori, reminding people of their inevitable death, but they also made people think of the early days in which Christians had been persecuted and killed for their religious beliefs. The Catacomb saints helped to reforge communities and encouraged pilgrimage (Johnson 1996). Their public display supported the Catholic Church in its claim to represent the true religion.

FINAL REMARKS
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The unburied dead is an inexhaustible topic. There are many more categories, which would have merited consideration: sacrificial victims, cryonic suspension, or the manufacture of human corpses into artefacts. In this chapter I could only deal with a few aspects. I have discussed the treatment of individuals who die bad deaths, who receive post-mortem punishment because of some wrongdoing, and who are considered dangerous in a spiritual or political way. I have also addressed ‘unburial’ and reburial of persons who never received a proper funeral in the first place. I have shown how, under certain circumstances, corpse loss can inhibit successful working through of grief. Finally, I addressed various ways in which the dead have been exhibited and used to legitimize religious and political authority.

As I have mentioned before, the detection of any type of unburied dead in the archaeological record will not be easy. So how can prehistorians utilize these insights to discern the nature of the archaeological evidence? In order to identify those who were not treated according to the norm it is necessary to determine the range of mortuary representations in any group under investigation (e.g. Weiss-Krejci 2008: 171–3). This can only be achieved through careful reflection upon the data’s representativeness and an awareness that most likely the mortuary record will consists of a mixture of funeral, extrafuneral, and postfuneral deposits (Weiss-Krejci 2011a). Clearly, in some areas this task will be easier than in others, but, no matter which time period and region, in order to succeed we need to distance ourselves from our own cultural standards. The meaning of the mortuary record, including human remains and monuments, entirely depends on the nature of the society that produced it and its ideas relating to the body, to death, and to proper deposition. As I mentioned in the first part of this chapter, in societies that practise second depositions as part of funeral rituals a complete corpse in a grave can be evidence of an incomplete funeral. On the other hand, fragmentary and disarticulated remains may be evidence that the funeral has been completed.

To write about the unburied dead is of course also a welcome opportunity to contribute some thoughts to the reburial issue concerning European prehistoric collections. Archaeology itself can be considered a kind of post-funeral mortuary practice, which contributes to the creation of new environments in which to engage with the dead (Williams and Williams 2007). In pre-modern Europe, post-funeral exhumation was never considered illegal or unethical. At no time were there prohibitions against moving remains (McGuire 1994: 175). The bones of aristocrats and the wealthy were frequently relocated from one tomb to another (Weiss-Krejci 2001, 2005) and for centuries the bones of those belonging to the poorer strata of society were disinterred from overcrowded graveyards and re-deposited in charnel houses (Daniell 1997: 123). This was not a desecration or sign of disrespect, but followed practical reasons. In many parts of modern Europe it is still customary to exhume the bones and even demolish the grave monument after the grave licence has expired (e.g. Heessels and Venbrux 2009). Seen from this point of view, there are ‘worse’ fates for dead bodies than ending up on a museum shelf or in a glass vitrine.

As in the Middle Ages (Brown 1981: 24), present-day groups often use expressions of loyalty to the memory or to the tombs of the dead as a lever to legitimate religious identity and political power (Flynn and Laderman 1994: 67). In light of the intercultural variability in conceptions of proper and improper treatment and disposal, it is probably an illusion to think that we can ever truly understand how people of a very distant past felt about their dead and what they would have considered improper. The sanctity of human remains is always a matter of renegotiation by the living.
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UPPER PALAEOLITHIC MORTUARY PRACTICES IN EURASIA

A Critical Look at the Burial Record
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JULIEN RIEL-SALVATORE ANE CLAUDINE GRAVEL-MIGUEL

INTRODUCTION
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Prehistoric burials excite the imagination of both lay and scholarly audiences. As culturally structured capstone events in the lives of people in the past, they offer a tantalizing if obstructed window into the psyche of our Palaeolithic forebears, and they resonate with human life histories even today. While Middle Palaeolithic interments are known, it is often said that burials only became a ubiquitous feature of human behaviour during the Upper Palaeolithic, when they became more numerous, elaborate, and widely distributed. Here, we present a detailed overview of the variability in Upper Palaeolithic burial among other mortuary practices. We conclude that the mainstream view is oversimplistic because it presents unusually lavish inhumations as the norm for the Upper Palaeolithic. We synthesize the available evidence for Upper Palaeolithic burial practices, and highlight tentative regional patterns of dis/continuity in mortuary practices.

Such a review is timely: recent discoveries have considerably expanded the corpus of known Upper Palaeolithic burials, which has broadened the range of behaviours associated with the disposal of the dead at that time. This new information articulates with a large body of evidence of uneven quality in their reporting accumulated over more than a century. Incorporating this new evidence helps provide an up-to-date register of known Upper Palaeolithic burials and permits a shift away from the interpretive weight given to poorly documented finds. Doing so also helps determine how well these new data agree with the trends in Upper Palaeolithic mortuary practices highlighted in earlier studies.

We begin by presenting a short overview of previous research on Upper Palaeolithic burials, and follow this with a detailed review of the available evidence to highlight trends in the record. We close with a discussion of the broader implications of our findings for the study of Upper Palaeolithic interments as a whole.

REVIEW OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH

[image: image]

Discussions of Upper Palaeolithic (UP) interments have often looked at them mainly in contrast with Middle Palaeolithic ones (e.g. Binford 1968, Harrold 1980, Riel-Salvatore and Clark 2001, Zilhão 2005). This means that Upper Palaeolithic mortuary behaviour has rarely been considered on its own, if we exclude general reviews that have described burials without really putting them in context (e.g. May 1986, Binant 1991). The few studies that have looked only at Upper Palaeolithic burials have tended to focus on patterns at a regional level (Palma di Cesnola 1993, 2006, Giacobini 2006b, 2007, Trinkaus and Svoboda 2006). This body of research nonetheless provides a number of test hypotheses that can be evaluated using a database that comprises several newly reported Upper Palaeolithic burials.

Harrold (1980) observed that, in the UP, males were more frequently buried than females, but that there was little difference in how they were buried. He documented a wide range of body positions and of burial goods, as well as the fact that multiple burials appear to have been relatively common (cf. Formicola 2007). These trends are also visible in the Italian Gravettian (Mussi 1986), though, in this region, women and children were more frequently interred during the later phases of the Epigravettian, when burial goods in general also became scarcer and less elaborate. The Italian data underscore that UP burials were highly clustered in time and space, being constrained to narrow time spans (e.g. the Gravettian) and regions (e.g. Liguria). The patchiness of the UP funerary record is also supported by the Central European evidence, which is largely restricted to the Pavlovian, a local variant of the Gravettian (Trinkaus and Svoboda 2006).

Building on this recognition, however, Giacobini (2007: 19–20) recently remarked that while ‘the observed variability of burial forms during the Upper Paleolithic remains very great, and each case reveals its own particular characteristics… to bury a deceased individual at that time still represented an exceptional event, and was probably limited to those who held a special position within their group’ and that the specific features and history of individual interments mean that ‘each burial appears unique and tells a different story.’ This perspective rightly emphasizes that there are fewer than five preserved UP burials per millennium in Eurasia. It also recognizes that the rarity of burials is likely to reflect at least in part some socially meaningful decisions by UP foragers.

A more burial-specific perspective also underpins much recent work on UP burials, which focuses on individual burials and/or sites (e.g. Pettitt et al. 2003; Formicola et al. 2004, 2005; Oliva 2000; Svoboda 2008). That said, the fact that burials are clustered in space and time is likely to reflect important dimensions of UP funerary behaviour (Giacobini 2006b, 2007). This means that particularistic studies are problematic since it remains unclear whether the burials they describe are representative of UP burials as a whole. For instance, the lavish Sungir burials give a very different image of what UP burial practices were like than do the rather plain ones from Baousso da Torre, yet the former dominate perceptions of UP burials. This is evident in sweeping statements that ‘the Upper Paleolithic evidence reveals differences that obviate the need for a comparison between the two [Middle and Upper Paleolithic interments]’ (Gargett 1999: 30), or that ‘Upper Paleolithic burials were not only deliberate, they were also accompanied by sophisticated material and culturally important remains’ (Sayer 2009: 122).

In sum, earlier work on UP burials reveals some tensions between generalist and particularistic approaches to interments. One of the principal unresolved debates centres on whether generalized dimensions of UP culture and behaviour can legitimately be inferred from their mortuary record, or whether burials are best considered as anecdotal evidence about social norms among groups tightly bound in space and time. Our view is that there is something to be gleaned from integrating the results of both scales of analysis, provided that research questions are framed properly.

SAMPLE SELECTION
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As discussed above, sample selection in any study of Palaeolithic interments can condition its ultimate outcome, so we explicitly indicate the criteria used to include burials in our sample.

1. Coverage: Temporally, we limit ourselves to the interval 45–10,000 BP, which is generally agreed to correspond to the Upper Palaeolithic sensu stricto. Geographically, we restrict our coverage to Eurasia, excluding southeast and southwest Asia. The latter region has a well-defined Upper Palaeolithic sequence, but the absence of Early Upper Palaeolithic (EUP) interments there might skew the pattern, as might its rich record of Late Upper Palaeolithic (LUP) interments, often associated with evidence of pronounced subsistence intensification (cf. Maher et al. 2011). These factors lead us to exclude the region for the purposes of this analysis.

2. Context: We only include burials that have yielded a fairly complete set of diagnostic human remains in general anatomical connection suggestive of primary contexts in deposits clearly associated with Upper Palaeolithic industries. This means that we disregard the Aurignacian ‘pseudomorphs’ from Cueva Morìn (Freeman and Gonzalez Echegaray 1970) and the Final Pleistocene grave from Ushki 6 (Dikov 1968), since neither of these cases has yielded undisputable skeletal evidence. This also means that we exclude isolated well-preserved human remains and concentration of bones that could represent secondary burials or fortuitous associations of human remains with elements often associated with burial. This includes the remains from St-Césaire (Vandermeersch 1993) and Le Marronnier (Onoratini and Combier 1995; cf. Henry-Gambier 2008). Excluding the St-Césaire remains (also because of its problematic attribution to the Upper Palaeolithic (Bar-Yosef and Bordes 2010)) also allows us to focus only on Homo sapiens, in spite of evidence that Neanderthals inhabited parts of Eurasia until about 28,000 BP (Finlayson et al. 2006).

3. Burials: We consider only interments. There is good evidence that the range of UP mortuary practices was much broader and likely also included secondary interments, relic use, ritual defleshing and/or cannibalism, and the refashioning of body parts into ornaments or vessels (Orschiedt 2002, Martini 2007, Pettitt 2010, Le Mort and Gambier 1991, Gambier and Le Mort 1996, Henry-Gambier and White 2006, White 2007). Our focus on burials is based largely on the fact that they remain the most abundant class of evidence about UP mortuary practices. Because burials are often associated with archaeological material, they also provide a window into correlations between these two facets of the palaeoanthropological record. Focusing on the materiality of the body and its context allows us to glean insights into the social norms guiding the use of interments as one way to dispose of the dead (Nilsson Stutz 2008).

These criteria led to the identification of a total of 109 burials comprising 151 individuals, which indicates a fairly high incidence of multiple interments. However, only 85 of those burials were retained as truly credible, dropping our sample to 117 individuals (Table 17.1). Given the prevailing idea that Gravettian burials somehow differ qualitatively from more recent ones, we also divided our sample into an ‘early’ (30–20 ky BP) subset of 35 burials and a ‘late’ (20–10 ky BP) subset of 50 burials (Tables 17.1 and 17.2). These numbers of burials translate into 61 individuals for the Early sample and 56 individuals for the Late sample. This indicates that burials containing more than one individual were notably more common in the Early sample.

ANALYSIS
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General observations

Geographically, the distribution of our Early and Late samples shows that the latitudinal distribution of burials is comparable across the two samples. In contrast, the longitudinal distribution of Early burials is much greater, extending west-east from Portugal (Lagar Velho) to Siberia (Mal’ta), whereas the Late sample is restricted to France, Germany, and Italy. Figure 17.1 also highlights that only southwest France and the Italian regions of Liguria and Puglia have yielded burials attributed to the two periods. Since most of Italy has yielded Late but not Early burials, this pattern is unlikely simply to be an artefact of regional research histories, a point reinforced by the fact that countries with rich histories of research (e.g. Spain) have yielded no UP burials despite having a rich Mesolithic burial record (Arias et al. 2009).

Figure 17.1 therefore suggests that there was a dramatic contraction of the area in which burial was practised after the end of the Gravettian. The Late sample also becomes considerably denser over the more limited area over which it is distributed, with areas of Western Europe devoid of Early burials looking as though they were somehow ‘backfilled’ by burial-practising populations (e.g. central and northwestern Italy, parts of Germany).

Chronologically, Figure 17.2 shows that burials are present at least at low frequencies for the entire Upper Palaeolithic after the Aurignacian. More noteworthy is the fact that burials are clearly clustered in the Gravettian (c.28–20 ky BP) and the terminal UP (14–10 ky BP). At a continental scale, this echoes the suggestion that a similar clustering can be seen in the Italian record, where very few inhumations date to the c.7,000-year interval separating the clusters (Palma di Cesnola 1993, 2006). The continental trend, however, is very likely driven by the numerical dominance of Italian burials in our sample (Tables 17.1 and 17.2), meaning that this convergence is unlikely to be a coincidence. Based on Figure 17.2, it is warranted to characterize burial as a behaviour documented throughout the Upper Palaeolithic, although its conspicuous absence during the Aurignacian requires explanation by proponents of the ‘human revolution’ model (Mellars 2005).

Table 17.1 Upper Palaeolithic burials considered in this study, along with basic contextual information
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Table 17.2 Demographic and artefactual information for the Upper Palaeolithic burials considered in this study
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FIG. 17.1 Distribution of early (circles) and late Upper Palaeolithic (triangles) burials in Eurasia

The variation in the graphs that comprise Figure 17.2 also reveals that the term ‘burial’ can be somewhat vague. Comparing the total number of buried individuals (Fig. 17.2(a) as opposed to the number of sites with burials (Fig. 17.2(b)) shows that many sites have yielded more than a single burial. Although not graphed, the total number of inhumations (i.e. individual graves) also results in a slightly different pattern. It is therefore important to highlight what is meant by the term ‘burial’ in any given context, as different figures can tell us different things about Upper Palaeolithic mortuary practices.

We have already mentioned that the number of interments show two peaks, the main one during the 31,250–28,750 cal. BP interval, and a slightly more modest one between 13,750–11,250 cal. BP.1 They are separated by over 15,000 calendar years which suggests the pattern is not simply an artefact of time-vectored differential preservation where we would expect to see a continuous increase in the frequency of burials as we move towards the present (Surovell and Brantingham 2007, Surovell et al. 2009). While the absence of corroborating palaeontological and geological data prevents us from ascertaining this (cf. Surovell et al. 2009), some very unusual preservation biases would have had to be at play to exclude human intentionality as the driving factor.

The fact that both graphs (Figure 17.2) show that sites containing burials, and especially the number of buried individuals, are highest in the Gravettian suggests that burial was an important facet of social life at that time. Combined with the geographical extent of EUP burials seen in Figure 17.1, one might even be tempted to argue that burials represent a common cultural feature of a far-flung population sharing certain social norms (Mussi et al. 2000).

Some interesting discrepancies emerge when the graphs are compared, however. First, it is obvious that the number of sites containing burials severely underestimates the number of buried individuals. This simply reflects the fact that burial sites often contain more than a single buried individual. That said, the two figures do not co-vary directly. Most obviously, the Gravettian is associated with many more buried individuals than the Final Epigravettian, even though the number of early Gravettian burial sites is much smaller. This indicates that multiple inhumations were more common in the Gravettian than at the tail-end of the Palaeolithic, which may reflect changing views of personhood and social relations as the Pleistocene was drawing to a close. The presence of these peaks does, however, indicate that burial acquired greater prominence as a way to underscore some of these norms.

[image: image]

FIG. 17.2 Distribution of burials over time

Notes: (a) Number of sites containing burials; (b) number of buried individuals.

Some scholars have argued that the incidence of UP symbolic behaviour, especially parietal and mobiliary art, was strongly related to climatic variability (Barton et al. 1994). In this view, symbolic behaviour acted as a ‘social lubricant’ to facilitate interactions between people as they aggregated in refugia during the Last Glacial Maximum (Gamble 1986, 1999).

Since UP burials are usually agreed to be eminently symbolic in nature, a first step to explain the peaks seen in Figure 17.2 would be to address this possibility. However, regressions between the number of buried individuals and burial sites and variance in climatic conditions show only statistically insignificant relationships2 (climate data drawn from the GRIP Ice Core; Blunier and Brook 2001). This allows us to rule out ‘symbolic lubrication’ as an explanation for the changing incidence in burials over the course of the UP, in notable contrast to Palaeolithic art.

In a way, this is completely unsurprising. After all, not all symbolic behaviours are the same, and while parietal and mobiliary art was meant to publically broadcast social cues, burials are starkly different in terms of their long-term visibility. On the one hand, depictions could remain visible for millennia and, in the case of mobiliary art, they could also be moved considerable distances. On the other, burials were inextricably associated with very specific places and they were visible and recognizable for comparatively short periods of time. In a way, burials can even be considered the ‘anti-Palaeolithic art’ since they were probably created and socially ‘consumed’ over comparatively short periods of time, dictated as much by the need to dispose of bodies in short order as by the fact that their static nature would have been at odds with the inherent mobility of Late Pleistocene hunter-gatherers. Lastly, to the extent that an UP grave would/could have stayed visible for more than a generation, the direct knowledge of a buried individual’s identity and/or personal familiarity with him or her would have rapidly disappeared from the collective memory that is essential to give that grave its full meaning.

In fact, it is very rare to find burials associated with parietal art, and only 12.5% of LUP graves may have been. This is in contrast to mobiliary art, which is fairly frequent in the burial context and would have disappeared from the public domain following burial. This reinforces the patterns discussed earlier, and then suggests that, as in contrast to Palaeolithic art, one might even expect there to be a disconnect between climatic variability and burial frequency. This therefore forces a revision of positions that interpret variation in the complexity and frequency of burials in the Upper Palaeolithic as largely a response to climatic pressures (Riel-Salvatore 2001).

Demographic Trends

We begin this section with a perfunctory analysis of the age and sex profiles of buried individuals in both periods to evaluate whether the conclusions of earlier studies are borne out with our more complete data set. In terms of sex, individuals for whom a determination is available indicate a 3.6 (18:5) male-to-female ratio in the EUP, compared with only 1.46 (19:13)in the LUP. This confirms the view that females were almost as likely to be buried as males in the LUP, but almost three times less so in the EUP.

Turning to age, the individuals were categorized as infants (0–2 years), juveniles (2–12 years), teens (12–18 years), and adults (18+ years). While the EUP and LUP samples contain comparable numbers of individuals, they show some clear demographic differences. Although it is clear that adults were buried more often than other age groups, a more thorough inspection reveals that non-adults are much more frequent in the EUP than in the LUP (45% vs 32%, respectively). If the Predmosti data are excluded (due to their unusual accumulation history), non-adults account for almost half (48.9%) of all EUP interred individuals. Most strikingly, however, the adult-to-infant ratio in the EUP is 4.27 (or 8, if Predmosti is excluded), while in the LUP the ratio is of 19 adults for every infant, a dramatic difference indeed.

Proportionally, many more infants were buried in the EUP than in the LUP. The meaning of this pattern needs to be contextualized. Before stating that infants were only very rarely selected for burial in the LUP, other potential explanations for a lack of deceased infants must first be ruled out. For instance, while several authors have noted that Mousterian burials include proportionally many more infants than Gravettian burials, what this means continues to be debated (Riel-Salvatore and Clark 2001, Zilhão and Trinkaus 2002, Zilhão 2005). Some see this difference as indicating a difference in the age at which an individual was considered a person and, therefore, an integral part of the social group (Zilhão 2005). On the other hand, we tend to see the discrepancy in dead infants between the two periods as most likely to result from decreased infant mortality in the Gravettian as a result of a greater dependence on plant foods and small game (Riel-Salvatore 2010). At the risk of sounding gruesome, our view is that you can’t bury dead babies if you don’t have dead babies to bury in the first place. Considering the increased reliance on plants and small game in the LUP relative to the EUP (e.g. Stiner and Kuhn 2006), we feel that this more prosaic perspective is a more parsimonious explanation for the difference in infant-to-adult ratios in the burials of the two periods.

Of course, other interpretations of the high frequency of infants in the EUP record cannot be dismissed out of hand. Their relevance needs to be evaluated against the record, however. In other words, while it is certainly possible that EUP infants entered the burial record as part of rites reflecting infanticide or concerns about purification etc., we prefer for the moment to remain wary of inferring too much about such considerations in the absence of solid supporting data. After all, it is also possible that their prevalence reflects situational decisions that bear little to no resemblance to ethnographically documented practices, even if we could feel safe in reconstructing social norms on such a small, patchily distributed, and heterogeneous sample of interments. Thus, at this time, taking a materialist perspective on the issue seems to be the safest starting point for a critical evaluation of that unquestionably distinctive facet of the EUP mortuary record.

That said, regardless of the ultimate explanation for the low number of infants in our sample, the fact that they were at least occasionally buried in both periods does indicate that the death of a young child would have been traumatic enough to some Palaeolithic societies to warrant burying them, much like older members of their societies. The fact that, in most cases (except Predmosti for which details are sadly lacking), UP infants were buried with ornaments suggests to us that they were definitely considered to be, if not members of the societies into which they were born (discussed later), at least socially important enough for parents to feel the need to mark their loss with such socially significant objects.

Burial Context

Multiple burials are found in both periods. But while the EUP is associated with 26 individual as opposed to 8 multiple burials, the LUP is associated with 43 individual and only 7 multiple burials. This dimension again indicates a very clear distinction between the two periods, with multiple burials being relatively twice as common in the EUP. As for the age and sex patterns discussed above, this can’t be explained as a result of differential survival. It therefore is possible that the prevalence of multiple burials in the EUP reflects significant differences in the social norms that structured burial practices between the early and later phases of the Upper Palaeolithic.

Formicola (2007) has cogently argued that multiple deaths are unlikely to have been common enough in the UP for these occurrences to be completely natural. This means either that specific people were put to death to accompany some deceased individuals, or that burials ‘lived’ in the collective social mind long enough for individuals to be buried alongside already dead relatives, however defined. Anthropologie de terrain has much to offer to resolve some of these questions (Duday et al. 1990). However, since fine-grained contextual information is lacking for most UP burials, it is currently hard if not impossible to adequately address this question. Nonetheless, the preponderance of pathological individuals (and perhaps juveniles) included in many multiple burials and also noted by Formicola (2007) needs to be accounted for in any future consideration of multiple UP burials.

As concerns the context of UP burials, our sample indicates that 49/61 EUP and 28/56 LUP buried individuals are associated with evidence of a burial pit. Given the standards of documentation at the time most burials were found, it is likely that some of this evidence has been inferred indirectly from the inclusion of multiple individuals within a single grave. This is especially true for the Predmosti mass grave.

As for the type of sites in which burials were found, 42/61 of EUP individuals were found in open-air contexts (23/42 if Predmosti is excluded), compared to only 4/56 in the LUP. While this might appear to be a significant and behaviourally meaningful difference, in reality, it is a reflection of the geology of the different regions in which EUP and LUP interments are concentrated. For example, EUP open-air burials come mainly from Moravia and the Russian Plain, where extensive karstic systems are rare or non-existent. In contrast, LUP burials are concentrated in Italy and France, where caves and rockshelters are common. However, Italy also comprises a large number of open-air UP sites (Palma di Cesnola 1993). This suggests that, where caves exist, sepulchral activity may have been concentrated preferentially in those settings. As a result, it is impossible to attribute any significance to the differences in site-setting preference between the two phases of the UP. If anything, the high frequency of open-air EUP burial sites raises the question of why Moravia and the Russian Plain have not yielded any LUP burials.

Grave Goods: Ochre, Ornaments, and Other Things
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The presence of ochre and grave goods is often argued to be a diagnostic feature of UP burials. Our sample vindicates this, though they are less frequent in the LUP. Given how difficult it can be to attribute ornaments to individuals in multiple interments, for this section we use inhumations as our unit of analysis. Ornaments are present in 25/35 (~71%) of EUP burials and 16/50 (~32%) of LUP burials, while ochre is associated with 26/35 (~74%) of EUP burials and 25/50 (~50%) of LUP burials. Thus, ornaments and ochre are notably more frequent in the EUP than in the LUP, even if they are not present in all EUP burials. This means that equating UP burials with lots of ochre and ornaments is an overstatement of the evidence, especially for the LUP. Even in the EUP, Table 17.1 indicates that burials from a single site can be extremely variable in terms of their association with ochre and ornaments.

Turning to the symbolic nature of these grave goods, while ochre can be fairly securely associated with mortuary ritual, whether ornaments are de facto grave goods has never been demonstrated. In other words, while some of the ornaments associated with some UP burials (specifically the ones from Sungir) likely represent grave goods, it also is possible that many ornaments found in graves were actually worn in daily life rather than being offerings manufactured specifically for the deceased. Ornaments can still be meaningful grave inclusions even if they do not represent grave goods per se, for instance if they were meant to be taken out of social circulation from the society in which they were worn in life. Determining this, however, requires an assessment of whether they were used as ornaments during the life of a buried individual.

Ornaments are most abundant—and therefore most likely to represent grave goods—in Gravettian burials, and they can help answer whether the ornaments found in burials clearly differ from those most likely to have been worn in daily life. Table 17.3 synthesizes the available data about the number of beads and their placement on the body. Figure 17.3 (left) shows the proportional importance of adornments on given anatomical regions, and demonstrates that most ornaments were worn on the upper part of the body, especially on the head (38%), neck/torso (17%), and arms (14%). The bold data reflecting presence/absence of ornaments on given adorned body part (ABP) in Table 17.3 shows the same overall trend (see also Fig. 17.3 (right)). There is in fact a very strong and statistically significant relationship between the proportional frequency of an ABP and the proportion of total beads associated with that ABP (r2 = 0.90, p = 0.046).

There is, however, a disparity between the proportion of all beads found on given ABPs and how frequently these body parts were decorated. For instance, while the head accounts for 37.3% of all ABPs, fully 69.8% of all beads in our sample are found on that body part. In contrast, the neck/torso accounts for 16.9% of all ABPs and 17% of all beads. This means that, on average, head ornamentation was almost twice as elaborate as that for the torso, and much more so than any other ABP (Table 17.3). This observation stands in sharp contrast to the general Western tendency of confining our interpretation of bead use as part of ornaments draped around the neck (Dubin 1987: 17). This, then, lends empirical support to prior arguments that Gravettian ornaments were preferentially located on the upper body (Gamble 1999, Mussi 2001, Henry-Gambier 2008). It also supports the idea that ornaments were preferentially located on parts of the body that were easiest to see at a distance, and thus best suited to effectively visually broadcasting social information in an emblemic manner (cf. Wiessner 1983, Barton et al. 1994). Other considerations, such as climate, certainly affected the prevalence of headwear in the Upper Palaeolithic. However, the fact that such ornaments are found from the Russian Plain to southern Italy throughout that interval suggests to us that we are, in fact, dealing with an intentional selection of the upper body as a preferred location for ornamentation during that time.

That said, most buried Gravettian individuals were wearing few (usually one) ornaments, which varied considerably in terms of their richness. In fact, 23 of the 27 buried individuals wearing ornaments had beads associated with the head or the neck/torso area. On one level, this pattern provides circumstantial support for the idea that these ornaments were used in Gravettian daily life. That is because buried individuals had certainly finished broadcasting social information at a distance, which means that there was no necessary reason to position grave ornaments the same way as during life. In fact, it is perhaps not a coincidence that, of the four individuals found with no ornaments on the head or neck/torso, three are also the only ones to have been found with ornaments on the pelvis (i.e. Dolni Vestonice 16, Krems-Wachtberg 1A, and Paviland 1). It is likely that these represent ‘true’ grave goods, unlikely to have been used in more prosaic contexts. The Epigravettian double burial from Grotte des Enfants found with a ‘blanket’ of shells over the pelvic area of the deceased may represent a LUP analogue (Henry-Gambier 2001). Importantly, this idea is amenable to direct testing by looking at the wear patterns of beads found in burials.

Table 17.3 Bead counts per body area for adorned Gravettian individuals
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FIG. 17.3 Frequency charts of all adorned body parts (left) and total proportion of beads on each body part (right)

Of course, many of the burials discussed here were excavated over a century ago using fairly coarse recovery methods. However, the bead count and ABP patterns for burials excavated before and after 1970 are broadly similar (Fig. 17.4), which suggests that our conclusions about the nature of ornamentation in UP burials are likely correct.

In sum, it is clear that the widespread idea that the majority of Gravettian burials were richly adorned distorts reality, based as it is on rare but striking instances of sumptuous ornamentation (e.g. Sungir, Brno). The rarity and overall sobriety of most ornaments, and the fact that most were likely worn by interred individuals before their death, suffice to undermine that received wisdom. Additionally, the data indicate that many individuals left the world of the living with few if any durable ornaments made by members of their society to mark that departure, a situation that was in fact the norm in the LUP.

Other possible grave goods are also often claimed to be common in UP burials. In this case, bone and stone tools are much more frequent in the EUP (48.6% of burials) than in the LUP (22%), though it is often hard to establish whether their inclusion was intentional or fortuitous (e.g. as part of the fill). The same applies to many faunal remains, which are found in about a third of all burials throughout the UP (34.3% of EUP burials, 34% of LUP). Other types of potential grave goods (including ivory spears, bone discs, and bâtons de commandement among many others) are associated with just over one-quarter of all burials in both periods (28.6% EUP, 26% LUP). Such objects are therefore rare occurrences in UP burials (especially as compared to ochre and ornaments), which again stands in contrast to one-size-fits-all descriptions of UP burials.
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FIG. 17.4 ABP and bead count per body part for burials found before (top) and after (bottom) 1970

Notes: Before 1970 (top): n= 15; after 1970 (bottom): n= 12.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
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It should be clear at this point that, contrary to widespread perception, it is almost impossible to define a ‘typical’ UP burial, or even one from the EUP or LUP. This is all the more noteworthy given the small sample size under consideration. This difficulty stems from three main causes. First, the patchy spatio-temporal distribution of burials makes it hard to compare them directly as manifestations of a common behaviour. Second, several sites and regions dominate both the EUP and LUP samples. This means that any trends in the UP funerary record are unlikely to reflect widespread cultural conventions as opposed to patterns limited to specific points in time and space. Third, even multiple burials from a single site show a great deal of internal variability. That is, there was little in the way of stereotyped burial norms that can be identified at most of these sites.

Since, as we have argued, many of the personal ornaments found in UP burials are likely to represent items worn in life, even regions such as Liguria, characterized by an apparent mortuary cannon revolving around personal ornaments, become analytically fuzzier when other dimensions of the record need to be emphasized. Likewise, empirical data now strongly undermine the common assumption that UP burials represent simply another form of symbolic behaviour whose expression and intensity fluctuated in response to climatic variation before, during, and after the Last Glacial Maximum.

We think that underscoring the peculiarities of the UP burial record is crucial to figuring out how best to analyse that class of evidence. Specifically, the observations derived from our sample can be used as baseline empirical parameters to develop questions most likely to yield new insights about the place and significance of burials in the lives of UP foragers. For one thing, they should encourage future research on burials to be based on more regionally focused approaches. Likewise, since burials operate symbolically at visual and social scales quite distinct from those of other forms of UP symbolism, another focus of study should be what made burial-rich loci significant for their inhabitants, and how that social significance articulates with others spheres of life, such as subsistence and land-use strategies. This would help us move beyond describing regional mortuary conventions, and towards attempting to reconstruct the belief system implicit in grave-specific features.

An example of this might be to ask what led people to select the Caverna delle Arene Candide as a burial ground used for over 1,000 years in two discrete phases during the Final Epigravettian (Cardini 1980, Formicola et al. 2005). This site is striking for having yielded the remains of over 15 individuals, many of which were recovered in elaborate graves (Cardini 1980), and for having been within sight of the coast throughout the UP and flanked by a large dune of white sand that made it conspicuously visible from a distance (Bietti and Molari 1994, Cassoli 1980). In terms of the ritual evidence, there is strong evidence that later burials showed a measure of respect for the skeletons from disturbed earlier burials (Cardini 1980, Formicola et al. 2005). The use of the site as a burial locality played out against a background of decreased health and stature of its occupants relative to earlier periods (Formicola and Holt 2007), and of the fact that Liguria is associated with clear evidence for subsistence stress in the LUP (Stiner et al. 2000, Stiner and Kuhn 2006). Taken together, these factors suggest the site was very probably a key point on a landscape peopled by a growing population of decreasingly mobile hunter-gatherers who put considerable pressure on both coastal and inland resources (Francalacci 1989). As such, maybe it is an early example of a group’s social investment in a landmark to reinforce its long-standing attachment and privileged access to that area and the resources within it (Saxe 1970, 1971, Goldstein 1981, Charles and Buikstra 1983, Littleton and Allen 2007). In that sense, it may have echoed some of the behaviour documented in the cemeteries of some other complex hunter-gatherer groups (e.g. Carr 1995, Schulting 1995). Even if this interpretation proves to be unsupported by future research, it at least provides a coherent framework within which to study the site itself as a component of Epigravettian settlement dynamics and to assign meaning to the variability documented between the individual burials it has yielded.

In conclusion, we propose that studies of UP burials as an en bloc phenomenon are unlikely to shed much useful light on forager lifeways between c.30–10,000 BP. If anything, the available data suggest that, overall, the average UP burial was a fairly sober affair, a far cry from the exceptional cases like Sungir that nonetheless continue to dominate the narrative, both in the scientific and lay literature. It is difficult to draw firm conclusions about the nature, form, and meaning of UP burials because the total sample is extremely small, especially considering the area and time they span. Add to that the fact that many burials are clustered in specific sites dating to very narrow time intervals, and it becomes clear that individual sites drive many of the patterns that can be gleaned from the record. Of course, it is necessary to periodically review and update the corpus of known interments so that researchers can discuss the issue with accurate information. However, at this point in the history of Palaeolithic research, we think the impetus of current studies of the UP funerary record should not be to try to identify general trends in the record. Instead, we should be focusing on teasing out information about the socioritual and economic contexts of burials; trying to understand how they articulate with other forms of mortuary ritual; and reconstructing what they and the sites/landscapes they were embedded in represent in terms of the lived realities of the groups that buried, consumed, and remembered them.
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A review of Early Mousterian, Late Mousterian, and Gravettian burials that focuses on the demographic dimension of the buried. The study shows that fewer infants were buried in the Gravettian than in earlier periods, suggesting that a different conception of personhood might have characterized that period relative to that found in the Mousterian.
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POWER AND SOCIETY

Mesolithic Europe
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STATUS AND SOCIAL EVOLUTION

[image: image]

The discovery of the Danish cemetery of Vedbæk-Bøgebakken (5300–4500 BC) in 1975 (Albrethsen and Brinch Petersen 1976) and the Swedish Skateholm cemeteries (5800–4300 BC) in the early 1980s (Larsson 1989), along with a reassessment of the Karelian cemetery of Oleneostrovski Mogilnik (7000–6000 BC) (O’Shea and Zvelebil 1984) led to a revival of interest in the Mesolithic and stimulated a reassessment of Holocene hunter-gatherer society. Influenced by prevailing processual approaches to mortuary analysis (Saxe 1970, Binford 1972) and by new approaches to hunter-gatherer variability (Price and Brown 1985), several authors viewed the appearance of the cemeteries and associated patterning of grave goods as reflecting the presence of ‘complex’ hunter-gatherers, characterized by social inequality (Price 1985, Clark and Neely 1987). This fed into the prevailing social evolutionary narratives of processual archaeology, with a change suggested from relatively ‘simple’ egalitarian early Mesolithic groups, to complex late Mesolithic groups, pre-adapted to Neolithic lifeways.

Several of the European cemeteries, in particular the Scandinavian cemeteries of Vedbæk-Bøgebakken and Skateholm, display considerable variability, encompassing position of the body and number and type of grave goods interred. How this variability is to be interpreted has been the subject of some debate. Given the often ill-defined nature of the term complexity, many authors simply equated variability with complexity, in terms of both ritual practice and social organization. Most authors have acknowledged the presence of ‘horizontal’ variability at the sites. This has been viewed as encompassing biological sex, age, descent group, and respect accrued through skill and lifetime achievement (Clark and Neely 1987).

Identification of vertical differentiation and ascribed status has been more controversial. Clark and Neely (1987) suggest that, while there is considerable evidence for horizontal variation across Europe, vertical differentiation is less obvious, though what potential indicators there are become more common towards the end of the Mesolithic. Possible evidence of ranked societies cited by these authors include major wealth differences at Oleneostrovski, Karelia and the presence of rich child burials at the Breton sites of Téviec (5600–4500 BC) and Hoëdic (6000–3750 BC). These could indicate inherited status since young children would be unable to accrue wealth through actions during their lifetime. Schulting (1996) also suggests the possibility of ascribed status at Téviec and Hoëdic, based on the patterned association of antlers, bone pins, and flint blades. Newell and Constandse-Westermann (1988: 171) have argued more forcefully that mortuary variation at the Skateholm cemeteries reflected a ranked society. Moreover they also identify an increase in social stratification during the later Mesolithic.

The most detailed investigation into issues of social complexity derives from O’Shea and Zvelebil’s (1984) cluster analysis of the Karelian Mesolithic cemetery of Oleneostrovski Mogilnik. They argue that mortuary differentiation was based on seven independent social dimensions: band membership, age, sex, personal wealth, and three different positions of ritual significance. Amongst these they highlight aspects which appear to indicate inequalities between individuals. First of all, differences in the quantity of types of grave goods associated with males and females, they suggest, indicate structural gender inequalities, with male activities perceived as of higher value to society. They also note a decrease in indicators of personal ‘wealth’ (measured by the presence of tooth beads) with age, with fewer old people having richly furnished graves, possibly as a result of status being linked to food procurement activities. This might indicate horizontal rather than vertical differentiation, with wealth being linked to people’s skills (especially since wealth appears to have been relatively continuous, rather than there being very marked differences between individuals). However they also note possible evidence for hereditary ritual offices, in the presence of individuals of a range of ages (including children) with carved effigy figures.

Overall they suggest considerable social complexity at the site, possibly because people using the cemetery acted as intermediaries in exchange between slate- and flint-producing regions. Though O’Shea and Zvelebil identify these people as complex hunter-gatherers, this complexity is seen to be a feature of these groups for a relatively short space of time and is not an attribute shared by later groups in the area. However O’Shea and Zvelebil’s findings have been questioned by Jacob’s later re-analysis of the skeletal material from Oleneostrovski Mogilnik (Jacobs 1995). Taking into account the large quantity of fragmentary skeletons and disturbed burials, as well as new radiocarbon dates which indicate a longer use of the cemetery, it was suggested that few of O’Shea and Zvelebil’s patterns were significant. Rather Jacobs interpreted Oleneostroski Mogilnik as a ritual focal point for dispersed groups of highly mobile egalitarian hunter-gatherers. The situation of the cemetery, away from contemporary settlement, put it beyond the control of any single group, thus preventing the emergence of inter- and intra-group hierarchies.

The very appearance of cemeteries has been seen as an additional indicator of complexity. In processual mortuary analyses, cemeteries were seen as symbolic claims to land rights, indicating territoriality and sedentism, tied to population pressure and competition for resources (Saxe 1970). Once again this has been linked to social differentiation and the appearance of complex societies in the European Mesolithic (Clark and Neely 1987: 122). This has been disputed by Meikeljohn et al. (2009), who have criticized the descriptions of Vedbæk-Bøgebakken and Skateholm as formal cemeteries. They argue that the association of burials with settlements means that people were simply buried next to the places where they lived, and the presence of large numbers of burials only means that certain sites were occupied by more people, or for longer periods. Furthermore they have questioned the supposition that cemeteries are a late Mesolithic phenomena, demonstrating that they were present throughout the Mesolithic, and indeed the median date for cemeteries is actually earlier than for small burial sites (2009: 641). This problematizes a straightforward evolutionary narrative.

‘Complexity’ has become less of a focus in Mesolithic archaeology in recent years. There is a realization that a term, promoted to emphasize hunter-gatherer variability, has in fact had the reverse effect, and the Kwakiutl have simply replaced the !Kung as the source of the dominant model of Mesolithic lifeways, at least in some parts of Europe. The concept of the complex hunter-gatherer also raises the unfortunate spectre of the ‘simple hunter-gatherer’. Since complexity is a comparative term (things are not so much inherently complex, as more complex than something else), complex hunter-gatherers can only exist through the presence of these simple societies. The ultimate comparison for these complex hunter-gatherers is, though, western societies. The features of complex hunter-gatherers (elaborate technologies, sedentary communities, intensive subsistence practices, large population at high densities, hierarchies, etc.) are our own and Mesolithic societies become measured by how they match up to western ideas of progress. Though discourses of complexity have survived until relatively recently in Mesolithic burial studies (e.g. Clark 2004), alternative viewpoints are emerging, in which the both the nature of power and the nature of society have been refigured.

SHAMANIC POWEE
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Over the past ten years there has been a subtle shift in the way that power in the Mesolithic has been conceptualized. Rather than focus on social status, new work has concentrated on the ritual power of shamans (Schmidt 2000, Strassburg 2000, Zvelebil 2003). Increasingly, rich or unusual graves are seen as indicating the presence of ritual specialists rather than high-ranking social leaders (Porr and Alt 2006). The source of this shift stems in the main from the increasing use of direct historical analogy in the interpretation of the Northern European Mesolithic, part of a broader trend in early prehistory, stemming from cave art studies (Lewis-Williams and Dowson 1988, Clottes and Lewis-Williams 1998). This endeavour has a long history, with Gurina (1956) first identifying shamanic graves at Oleneostrovski Mogilnik on the basis of similarities with the practices of contemporary hunter-gatherer groups, followed by O’Shea and Zvelebil’s classic study emphasizing the importance of shamans and other ritual office holders at the same site (O’Shea and Zvelebil 1984). Much of the stimulus for the Mesolithic work derives from Zvelebil’s revival of direct historical analogy in determining Mesolithic worldviews. Zvelebil (2003) argues for continuity in cosmology and belief between Mesolithic people and contemporary and historic northern Eurasian hunter-gatherers and herders. This shared ‘northern hunter-gatherer cosmology’ includes the concept of a three-tiered world, with the shaman as religious specialist who interceded with various animal spirits, or the ‘master of animals’.

Burial evidence has played an important part in this endeavour. Both O’Shea and Zvelebil (1984) and Schmidt (2000) follow Gurina (1956) in identifying the shaft burials at Oleneostrovski Mogilnik as shamanic. Schmidt (2000) also suggests that the androgynous body form of the individual from grave XV at Skateholm led to this person being marked out for shamanhood, a fact reflected in the grave goods which have both male and female associations. More recently Porr and Alt (2006) have identified the rich burial of Bad Dürrenberg (7080–6230 BC), Germany, as a shaman’s grave. Osteoarchaeological studies indicate a cranial pathology that might have caused altered states of consciousness. Porr and Alt suggest that elements of the woman’s condition may have been interpreted as possession by spirits and resulted in a high social (shamanic) status, as reflected in the grave goods.

Though proceeding from different perspectives, studies focusing on identifying shamans or ranked individuals in the archaeological record share certain similarities in approach and in the effects of their interpretations. Both highlight exceptional burials (rich or unusual in the patterning of grave goods) rather than the more habitual ways that individuals were treated in death. Both also emphasize a single aspect of identity at the expense of others.

SOCIETIES OF THE LIVING
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In addition to the focus on important individuals (be they hereditary leaders or shamans), studies of Mesolithic societies have explored aspects of ‘horizontal differentiation’. Much of this work has focused on biological sex and, to a lesser extent, age. The claim that beads are associated with women and tools with men in southern Scandinavian cemeteries has been frequently repeated (Albrethsen and Brinch Petersen 1976, Larsson 1990), with individuals even on occasions sexed on the basis of associated grave goods (e.g. the infant in grave 18 at Vedbæk-Bøgebakken). More recently these associations have been the subject of statistical analysis. Schmidt (2000) found no association between skeletons sexed as female and beads, both sexes being equally likely to be buried with beads (either in small or large numbers). The association of stone tools and axes with biological males was stronger, though even here nearly half of all male skeletons lacked flint tools and one-fifth of females were associated with such tools. Beyond southern Scandinavia, there appear to be some broad associations of grave goods with biological sex at the Breton cemeteries of Téviec and Hoëdic, with men associated with greater quantities of cowries and women with more periwinkles, while males appear to have greater numbers of utilitarian objects (Schulting 1996). It must be noted though that sexing human material from Mesolithic cemeteries, for a number of reasons, is not straightforward (see Nilsson Stutz 2003: 177–80, Strassburg 2000: 153, Jacobs 1995), suggesting there may be problems even with these rather weak patterns.

Other aspects of mortuary identity, such as age, have received less attention, though some patterns have been noted. At Vedbæk-Bøgebakken red deer antlers were associated with older individuals (Albrethsen and Brinch Petersen 1976), while at Téviec and Hoëdic young and middle-aged adults appear to have more shell ornaments than both adolescents and older individuals (Schulting 1996). It is clear that, despite much effort in this direction, there are no major, clear-cut correspondences between a single aspect of identity and the patterning of artefacts in Mesolithic graves. Jacobs (1995) has suggested in the case of Oleneostrovski Mogilnik, and Nilsson Stutz (2009) for the Scandinavian cemeteries, that grave goods simply represent a range of items of equipment and personal adornment, rather than marking age, gender, or wealth distinctions. However, as Fowler (2004) notes, dogs and infants were also buried with tools, which presumably they did not use personally in daily life. These grave goods may have embodied relationships between mourners and the dead and, more broadly, they may have mediated a broader set of ideological relationships between humans, animals, and spiritual beings.

Spatial segregation and relationships of presence and absence may tell us more than grave goods about social identities. Children, for example, were buried in a separate area at the Portuguese midden cemetery of Moita do Sebatiao (Morais Arnaud 1989). An additional piece of evidence comes from the representation of different age grades within the cemeteries. Some cemeteries, such as Téviec and Hoëdic, seem to have fairly balanced numbers of men, women, and children which appears to reflect normal mortality rates in a population. Elsewhere there appears to be more selectivity. There is a notable lack of children (apart from infants) and adolescents in the Scandinavian cemeteries. This could suggest that, whereas infants were seen as part of their parents and buried accordingly, older children and adolescents had achieved separation from their parents, but not yet developed the full social persona that permitted burial in cemeteries. Strassburg (2000) suggests that children were more likely to be disarticulated and deposited in lake-edge contexts during the early part of the Mesolithic.

An additional aspect of mortuary identity, and one which has been relatively neglected in discussions of social identity, is that of species. Several dogs were buried at the Skateholm cemeteries (Larsson 1990). As with humans, Mesolithic dogs were treated in a variety of different ways. Ten dogs had their own individual burials; three dogs were interred with humans, while body parts from six additional dogs were buried in human graves. One dog burial is amongst the richest in the cemetery, with an antler, three flint blades, and a unique, ornamented, antler hammer; another was buried with a flint flake and strewn with red ochre. The variability in treatment of dogs at Skateholm is in many ways equivalent to the treatment of human bodies at the site. Dogs could be buried flexed (grave 23) or extended (grave VIII); in single graves or double burials (though only with humans not with other dogs). They could be buried as entire bodies, or segmented bodies, or as body parts (though the latter does not have its equivalence amongst the human bodies at Skateholm, it is, as outlined below, common elsewhere). Just as with humans, not all dogs were buried; we see only selected individuals interred in the cemetery. Burials of other animals at cemetery sites are rare: the intact body of a roe deer fawn was buried at Gøngehusvej 7 (5480–5390 BC), though in the same grave as a human (Brinch Petersen and Meiklejohn 2003).

Can we see any of these buried dogs as powerful elements in this society? Grøn (personal communication) has described how certain Siberian groups distinguish between two types of dogs. Only dogs with particular talents are considered to possess a soul and thus accorded human-like burials. We may be seeing similar concerns play out at Skateholm, with the presence of at least one highly skilled dog. Larsson (1990: 157) suggests dogs may have been seen as separate from humans, since most of the dogs found at Skateholm I appear to have been buried in a cluster, in their own separate section of the cemetery. In contrast Larsson suggests that the clustering of human burials at the cemeteries indicates the presence of lineage groups. If so, perhaps given the parallels between human and dog burials, we can interpret the cluster of dog burials at Skateholm I in similar terms. Rather than suggesting the conceptual separation of human and animal at the site, these may indicate an important and valued canine lineage. Certainly the qualities that gained individuals burial in the cemeteries seems to have been more readily extended to dogs at Skateholm than it was to older children and young adolescents. If burial in these cemeteries did depend on becoming a full social being, it appears that certain dogs may have been seen as more powerful, or socially complete, members of society than certain humans.

THE POWER OF THE DEAD
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Discussions of Mesolithic identity have thus far rested on a straightforward reading of the dead body and associated grave goods as emblematic of the social persona of the living. As many contributions to this volume describe, this is a position that has come in for much criticism. As Nilsson Stutz (2003) outlines, at death the social being disappears and a cadaver emerges; mortuary practices are a way of processing, both literally and metaphorically, the effects of this traumatic event. Death is a transition, and the being that emerges after death and through the process of the funerary ritual does not relate in a straightforward way to the living individual. Nilsson Stutz argues that a focus on ritual practice is needed to investigate attitudes to the dead body and the identities the cadaver took on in death. This work has considerable implications, not only for defining how the corpse relates to the living social being, but also for redefining power in the context of mortuary ritual, beyond a focus on those who may have been important when alive. Here we can investigate the power of the dead, of death and particular types of death, and of human body parts.

Through her study of the cemeteries of Vedbæk-Bøgebakken and Skateholm, Nilsson Stutz has investigated the transformation of people after death. She argues that the concern with the maintenance of an intact body through burial, the attempt to arrange the cadaver in the position of a living body (sitting or lying), and the concern shown to wrap the body or lift it up from the grave structure may all demonstrate an attempt to maintain the integrity of the individual after death. There is also an attempt at these sites to hide the messy, dangerous, and disturbing processes of decay from the living. This attempt to maintain the individual suggests that the grave goods may give some indication of the identity of the living at these sites. However this maintenance of living identity appears temporary. On the, admittedly rare, instances when older graves were disturbed by the digging of new interments, no attempt was made to restore the integrity of the disturbed burials. Once the passage to clean bones was complete, the deceased appear to have lost their living identity, perhaps conceived of as part of the anonymous collectivity of the dead (Nilsson Stutz 2009: 660).

Nilsson Stutz’s arguments cannot however be extended to some of the other mortuary practices we see in the European Mesolithic. Across Europe there is a persistent focus on the transformation or destruction of the body as it appeared when alive, through practices of disarticulation. These practices took several forms: from the removal of single bones from graves, as at Skateholm grave 28 (Nilsson Stutz 2003), to excarnation, as at Cnoc Coig (Meikeljohn et al. 2005), defleshing, as at Noyen-sur-Seine (7250–6600 BC) (Auboire 1991) or Grotte de Perrats (7350–6700 BC) (Boulestin 1999), to pushing partly or fully decayed bodies aside to make room for new removals as at Téviec, Hoëdic (Schulting 1996), or Varennes (Billard et al. 2001). These practices did not hide the process of bodily decay; rather decomposition appears an essential part of the burial practice (Gray Jones 2011). If the decomposing corpse was seen as powerful or dangerous, as Nilsson Stutz suggests, perhaps this power was harnessed in these acts. Also notable is the temporal extension of mortuary process involving disarticulation and manipulation in comparison with the cemeteries where the dead were buried before significant decomposition. At Grotte Margaux, Belgium (9250–8250 BC), female bodies appear to have been excarnated (though some disarticulation with stone tools also occurred) and their bones brought into the cave and buried in a pit. As additional individuals were added, parts of previous interments were removed and spread across a stone pavement. During this processes certain body parts were also removed from the cave (Cauwe 2001).

Isolated body parts, taken from both graves and arrangements of disarticulated remains, appear to have circulated with the living for extended periods. A child’s rib was engraved with parallel lines, before being placed with a child’s body in a grave at Téviec (Marshack 1972). Human teeth and bones were made into beads (Larsson 1988, Valdeyron 2008) or artefacts (Woodman, personal communication). Numerous isolated human elements have been found on settlement sites across northwest Europe. These may have represented the significant people or kin from which they derived, but given the emphasis on transformation of bodily identities over time at both the cemeteries and through practices of disarticulation, their meaning may have changed. Their association with death and the power of dead bodies may have become more important than the person they once were. Given the lengths gone to remove bones from grave 28 at Skateholm (where a covering appears to have been placed over the body until it was partially decayed), it is likely these curated human remains had both power and significance.

Parts of animal bodies, like human body parts, may also be seen as having potency. The swan’s wing at Vedbæk and other bird body parts in graves at the large cemetery of Zvejnieki (8300–1800 BC) have been argued to be guiding the dead to the underworld (Zvelebil 2003, Mannermaa 2006). This argument could be extended to encompass the bird’s wings and duck feet from a cremation pit containing five individuals from Gøngehusvej 7 (Brinch Petersen and Meiklejohn 2003) or the fish stews at Skateholm (Fowler 2004). Red deer antlers are found in graves in different parts of Europe and have been argued to mark out significant individuals (Schulting 1996). Tooth beads made from a range of animals are frequently found in human graves (Fowler 2004, Larsson 2009). Fowler (2004) argues that both human and animal identities were fractal and that parts of the ‘body-soul’ could be given away. This assembling of the human body with parts of animals in graves may have completed people in death.

It is not simply particular body parts that appear powerful, but the nature of some deaths themselves. Both Orme (1981) and Strassburg (2000) have argued that the Scandinavian cemeteries represent unusual or ‘deviant’ burials. Orme (1981: 244) points out that the Vedbæk-Bøgebakken cemetery consists only of the very young (0–1 year old), young women (18–20 years), and old individuals (40–60 years). Infants and the very old, she suggests, based on ethnographic analogy, are often singled out for special treatment because of their tenuous hold on life, while death in childbirth can be considered particularly dangerous. Strassburg argues that Vedbæk-Bøgebakken and the Skateholm cemeteries represent the interment of dangerous individuals who had died in traumatic circumstances. As well as young women (often accompanied by infants) who he suggests had died in childbirth, he draws attention to the number of individuals with traumatic injuries (old men with violent blows to their skulls, individuals pierced with arrowheads). These people, he suggests, were seen as a danger to the living, thus their burial represents an attempt to remove them from circulation, so that either these dangerous, potent dead could not haunt the living or their souls would not be reborn into new bodies.

POTENT PLACES
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The location of cemeteries has been seen as significant mainly in terms of the territories they marked (Clark and Neely 1987). The coastal location of the Scandinavian cemeteries, for example, has been linked to the need to claim areas rich in resources as ancestral land. However, given the suggestion that death and the dead may have been seen as powerful or dangerous, the connection of the dead with particular places may have produced these areas as significant; at the same time, powerful places may have been selected as places for burial. This is evident in Boric’s (1999) discussion of the role of the dead in the Iron Gates Gorge. Burials are present from the earliest Mesolithic settlement in the Gorge. Memory of these burials produced the gorge as an ancestral place, structuring further burials and settlement and ultimately resulting in a reluctance to abandon old ways of life.

Certain landscape features appear to have been marked through burial of the dead, or through deposition of animal or human body parts or significant artefacts. Many cemeteries, for example, have a strong association with water. Vedbæk-Bøgebakken was situated on the shores of a lagoon (Albrethsen and Brinch Petersen 1976); the Skateholm cemeteries on islands in a lagoon, with Skateholm II submerged during the later Mesolithic (Larsson 1988); Oleneostrovski Mogilnik on an island in Lake Onega (O’Shea and Zvelebil 1984); Zvejnieki on the edge of Lake Burtnieks (Larsson and Zagorska 2006). At Møllegabet II, a submerged site off the coast of Denmark, an individual was buried in a canoe which had been submerged just off the shoreline (Grøn and Skarup 1993: 47). Isolated human bones are also commonly found at lake edge sites in southern Scandinavia (Strassburg 2000), particularly in the early part of the Mesolithic. The same occurs elsewhere in Europe, with human bone recovered from wetland or aquatic contexts at Thatcham and Staythorpe, England (Conneller 2006); at Noyen-sur-Seine, France (Auboire 1991); and in the Netherlands at Hardinxveld-Polderweg (Louwe-Koojimans 2001). Zvelebil has linked the strong association of death and water with the ‘northern hunter-gatherer cosmology’. Amongst contemporary and historic northern Eurasian groups, water was seen as an entrance to the underworld, the world of the dead. Amongst several Eurasian groups, waterbirds act as messengers to the dead, and the infant from Vedbæk-Bøgebakken buried on a swan’s wing has been interpreted as referencing this symbolism (Zvelebil 2003).

Aquatic locations were not the only category of place marked as sacred. Caves were significant places, marked out by the deposition of Mesolithic skeletal material across Europe. In Britain the majority of Mesolithic human bone recovered derives from caves. This mainly consists of isolated elements, but also includes burials, such as at Gough’s Cave (8700–7800 BC) and a double burial at the cemetery site of Aveline’s Hole (8460–8140 BC) (Conneller 2006). The majority of these caves do not contain contemporary lithic or faunal material, so appear to have been set apart from everyday life, unlike most of the continental cemeteries. These caves also tend to contain Upper Palaeolithic material and late glacial fauna, consisting of both extinct animals (horse, reindeer, etc.) and animals much larger than their Mesolithic counterparts (late glacial red deer). These strange implements and alarming animals may have added to the power of the caves and made them appropriate places for the deposition of human remains.

In northwest Europe several caves have yielded patterned arrangements of human bone. In Germany the famous Ofnet site (6750–6065 BC) is one of three where nests of skulls have been recovered (Orscheidt 1999). In Belgium, at the site of Abri des Autours, a series of human finger bones were found inserted in a crevice in the cave wall (Cauwe 2001). This latter practice strongly recalls the fragments of animal bone inserted into crevices at Upper Palaeolithic cave art sites in southwest France, interpreted by Clottes and Lewis-Williams (1998) as an attempt to push offerings through the cave wall membrane into the underworld.

It has also been suggested that shell middens containing human burials were special places, perhaps analogous to the long mounds and cairns of Neolithic Europe. The conscious decision to accumulate shell material in a midden has been seen as significant and monumental in nature (Thomas and Tilley 1993, Pollard 1996, Strassburg 2000). Thomas and Tilley (1993) argue that the connections made between feasting, ritual, death, and burning at Téviec and Hoëdic can also be seen at Neolithic sites, while Kirk (1993) has pointed out similarities between the arrangement of pits, hearths, and cists at Téviec and Hoëdic and local Neolithic monuments.

FUTURE DIRECTION IN STUDIES OF MESOLITHIC MORTUARY PRACTICES
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While there has been a welcome move away from the focus on complexity that dominated the period in the 1980s and 1990s, archaeologists have yet to embrace the full spectrum of Mesolithic mortuary practice. In particular a continued focus on the cemeteries has come at the expense of understanding the full range of variability present. There has been some excellent recent work on mortuary ritual (Nilsson Stutz 2003), but there is room for more, in particular that which draws out some of these extended mortuary processes. Despite recent work on personhood (Fowler 2004) and sexuality (Schmidt 2000), more nuanced work on identity is needed beyond the rather one-dimensional focus on roles and status that have prevailed thus far.
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL STUDY OF MORTUARY PRACTICES IN THE EASTERN UNITED STATES
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JAMES BROWN

INTRODUCTION
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An agency perspective in the study of mortuary practices has theoretical advantages over the structural approach identified with the work of Binford (1971) and Saxe (1970). While the older approach has produced impressive insights into the long record of mortuary practices, a theoretical reinterpretation of these studies in the Eastern United States not only extends the reach of mortuary analyses into secondary and collective burial but it also has the advantage of articulating with social practice far more persuasively (Brown 1995, Parker Pearson 2000). The following review will rephrase in agency terms a selection of examples that are representative of dominant research directions in the area.

The concept of liturgy is important in bridging the static remains in the ground with funeral practice. Liturgy is a link between various steps in the handling of osseous remains on the one hand and the ritual practices that coincide with each step on the other (Kerber 1986). Liturgy becomes the face of ritual, even in the absence of concrete actions that may have accompanied that liturgy. As a consequence, several forms in which the ancient dead are revealed can turn out to be sequential phases in the treatment of a single individual. Along the way, this review also acknowledges the effect that dominant anthropological problems have on research directions.

Not all interments are expressions of status; indeed, individual identities may not be involved at all. Specific benefits to a particular community and the agency of special interests sometimes involve uses of human remains that can be regarded as instrumental to a specific end or purpose. Such uses have often been misconstrued as a display of a specific status, although secondary inhumation is commonly employed for political ends (Goldstein 1989, 2000). In a sense the dead were tools for graveside social discourse and instruments for cultural arguments that can continue long after funeral ceremonies have concluded.

DOMINATION OF ETHNOGRAPHIC MODELS
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Every research area has its dominant problems, and in the Eastern United States the issue that has driven the research of many generations has been how to interpret the contradictory messages that Native American societies presented at contact with the monumental evidences of a different past and the scattered clues of Mesoamerican connection or influence. Burial interpretation has played an important role in this problem, beginning with the assertion by the pioneer archaeologists, Squier and Davis (1848), that the crematory burials in certain Ohio Hopewell mounds were basically Aztec sacrificial altars testifying to Mesoamerican influence.

Altars not withstanding, the Natchez of Mississippi stand as the benchmark ethnographic instance of hierarchy and, for some, even to a former connection with Mesoamerica. Hereditary chiefship, sumptuary burial practices, and social classes were documented historically, and selected dead were interred within ancestor shrines that stood on specially built earthen platform mounds (Brown 1990, 1971). As important as this historical example is, archaeological investigation of this benchmark discloses some ambiguity that will be taken up below.

RITUAL, LITURGY, AND THE MORTUARY PROGRAMME
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The key to the linkage between burial liturgy and ritual practice lies in the concept of the mortuary programme. In the Eastern Woodlands the burial record is rife with different treatments of the deceased in the same mound layer or other cultural context. In the past these different treatments of the dead have been taken to demarcate locally recognized social differences, without regard to the effect of taphonomy, thus creating distinctions not recognized socially. When the dead are processed and handled, distinct chains are created. These pathways result in progressive loss or separation of osseous remains. From an archaeological perspective a sequence of steps between the death of an individual and his or her final treatment could transform the remains of the deceased. For example, one such pathway could be composed of initial primary interment, followed by reburial of skeletons in different degrees of decomposition, and finally the deposition of curated teeth and bones in various locations (Brown 1971, 1996, Kerber 1986: 77–9). Each pathway is a distinct mortuary programme (Brown 1979, 2007, Kerber 1986). When the sequence of skeletal processing can be tied to specific phases, a burial liturgy emerges that expresses different formulas in the handling of the dead (O’Shea 1981). The connection of these programmes to the rites that accompany them helps build connections with belief practices, which are usually regarded as intangible (Carr 1995). Reburial is largely agency-driven and is frequently governed by political and ideological factors outside of the identity of the deceased (Goldstein 2000). Additional complexity is added by various kinds of enclosures (e.g. tombs, charnel houses) connected to these stages in mortuary treatment (e.g. Brown 1971).

Sears (1961) was one of the first to call attention to contexts that united graves with ancillary mortuary activities, in effect heralding the study of mortuary programmes in all of their complexity. The challenge was taken up explicitly by Kerber (1986) in his study of Middle and Late Woodland burial mounds and associated cemeteries in the Lower Illinois River Valley. He applied a concept of liturgy to express the range of socially valid practice within programmatic sequences. By plotting alterative sequences, he identified a robust general programme that endured with small changes over a period of 1,000 years. His sample was comprised of 626 aged and sexed burials recovered from 55 mounds. While specific programmatic sequences varied, cremations within basins dominated the initial phase of the programme. The burials at the base of the mound are few in number and take on formal arrangements not repeated subsequently. He interpreted these as foundational burials. They were followed by single flexed interments of adults on a gradually accreting mound surface and in no particular order. The final burials were reburials placed in the fill that capped the mound as a completion ritual. This programme took place during a period in which maize agriculture was slowly increasing at the expense of older forms of plant collecting. Accompanying this change was a shift in the proportions of age and sex. Throughout this period the liturgy of foundational entrainment of burial and terminal ritual was followed with little change.

INSTRUMENTAL—POLITICAL OR IDEOLOGICAI
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Secondary burial is a well-known form of non-representationist mortuary treatment and one that can contain substantial complexity (Goldstein 1989, 2000). After the initial treatment, subsequent manipulation of the dead creates opportunities for political uses. The number of distinct steps or stages involved is an index of that complexity. Ossuary treatment involving a mass of reburials and curated remains is an archetypical form of secondary burial (Gold 2000, Hutchinson and Aragon 2002, Spence 1994). The early historic Huron and Ottawa testify to the strongly political cast to amassing the bones of the long dead in a single grave (Kidd 1953). In these instances a feast was held in the honour of the dead, who stood as witnesses to the political claims of the host (hence the name ‘Feast of the Dead’). When used for political leverage, secondary burial stands as an instrumental use of the remains of the dead in various states of decay (Brown 2003b).

The number and sheer size of earthworks in the pre-contact Middle Woodland period (100–400 CE) implied a social complexity corresponding with the later Mississippian period (1050–1550 CE) when maize cultivation dominated. Middle Woodland period monuments pose a challenge to the logic of this correspondence because the security in the cultivation of non-cereal plants was less than in cereal-based food production. Out of this disparity, research was directed to determining whether the societies responsible for the famous Hopewell geometric earthworks in Ohio supported rulership. In other words, were Hopewellian societies led by chiefs? If not, how else were these substantial earthworks designed and engineered, and how was their construction coordinated? In the 1960s the existence of maize agriculture 2,000 years ago was not settled; nor were contemporary settlement patterns documented.

The complexity of Hopewellian and Woodland period burial programmes does not indicate corresponding social complexity. A case in point is the interpretive dispute over the Klunk and Gibson mound burials recovered from a set of 20 mounds overlooking the lower Illinois valley (Braun 1981, Tainter 1981). Although the same data sources were used, the different analytical strategies that Tainter and Braun employed yielded divergent results. Tainter (1975, 1977) approached the burial treatments in terms of the inferred differential energy expended on outfitting the dead and in the size and component materials of variously shaped mortuary crypts. His choice of an energy index was prompted by a survey of ethnographic data revealing that labour incorporated into burial ritual varied with the social importance of the dead (Tainter 1975: 52–71). By combining groups of clusters in his analysis on attributes of energy and burial treatment, he derived six social ranks. Tainter (1975: 155) found that all ages of both sexes were present in the highest ‘rank level,’ and in most subordinate levels. He concluded that access to the most distinctive and costly forms of burial treatment was through inheritance.

The strong indications of inherited membership implied by many discrete ‘ranks’ could not be more different from Braun’s analysis of the same data set. He argued that no clear indication of inherited status could be identified and that most of the variability in burial associations could be placed within three continuously graded series. Braun (1979: 71, 77–9) proceeded from a detailed analysis of the distribution of the dead by age and sex in each of the grave facilities. He found widely divergent patterns between various crypt types. For instance he found that ‘males outnumber females in log-walled features four to one; in log-and-slab roofed features more than two to one; and in central features also more than two to one’ (Braun 1979: 70). Turning to grave accompaniments, he found no difference in whether the same objects were found in midden and graves contexts. Hence, that attributes of burial treatment and artefact accompaniment did not function individually as symbolic indicators of hereditary rank. Braun concluded that all of the variability could be accounted for by achieved status. Buikstra (1976) drew the same inference from the predominance of adult males in the most richly furnished graves. However, the presence of some children in these graves indicated a degree of inherited status.

Both studies failed to take into account patterns of difference created by the mortuary programme. They rated burials with associated goods in mortuary crypts on the same footing as the skeletons placed on the surrounding ramps that were largely stripped of objects, although both were sequential phases in the crypt burial programme (Brown 1979, Kerber 1986). On specific details Kerber (1986: 164–5) offered a reconciliation of the two views by positing that commemoration of specific persons was important in a system that honoured the attainment of advanced adulthood age.

The implicit use of the principle of effort involved here is not in question; rather the problem lies with the application. By treating each burial as a thing to be treated separately, the impact of the mortuary programme is missed altogether. The analysis of an 18th-century Native American cemetery of individual interments in Michigan exemplifies an application that provides useful insight (Mainfort 1985). The essential layout at the Fletcher site was completely recovered in this small cemetery of 38 individuals. It was arranged in four clearly delineated rows, with limited transgressions in the middle. Most of the grave wealth was concentrated in the long northernmost row, which also held the most burials. Mainfort was able to convert personal items and grave offerings into monetary values documented in contemporary fur trade lists. From his evaluation of the cost of the items interred with each of the dead, he demonstrated a clear gradient in value. One individual of the 38 was the wealthiest, the two next in this scale had half the wealth score of the first, and the four next down had approximately half the value of the second tier. While no clear badge of inherited status was present, some kind of kin-related ascribed status is likely to have prevailed because of the skewed assignment of wealth. Relative scales of value have been advanced in the study of other cases, such as Shell Mound Archaic (Winters 1968), and Ohio Hopewell mound burials (Greber 1976, 1979). None has advanced anything approaching a hierarchical pattern.

ANCESTOR CULTS
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Considering the whole programme of mortuary treatment may help resolve an ambiguity between the archaeological remains and the historical records. The documented central platform mound in the historic central town of the Natchez should not have had primary burials in the temple shrine floor atop this mound. Instead, all interments should have been cleaned, processed, and placed in chests above the floor. Burials of the highest-ranking family were disinterred from the floor of the inner sanctuary of the shrine after initial interment (Brown 1971). Nor was a stone shrine figure in evidence. One way of interpreting this evidence is to discount the documentary evidence. But the complete capitulation the Natchez to the French in 1739 would have been sufficient to halt the final phase of the mortuary programme.

Pre-contact parallels have been noted in a number of Mississippian Period sites where charnel structures have been recovered (Sears 1961, Binford 1964, Goldstein 1980, Brown 1990, Strezewski 2003) and sometimes with a carved stone ancestor figure (Smith and Miller 2009). As progressively earlier periods are examined, a decided shift is evident in the demographic composition of the honoured dead. While, cross-culturally, the ritual manipulation of the bones of the dead is strongly connected with ancestor cults, it is an open question whether any such cults preceded the dominance of maize agriculture.

Middle Woodland mortuary facilities are larger, more diversified in the composition of internal features (Brown 1979, 1981). It seems logical to suppose that ancestorhood is expressed differently in the two periods. One can suppose that whereas in late pre-contact time the focus of veneration is on a single divine individual, in the Middle Woodland a broad class of ancestral dead is honoured (Buikstra and Charles 1999). In this view the Natchez example exemplifies the focus on a single ancestor and the Huron example illustrates ancestorhood as a broad category of past dead (Brown 2003b).

The institution of ancestor cults is strongly correlated with the transmission of property. The burial of ancestors followed the establishment of a group laying claim to critical resources (Goldstein 1976, 2010, Charles and Buikstra 1983, 2002). The strength with which these rites developed most likely varied with the certainty of property transmission. Kerber (1986) pointed out that this certainly played out in archaeological interpretation. He concluded that the Saxe-Binford model fell short because it only worked for the cases in which intergenerational transfer of political power was firmly established. He concluded that, where any degree of uncertainty or contention in this transfer existed, it became readily inferred as achieved status by default.

ELABORATE TABLEAUX AS INSTRUMENTS
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The instrumental use of skeletal remains for ideological or political purposes is very evident in the Mississippian sites of the Spiro (Oklahoma) and Cahokia (Illinois). The Spiro mound group is well known for the massive 11 m high sacred earthen subunit created at the north end of a 100-m-long mound. The author’s interpretation of this unit mirrors the changing theoretical directions of mortuary archaeology generally. Originally, the distinct piles of disarticulated remains were interpreted as representing degrees in marking ascribed status. Each apical individual was enclosed within a wooden crib that consisted of a handful of remains mixed with large masses of smashed marine shell cups, copper objects, and marine shell and pearl beads. A hierarchical social organization was inferred from this pattern that indexed the progressively complex handling of the dead by increasingly more elaborate grave facilities (Brown 1971, 1981, 1995). The cribs were distributed in rows of descending size from north to south on the floor of what was interpreted as a large mortuary structure. A cosmological narrative presumably underlay this pattern (Brown 2010). Unparalleled amounts of precious grave goods either from distant locations or of rare and difficult-to-work materials were concentrated on the floor and in layers above. Spiro would have stood at the apogee of Mississippian Period sites if the quantity of high value grave goods were determinant. The argument for this deposit as a charnel house flowed from an analogy with other smaller buried mortuaries and with the correspondences with mortuary houses on platform mounds.

An agency perspective in keeping with new information on the layout points to the floor and the entire layout as a ritual tableau of cosmological dimensions. The human remains assume the role of ‘dressing’ in the total project rather than the primary focus of the tableau (contra Brown 1971, 1996). The use of human remains parallels the ossuary deposits from the eastern seaboard and Lower Great Lakes. As in these cases it is difficult to sustain an argument for status marking when the individual has lost her or his identity or personhood within the massive deposit. A reinterpretation of this graveyard substitutes ritual complexity for status marking. Instead of a representation of the social persona, the tableau becomes an example of instrumental uses of the dead (Brown 2010, 2012). The graveyard is merely a staged display that has as its main feature the geometric placement of large stone pipe figures and strategically placed sacred bundles—not the placement of human remains.

A parallel interpretation has been advanced for the burial tableaux of Mound 72 at Cahokia (Fowler et al. 1999, Brown 2003a, 2006). This mound is a low, elongate, and ridged earthwork planted at the convergence of two sight lines south of the principal mound at the centre of the site. Its 261 interments were placed within three submounds, erected in four successive cycles over a 100-year period early in the site’s development (Goldstein 2000). The burials have elicited a stream of comment (e.g. Pauketat 2004) because four large burial pits were filled with fully articulated and extended females between the ages of 20 and 30 (Fowler et al. 1999, Porubcan 2000). One pit contained 53 individuals.

The focus of analysis has settled on a single unit (Submound 1) early in the mound’s history. Here, the interments of 18 adults (largely males) are laid out on the prepared summit of a small mound in a highly idiosyncratic disposition. These inhumations show evidence for exposure and different degrees of disarticulation, including the individual placed on a bed of thousands of shell disc beads in the shape of a hawk. This individual has been identified controversially as the central burial. All but one appear to have been assembled into a tableau from elsewhere. The one that may not has a large rope of shell beads around the neck and grasps a water bottle. Brown (2003a) proposed that this tableau is highly suggestive of an enactment of a cosmic game fought between opposing spiritual forces in which Morning Star is the central player. Appropriate gaming stones and a copper-sheathed gaming stick was deposited within the tableau (Brown 2003a). The astral deity has the role in Midwestern societies as a personification of human rebirth. In this regard the Morning Star representation would be highly appropriate in a mortuary monument.

Although the beaded burial has been held to exemplify chiefly organization (Pauketat 2004), this representationist interpretation has been criticized (Brown 2003a, 2006, Milner 2003, Byers 2006). As in the Spiro case, the Submound 1 instance rests on an elevated status argument for individuals who have undergone ritual handling within a mortuary liturgy. Irrespective of the symbolism involved or the quantity of exotic goods accumulated, the lack of personhood for the dead renders a high status argument mute. On account of the staging of largely disarticulated or partially disarticulated burials on a common elevated surface, the mortuary contexts and handling indicate instead the instrumental uses of the dead. As in the Spiro case, personhood is poorly exemplified. Ritual complexity does not equal social complexity, although the former frequently accompanies the latter.

Fine-grained analyses of Mississippian Period burials point to cosmologically driven uses of the dead as interwoven with representational ones (Sempowski 1986, Rodning 2001, Sullivan 2006, Hally 2008, Goldstein 2010). A one-to-one relationship between treatment of the dead and the status of the living was demonstrated by King’s (2010) analysis of elite burial in Mound C at Etowah, Georgia. He argues that the centre of the initial Late Wilbanks Mound C replicates the cosmogram of the square ground. The centre of the mound thus stands as an axis mundi in which the proper ritual treatment of the dead was a way to access the spiritual powers above. A significantly different rationale was advanced for the pattern of burials in the final Late Wilbanks stage in Mound C. The burials made sense as an event or momentary activity rather than a representational treatment of individuals as they happen to have died. Hierarchy is more plausibly represented by an idiosyncratic mix of a small number of burials interred in special northern burial facilities. The shift from a largely representative to a strongly instrumental programme illustrates the dynamic tension between the two.

THE INDIVIDUAL BURIAL AS AN INTERPRETIVE SUBJECT
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The individual intact interment has its own analytical strength, particularly when interburial distinctions are reduced in scope to grave goods. Where different forms of mortuary treatment mirror the structure of society, it is ‘representationist’ in approach. Typically this position was linked with the tenet that an individual is treated according to his or her socially significant standing (Peebles and Kus 1977, Tainter 1978, Goldstein 1981). While this deceased-oriented approach has made substantial contributions to mortuary analyses in the Eastern Woodlands, its validity is supported conditionally. Its strength lies in visualizing treatments of the dead as expressing the critical social distinctions acknowledged by funeral participants. Recent research has identified patterns of complementarity that one could envision as the signature of moieties. They are a common pattern of segmentary differentiation in local native social systems (Binford 1964, Brown et al. 1967, Mainfort 1985, Mainfort and Fisher-Carroll 2010).

SOCIAL COMPLEXITY
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Decades of analyses have focused on the issue of cultural complexity. The issue predates professional archaeology when the now rejected ‘mound builder myth’ was debated. As then imagined, overgrown earthworks that were impressively large and geometrically arranged testified to long-vanished civilized peoples, not the ancestors of the populations that Europeans met at conquest. Complex societies were considered to be responsible for these earthworks because the labour value involved in large-scale earthen constructions stood as prima-facie evidence for central leadership, social hierarchy, and other evolutionary correlates of social complexity. As a means of evaluating this implication, archaeologists predictably turned to mortuary analysis in the expectation that a small proportion of richly furnished burials would confirm the presence of hereditary social status in an otherwise modestly furnished graveyard population. The contrasts in burial treatment became a principal expectation of a social evolutionary type called a chiefdom or a middle-range society.

Peebles’ research agenda was to discover the archaeological footprint of a chiefdom in the Moundville area (Peebles and Kus 1977). He sought to validate the presence of hierarchy at Moundville, which had been an extensively investigated Mississippian Period site (Peebles 1974, Renfrew and Bahn 1991: 190, Parker Pearson 2000). This multi-mound site, the south-central Alabama region’s largest, was founded entirely at one time and was built to a monumental scale. It also had the advantage of a long continuous history (Knight 1997). A large sample of burials was available through the efforts of years of excavation. They came from both mounds, nearby areas, and from dispersed cemeteries within the site. The data set totalled 3,051 burials, of which 2,053 were relatively well documented. Although the information available was not always of comparable quality, investigation of these burials presented an unrivalled opportunity to investigate individual status differences in a single community (Peebles and Kus 1977: 435). Peebles and Kus (1977) followed Saxe’s (1970) information theory approach by adopting the position that cultural complexity is a product of the social regulation and control of information. In this view information flowed from the chief to everyone else in contrast to the balanced flow that defined non-hierarchical societies.

Because high-value objects were found either worn on personages or possessed by them in a few graves located in the upper layers of Mounds C and D, these exclusively rich burials were thought to represent the top of a three-tier social hierarchy (Knight 1997). This select group of burials appeared to connect disproportionately with distant polities through trade partnerships. The larger graves in the middle tier contained grave objects that were related stylistically and thematically to similar ones found over a large part of the southeast cultural region. The bottom tier included by far the largest number of interments, all of which were without accompanying items. Peebles and Kus (1977) interpreted the differential allocation of this pyramid of ‘wealth’ and exotics among individuals by age and sex as evidence for inherited status.

Peebles and Kus (1977: 431–2) argued that a hierarchy of self-sufficient settlements dominated the archaeological landscape. The most highly valued objects would be absent in graves of outlying communities. Instead the high-value symbols would be concentrated in centrally located graves occupying the apex of the social and political hierarchy (Peebles and Kus 1977: 431). At Moundville the apical group had the most distinctive burial treatment, accompanied by copper-headed axes, copper-covered shell beads, and pearl beads—all made of very exclusive substances. As expected, the seven adults (probably males) represent what one would expect to be a very biased cross-section of age and sex. Knight (1997) described an outstanding example. A subcategory of apical burials was comprised of adults and some infant burials. The presence of these infants was interpreted as evidence of ascribed status. Infants and children ranked higher in status than ordinary adults through the presence of shared high-value grave goods with adult men.

The number of burials in each scale category was expected to multiply as one went down the hierarchy (Peebles and Kus 1977: 431). The middle rank was composed of adult males and children that were interred in mounds as well as burial plots near mounds. They had in common copper ear ornaments, stone palettes and pigments (now regarded as components of sacred bundles), bear tooth pendants, and oblong sheet copper gorgets. The lower rank was comprised of individuals of all ages and both sexes. They were found in cemeteries near mounds and in charnel houses near the central open area or plaza. Some of the elite goods (e.g. oblong gorgets) were found among these burials. The third and lowest determinable rank was defined by a series of clusters that include certain grave goods particular to specific clusters, for example, stone axe heads, marine shell gorgets, effigy vessels (Peebles and Kus 1977: 439).

Smaller mound sites and non-mound sites away from the social and political centre present a different picture (Milner 1984). Here disparities among burials according to exclusive grave goods, locations, and forms of burial treatment were far less than at Moundville (Cook 2010, Marcoux 2010). Particularly informative was Goldstein’s (1980) analysis of the burial patterning in the Schild A, Schild B, and Moss cemeteries, Illinois, three non-mounded sites of the Mississippian period located in the Lower Illinois valley. Goldstein (1980) took up problems allied to those investigated by Peebles, using an expanded set of variables that included relative location within the cemetery. The cemetery sample had the advantage of being completely excavated. Although of greatly unequal size and complexity, there was no reason to believe that the spatial organization within each cemetery was not scaled to the size of the associated community. The small size of the Moss cemetery denotes a comparatively small community, probably a single descent group. Goldstein (1980: 136) found a relatively low level of differentiation among burials from non-mounded cemeteries that she reasoned belonged to small communities. The row structure of all three cemeteries appeared to be guided by similar cultural principles, with the more restricted types of inhumation located at the north end of the cemetery (Goldstein 1980: 124). Concurrent with this pattern at both of the Schild knolls was a separate programme that involved interment within a charnel house. The coexistence of two programmes suggests an increase in mortuary programmes that incorporated more communities as it grew (Goldstein 1980: 136, 360). It could be concluded that least two groups of roughly equal standing made use of the Schild cemetery location.

The Kroger’s Island cemetery conforms to the Schild cemetery example. The first study by Peebles (1971) identified a row structure and concluded that inherited status was marked by both locally important objects and more broadly recognized (‘supra-local’) symbols of importance. A restudy by Marcoux (2010) could only confirm a bilateral spatial division of graves and a bilateral distribution of burial forms and artefacts by both type and style. This bilateral segregation was reinterpreted as the signature of group identity in an unranked, multi-community cemetery. Status-signifying grave goods that were distributed by age and sex pointed to achievement rather than inherited status.

An obvious criticism of the hierarchical structure of social relations at Moundville is that it potentially masks more egalitarian relations during some portions of the 300-year time span (Parker Pearson 2000). Wilson, Steponaitis, and Jacobi (2010) have responded after finer chronological control has allowed access to the problem. They have approached the interpretation of burial patterning without the rigid agenda of discovering the kinds and variety of social personae.

Wilson et al. (2010) state that the identities of small corporate groups were maintained over the site’s entire history. The clusters of residences in the domestic area were replaced with burial areas beginning at the end of the 13th century and overlapping in time with Peebles’ apical burials. They inferred that the dead were descendants of former residents. Although layouts of the various burial plots differed, each incorporated in common a central empty space. This layout pattern seems to point to the operation of important programmatic continuities in which elaborate burials need not occupy the central space.

While the Moundville example has been readily embraced as paradigmatic, follow-up research has reaffirmed how unusual this case is, particularly in the larger Tennessee-Cumberland River system. Sites that lack more than a single platform mound have cemeteries associated with them that look far less complex (Sullivan and Harle 2010). The single most common mode of social differentiation is interment in the privileged context of a central mound. Although this is common, interpreting the mortuary practices on mound summits does present problems. The archaeological example of the Natchez head town of Fatherland is instructive (Brown 1971, 1990). At this mound site location, unusual European trade items accompanied extended interments that were not disposed in any particular arrangement. Here the central cosmological location on top of Mound C was monopolized by the apical lineage of chiefs (Neitzel 1965). The Natchez conformed to the model of status hierarchy, although precious goods were extremely scarce by the time of European contact (Neitzel 1965, Brown 1990). Although central leadership in the Natchez case had been conceived in political terms, it is far better thought of as a kind of spiritual or sacred connection, which, with increased power, reaches out into the political sphere of life.

SUGGESTED FURTHER READING
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This short list of recent publications is a selection among the many excellent research articles devoted explicitly to mortuary practices in Eastern North America that explore in greater depth topics given emphasis in this chapter.

Brown, J. A. 2003a. The Cahokia Mound 72 Sub1 Burials as Collective Representation. In: J. D. Richards and M. L. Fowler (eds) A Deep-Time Perspective: Studies in Symbols, Meaning, and the Archaeological Record. The Wisconsin Archeologist 84(1–2): 81–97.

An example of mortuary practice in which human remains and artefacts have been arranged into a tableau. This tableau has been widely publicized as exemplifying hierarchical status, but here it is argued to constitute a collective representation.

Carr, C. 1995. Mortuary Practices: Their Social, Philosophical-Religious, Circumstantial, and Physical Determinants. Journal of Archaeological Method and Theory 2: 105–200.

This is the most detailed study available on the correlates of mortuary practices among a very wide set of both cultural and non-cultural factors.

Eastman, J. M., and Rodning, C. B. (eds) 2001. Archaeological Studies of Gender in the Southeastern United States. Gainesville, Fla.: University of Florida Press.

This book highlights the state of gender in mortuary analysis within the Eastern United States.

Goldstein, L. G. 1980. Mississippian Mortuary Practices: A Case Study of Two Cemeteries in the Lower Illinois Valley. Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern University archeological program.

A detailed analysis of two related Mississippian Period cemeteries sheds light on the implications of cemetery spatial organization, both at the internal level and at the inter-cemetery one. This is one of the most effective uses of Saxe’s Hypothesis 8 to measure comparative degrees of social complexity.

Silverman, H., and Small, D. B. (eds) 2002. The Space and Place of Death. Arlington, Va.: Archaeological Papers of the American Anthropological Association 11.

A broad range of studies are represented here that incorporate landscape and spatial analysis.

Sullivan, L. P., and Mainfort, R. C. (eds) 2010. Mississippian Mortuary Practices: Beyond Hierarchy and the Representationist Perspective. Gainesville, Fla..: University of Florida Press.

In contrast to the emphasis on social hierarchy in mortuary analysis in the Eastern United States, this publication brings together perspectives that challenge conventional analyses in a series of case studies.
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CHAPTER 20
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THE LIVING AND THE DEAD IN LATER PREHISTORIC IBERIA
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ROBERT CHAPMAN

INTRODUCTION
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Although this chapter is part of a section on ‘The Human Experience of Death across Cultural Contexts’, it raises issues that are relevant to other sections of the Handbook (e.g. ritual, land ownership, treatment of the body, interpreting burial goods). In addition the reader will see that I am critical of the use of terms like ‘power’ and ‘prestige’ in archaeological interpretations, especially those relating to the disposal of the dead. A variety of these interpretations have been proposed for the later prehistory of the Iberian Peninsula, c.5600–1500 BC (the Neolithic, Copper, and Early Bronze Ages in traditional terminology), following the example of theoretical approaches adopted in the Anglo-American and Iberian worlds and in Latin American archaeology. Before discussing these interpretations I will present a brief history of the study of the disposal of the dead in later prehistoric Iberia, along with variations in the nature of the evidence available to archaeologists. This will lead into a critique of these interpretations. Then I will present a case study from south-east Spain that exemplifies a more coherent approach that brings together theory and practice, as well as the living and the dead, in a social and political interpretation.

HISTORY OF STUDY AND NATURE OF THE EVIDENCE
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The archaeological evidence for the disposal of the dead in later prehistoric Iberia began to be synthesized and studied in detail during the second half of the 19th century (e.g. Cartailhac 1886). As in other parts of Western Europe it was the monumental, megalithic tombs that attracted the greatest attention, although the intensive fieldwork of Louis and Henri Siret in south-east Spain brought the local, intramural, and largely individual burials of the Early Bronze Age to widespread attention (Siret and Siret 1887). By the 1960s the systematic publications of Georg and Vera Leisner (e.g. 1943, 1956) were the major foundations for our knowledge of the distribution of megalithic tombs in the Iberian Peninsula. Outstanding monuments such as Matarrubilla (near Seville) (see Fig. 20.1 for the main sites mentioned in the text) and the Antequera tombs (northern Málaga) were widely known in Europe and they were studied within the same cultural historical framework. Forms and distributions of communal and individual burial, as with the material culture of the living, were seen to diffuse (albeit unevenly) from nuclear areas to other parts of the peninsula (Chapman 1990: 18–30). The presence or absence of methods for the disposal of the dead was attributed to factors which were, in many respects, outside the control of local communities.

During the last four decades social thinking about the dead has challenged the cultural history approach in Iberian archaeology. At the same time, extensive surveys coupled with intensive excavations and the application of new analytical methods have extended the distributions of some burial forms and refined their chronologies. Significant gaps in our knowledge also remain in some regions, giving rise to speculation that they reflect the practice of mortuary rituals that left little material trace, rather than being the result of less intensive fieldwork.
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FIG. 20.1 Main regions and main sites mentioned in the text

Notes: Regions: 1. South-east Spain; 2. Valencia; 3. Southern Meseta; 4. Central and western Andalucía. Sites: 1. Matarrubilla; 2. Antequera; 3. La Traviesa; 4. El Azuer; 5. Cerro de la Encantada; 6. Polideportivo de Martos; 7. Cerro Virtud; 8. Los Millares; 9. El Barranquete; 10. Gatas; 11. Fuente Álamo; 12. Los Cipreses; 13. Rincón de Almendricos; 14. Camino del Molino; 15. Peñalosa.

In south-east Spain there are strong arguments for the beginning of megalithic burial in the later 4th millennium BC, but the quality of data from earlier excavations is still rather limited and we lack radiocarbon dates for any of the typologically early tombs. The discovery of a burial pit containing at least 11 individuals at Cerro Virtud, radiocarbon dated to the first half of the 5th millennium BC (Montero et al. 1999), opens up a gap of over a millennium in the disposal of the dead in lowland Almería. Much greater chronological control is being developed for the Early Bronze Age intramural burials of the Argaric group (Castro et al. 1993–4), for which we have a large sample of graves, some with rich grave goods, and now being studied within their domestic contexts.

To the north in Valencia there is poor contextual information and fewer systematic excavations and absolute dates for the disposal of the dead in the Neolithic and Early Bronze Age, although the absence of megalithic tombs from nearly this entire region would appear to be a reality rather than a result of deficiencies in fieldwork. In contrast we now know that such tombs were constructed from c.4000 BC in the provinces of Badajoz, Cáceres, and Toledo in the southern Meseta, where excavations of megalithic and (for the first time) non-megalithic burials have taken place (Bueno et al. 1999, 2005). The simple, typological evolution of different forms and sizes of megalithic tombs in these provinces has also been thrown into doubt. Such tombs are still largely absent from the eastern provinces of the southern Meseta. Here the disposal of the dead in the early part of the Bronze Age is more visible in the intramural, individual burials associated with both low-lying settlements such as El Azuer (Nájera et al. 2006) and hill-top settlements such as Cerro de la Encantada (Romero and Sánchez 1988). In Central and Western Andalucía the dead are scarcely represented before the later 4th and 3rd millennia BC, when disposal takes place in megalithic tombs, ditched enclosures, pits, semi-subterranean structures, and rock-cut tombs. Deposition in megalithic tombs and rock-cut tombs continued to be practised in the early 2nd millennium BC, alongside individual, intramural burials (e.g. La Traviesa—García Sanjuán 1998), which have few grave goods and poor preservation of human bones due to soil acidity.

This brief, and by no means exhaustive, survey supports the argument that there are regional differences in the intensity of research on burials (south-east Spain has by far the most intensive record of study). In some cases there appear to be regional ‘signatures’ in the disposal of the dead (whether visible or not) for particular periods, while the low frequency of burials before c.4000 BC has a wide distribution across the Iberian Peninsula as a whole. Large areas also have evidence for several different forms of disposal. In all cases there are still large gaps in the analysis of cultural and biological data on death and these undoubtedly have a constraining influence on the reliability of interpretations of later prehistoric society, social change, and political structure. With these problems in mind, the next section presents the range of interpretations offered to date, along with a (mainly theoretical) critique of their use and a proposed alternative approach. This will form the basis of the case study to be presented in the following section.

THEORETICAL APPROACHES
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The reconstruction of later prehistoric societies in the Iberian Peninsula has drawn upon a range of theoretical approaches. For the purposes of this chapter, let us begin with examples of interpretations drawing on two of the main theoretical sources, one in the Anglo-American world and the other in Latin American social archaeology (for examples and discussion, see Díaz-del-Río and García Sanjuán 2006).

The initial stimulus from the Anglo-American world can be seen in interpretations of the later prehistory of south-east Spain that used systems analysis and ecological theory, focusing on cultural adaptations (e.g. intensification of production, social differentiation and interaction) to environmental risks and instabilities (for discussion, see Chapman 1990). Societies were arranged in levels of complexity using categories derived from neo-evolutionary models, although the legacy of this approach in several parts of the peninsula was a series of interpretations that failed to define exactly what ‘complexity’ was (Chapman 2003: 164–7). Levels of energy expenditure used in the construction of megalithic tombs, coupled with the frequency of ‘prestige’ goods deposited inside these tombs, were used to distinguish higher- and lower-ranked kinship groups (Chapman 1990: 178–95). Competition for greater social prestige, higher status, and wealth through feasting has been invoked in other areas, as in the case of Beaker assemblages on the central Spanish tablelands, which are argued to mark the process of breaking down egalitarian barriers to allow the emergence of hereditary chiefs: these Beaker ‘leaders’ are even described as ‘entrepreneurs’, ambitious to grab control of the important sources of power (Garrido 2006: 88). Feasting has also been invoked as part of burial rituals in the Argaric group of south-east Spain to create communal identity and naturalize competitive and more unequal social relations or power and prestige (e.g. Aranda and Esquivel 2006). Although they do not invoke burial rituals, Bernabeu et al. (2006) propose that intensification of production and surplus labour investment in monument construction during the Neolithic of Valencia were key factors in competition for power and social identity, leading to the emergence of local hierarchies.

The models of Latin American social archaeology have been influential in eastern Spain and in Andalucía. For example the Valencian Bronze Age is interpreted as one of a ‘hierarchical tribal society’ (Vargas 1988), with collective property rights over land, intensified agricultural production, increased population, and the manipulation of ‘exotic’ goods through marriages and alliances by family group leaders seeking to enhance their ‘prestige’ (Jover and López 2004). In Andalucía the model of the early state, or an ‘initial class society’, has been drawn from Latin American authors, as well as a wider Marxist tradition, to account for the settlement, production, and burial evidence of the 3rd millennium BC, with a dominant class controlling the labour force and its tribute from peripheral to core areas of political control (e.g. Nocete 2001 on central and western Andalucía; Molina et al. 2004 on Los Millares and its hinterland in south-east Spain). For others, class society does not appear in south-east Spain until the Early Bronze Age Argaric group (Lull and Risch 1995).

The arguments against the use of neo-evolutionary concepts such as ‘tribal’, ‘chiefdom’, ‘egalitarian’, and ‘ranked’ societies have been presented in detail elsewhere, while ‘complexity’ is often undefined and it does not advance our search for historical knowledge simply to assert that a given society is somewhere on a scale of such ‘complexity’ (see Chapman 2003). The wider literature in archaeology on the development of social and economic inequalities contains many assertions, from different theoretical positions, of individuals who are motivated by competitive desires for power, status, and some kind of social esteem, commonly known as ‘prestige’. This risks elevating motivations that are valued positively under capitalism into innate characteristics, part of the biological drive, of all humans. It also divorces individual agents from their structural capacities, that is, their position in productive relations. We cannot understand the beliefs, devices, and desires of social agents, nor these agents’ powers to act on those beliefs, devices, and desires, without accepting the dependence of these motivations on the material context of the agents’ existence. As Lull (2005: 16) puts it, ‘the ways of producing society socialize the ways of thinking of society’. This is a materialist rather than idealist approach.

Concepts such as ‘prestige’ and ‘higher status’ depend on social esteem, rather than on individual perception or psychological desires. They presuppose the existence of specific social and political relations (e.g. Weber 1991: 159) and it is these relations, and their material representation, that ought to be a greater focus of archaeological enquiry. Simply to describe a copper axe or dagger as a ‘prestige’ good ignores the role (to be determined, for example, by use-wear analysis) that such an object may have played in the means of production. Statuses, as defined by Service (1962), function in relation to what he calls ‘interpersonal conduct’ and they locate where people are in relation to the wider network of social relations (e.g. kinship terms, reference to occupations or political titles). They are classifications and descriptions, and do not inform us, in themselves, about the material bases of these social relations. Similarly such concepts do not enable us to understand the production of objects, nor how they are deposited in different frequencies and contexts in the archaeological record (Lull and Micó 1998: 74).

Elsewhere I have offered a critique of the model of ‘initial class societies’ as applied to the settlement and funerary contexts of the 3rd millennium BC in Andalucía (Chapman 2008b). For the remainder of this chapter I will concentrate on a case study that puts to one side (for the reasons expressed above) such concepts as ‘prestige’, ‘status’, ‘power’, and ‘identity’ and focuses on the material bases of human existence in the later prehistory of south-east Spain. The disposal of the dead is placed within the wider context of the people’s productive lives. This draws on the lead shown by Lull (2000a) in studying mortuary rituals as the consumption of social labour: thus the amount of such labour allocated to the disposal of the dead has to be related to the requirements for, and availability of, labour for all aspects of production under given social relations. Simple calculations of energy expenditure in tomb construction omit this wider context of the demands of production on labour.

A CASE STUDY: SOUTH-EAST SPAIN C.5600–1500 BC
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South-east Spain is the most intensively studied area for the later prehistory of the Iberian Peninsula and is widely cited in syntheses of this period on the European continent. My treatment of it draws upon a number of recent publications (e.g. Castro et al. 1998, Chapman 2003, 2008a) to which readers are referred for further details. In addition to the pioneering fieldwork of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the last four decades have seen both stratigraphic and extensive excavations, field surveys in upland and lowland areas, the application of radiocarbon dating and other analytical methods, and an entry into theoretical debate about the nature of social, political, and economic change. At the same time there are still some marked gaps in our knowledge.

The data on the disposal of the dead in the Neolithic (c.5600–3200 BC) is generally of poor quality and variable frequency. The majority of known burials date to the later part of this sequence. Deposition took place in caves (mainly in the peripheral areas of the region), domestic contexts (including poorly known, isolated remains from old excavations and complete interments from semi-subterranean structures such as at Polideportivo de Martos and Cerro Virtud), and extramural stone cists and circular stone tombs of the megalithic tradition. These tombs have not been the subject of modern excavations, but recent archive study has emphasized that the label ‘communal’ is somewhat misleading, as the majority contained only one individual and in only 15% of cases were there more than 10 individuals (Maicas 2005: 771–2). Where the tombs can still be found, they have been shown to be located within a few hundred metres of settlements. It is reasonable to propose that not all individuals were given access to disposal in these tombs and that disposal and processing of dead bodies also took place within settlements, which may not have been sedentary until the later part of the 4th millennium BC. Where more than one tomb is known in relation to a contemporary settlement, the length of individual tomb use in relation to the length of occupation of the settlement is unknown. No major inequalities are visible in access to subsistence and other forms of production.

From the end of the 4th millennium BC the evidence for disposal of the dead centres on collective, monumental tombs, with communal interment in caves (see the recent excavation of a cave at Camino del Molino in Murcia, with the remains of over 1300 individuals—Lomba et al. 2009) and some individual burials in settlements continuing in the peripheral areas. The most prominent monuments had chambers and entrance passages, built of large stone slabs and dry-stone walling, with corbelled roofs and covering mounds retained by an outer ring of large stones. Chamber diameters ranged from 2.2–6.0 m and mounds had a mean diameter of 11 m and an original height of 2–3 m. Unlike areas such as the British Isles, there is no evidence of more than single-phase construction. The number of individuals interred in these tombs ranged from less than 10 to (rarely) just over 100, with the majority containing up to 30 individuals. Both sexes were included. Once again it is a reasonable hypothesis, given the settlement sizes and lengths of occupation, that burial was exclusive rather than inclusive.

Ritual practices occurred both inside and outside these tombs. The evidence from cemeteries such as at Los Millares and El Barranquete shows that mainly disarticulated human remains were found in all parts of the interior, including the deliberate placing of crania and long bones in groups or stacks. Artefacts ranging from pottery, stone axes, and blades to exotica and copper tools were deposited in the interior, but not apparently with particular individuals, and often moved and broken as a result of subsequent practices/interments. Tomb entrances and forecourts were locations for practices involving the deposition of pottery and stone idols, while there is also evidence of the division of external space by standing stones, whether singly or in rows (see Los Millares—Almagro and Arribas 1963).

These tombs were usually constructed close to settlements. There is no evidence for any of the mortuary rituals being carried out inside these settlements. Rituals carried out inside the tombs would only have been visible to a small number of individuals, given the available space, and the extent to which access to, and visual awareness of, that space was restricted is unknown. The sizes of the cemeteries are probably related to the sizes of their associated settlements and their longevity. Where studied (e.g. in the lower Aguas valley), the locations of these tombs are closely related both to settlements and to areas of cultivable land.

The predominant interpretation of these tombs is that they represented kin-based social relations, with differences in tomb size and artefact contents related to the size of kin groups and possibly their ability to enter into larger-scale exchange networks (e.g. Chapman 1990: 178–95, Micó 1993). We do not know the extent of population mobility as a result of factors such as postmarital residence practices. Although the population size and distribution increased, the majority of settlements were still under a hectare in size, but more labour was invested in their construction. There seem to have been no major changes in the means of production, compared with the 4th millennium BC, but inequalities in access to those means and that production are a matter of debate. The interpretation presented for the disposal of the dead is congruent with arguments for the existence of inequalities, but not yet exploitation, among kin-based societies. This is in marked contrast to the model of social stratification and a centralized state based on Los Millares (e.g. Molina et al. 2004), which is not supported by an analysis of the instruments of production (e.g. grinding stones), for which open-access and non-centralized organization is proposed (Risch 2008).

Around c.2250 BC there were marked changes in settlements, settlement patterns, burials, and artefacts (but not of population), initially in the coastal lowlands before expansion to inland and upland areas as far as the upper Guadalquivir valley. Settlements were abandoned or structurally remodelled. Population was aggregated in artificially terraced, hilltop settlements, located further away from what were then areas of primary agricultural production. Here there were closely packed terraces and structures (e.g. Figs. 20.2 and 20.3, top), linked by narrow pathways and steps. At the same time, in areas such as the Vera Basin and the Guadalentín valley, there were also a number of much smaller settlements (e.g. Los Cipreses, Rincón de Almendricos—Fig. 20.3, bottom) with open plans in less easily defensible, low-lying locations closer to cultivable areas.
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FIG. 20.2 Plan of Argaric settlement at El Oficio, showing structures and intramural burial

Source: From Siret and Siret 1887.

Over large areas of south-east Spain, monument construction and use for the disposal of the dead now ceased, at least as far as evidence of dateable artefact associations is concerned. The dead were now interred within settlements in association with habitation structures (Fig. 20.2), both under the successive floors or behind the walls (although burials are also known from what appear to be outside areas within low-lying settlements such as Rincón de Almendricos—Fig. 20.3, bottom). The majority of the burials were individual, although examples of double and triple burials are known, and all burials were interred in a choice of four containers: artificial caves, pits, pottery urns, and stone cists (Fig. 20.4). Physical access to the dead was effectively denied after interment, with the notable exception of double burials of male and female adults (with the male usually being interred up to a century after the female, suggesting the hypothesis that this was a matrilocal society—Lull 2000b). Specific grave good associations were now deposited with the individual dead. These objects included ones of high social value, such as weapons and tools of copper and ornaments of copper, silver, and gold. There is no evidence that any mortuary practices were carried out anywhere else in these settlements than in individual houses. The normal assumption is that those who were buried inside houses had previously lived inside them. There is some evidence to support this assumption from inherited skeletal and dental features at Gatas (Buikstra and Hoshower unpublished, cited by Lull 2000b). However there are reasons to argue that not all those who lived in houses were buried inside them or within the settlements. This is shown by (a) the relationship between the overall number of burials within individual settlements, the length of occupation of these settlements, and their estimated population size (Chapman 1990: 200–1), (b) the overall age and sex frequencies of those interred as a whole (e.g. missing young adults at Gatas) and within settlement occupation phases (Buikstra et al. 1995), and (c) the epigenetic traits that were shared within and between different areas of the settlement at Fuente Álamo (Kunter 2001). Social mobility is also supported by the greater homogeneity in skeletal traits of females, as opposed to the greater heterogeneity of males, within settlements in the Vera Basin, which again suggests matrilocality (Buikstra and Hoshower unpublished, cited by Lull 2000b: 587, Kunter 2001 on Fuente Álamo).
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FIG. 20.3 Plans of Argaric hilltop settlement at Peñalosa (top) and low-lying settlement at Rincón de Almendricos (bottom)

Intramural burial was practised in south-east Spain for a period of some 700 years, spreading out from its lowland origins to cover an area of at least 33,000 km2. Throughout this area there is a remarkable degree of standardization in both the containers and the sets of grave goods deposited with the dead. The buried dead were here removed from the external, cultural landscape and from the areas of primary agricultural production (just as were a much higher percentage of the living), and physically associated with spaces used for daily processing and consumption activities. The living no longer needed to visit their interred ancestors; they now lived with, and indeed on top of, them. Such was the break in archaeologically visible mortuary rituals and settlement that the overwhelming majority of the still visible tomb mounds of up to 30 generations were seemingly unused and unvisited: in the south-eastern lowlands, only eight tombs have clear evidence of use during the Argaric period. In the Vera Basin settlement relocation did not mean that the surrounding land was no longer required for cultivation or that secondary sources of stone in the river beds were no longer exploited for instruments of production. In fact, the four centuries from c.1950 BC witnessed intensified agricultural production and the development of barley monoculture based on extensive dry farming, coupled with larger-scale use of instruments of production such as grinding stones (e.g. Castro et al. 1999) (Fig. 20.5). We must assume that all this activity took place without reference to the ancestors of previous generations and culture who still occupied that landscape, unless the dead not afforded archaeologically visible burial in the Argaric were disposed of in such extramural areas.
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FIG. 20.4 Argaric cist grave from Fuente Álamo

Source: From Siret and Siret 1887.
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FIG. 20.5 Intensification of agricultural production from the Copper Age (phase 1) through the Argaric (phases 2–4) occupation at Gatas (horizontal axis), as shown by the frequency of cereals (open) and legumes (shaded) per volume of excavated deposit (vertical axis)

What are the implications of this change from extramural, monumental, collective burial to individual, intramural disposal for our understanding of the social labour allocated to the disposal of the dead? After the construction of megalithic tombs, the social labour of successive generations was allocated to the processing of the dead bodies and to extensive mortuary rituals. With the adoption of Argaric intramural burial, this labour allocation was reduced, especially in terms of body processing, and mortuary rituals were reduced in length (as far as can be seen from surviving material evidence) and seemingly confined to the house areas. The absence of sufficiently large open spaces within crowded, hilltop settlements also removed the potential for more inclusive public rituals. For the burial containers, there was low labour investment. Artificial caves were mostly less than 1 m in depth and height and were excavated into rocks like limestone, which had natural fissures, or slates, which had easily exploitable bedding planes. Pottery urns were specially produced and sealed with stone slabs, which were either extracted from a source within the settlement or within a short walking distance. This was also the case with the stone slabs used for making cists: at Gatas, for example, slabs of limestone and slate could have been extracted within or immediately outside the settlement, while sandstone sources were only 1 km away. It is worth noting that this exploitation of immediate local sources was part of a wider minimization of labour investment in lithic production. The need for any quantities of large stone slabs should not be overemphasized, given the low frequency of cist graves over the 700 years of occupation on individual Argaric sites: for example of 107 tombs excavated at Fuente Alamo up to 1991, only 26 were cists and 13 were artificial caves, while there were 64 pottery urn burials (that is, 60% of the total number of burials) (Kunter 2001).

Since the Argaric burials were first excavated in the 1880s, it has been recognized that there was unequal consumption of goods of high social value, such as objects of copper, silver, and gold, in the tombs of the hilltop settlements (Fig. 20.6), as well as between the hilltop and valley-bottom settlements. Differences in the forms of object consumption, along with the containers used for the bodies, are now being traced through AMS radiocarbon dating, enabling the study of contemporaneous practices for the disposal of the dead (Castro et al. 1993–4). When the intramural tombs are studied within the wider context of everyday production and consumption, a specific social hypothesis is proposed. Detailed analysis within Fuente Álamo (Fig. 20.7, Risch 2002) shows that 92% of the consumption of metalwork in tombs took place on the summit and eastern slope, along with metallurgical production, the storage of water and grain, and the consumption of food and drink. In contrast, the southern slope of the hill specialized in cereal processing, with little evidence of habitation, burial, and storage, and the western slope had few productive activities. The inference is that the control of metal production and consumption was in the hands of a dominant class, which also consumed the food produced on the southern slope, thus exploiting its producers. This hypothesis is supported within the Vera Basin by evidence of unequal access to agricultural production between the hilltop and valley-bottom settlements. Analysis of child burials from El Argar shows that differences in the consumption of objects of high social value between different groups are fully marked out by six years of age, and those of the dominant class are distinguished from a few months and there are increases in consumption with age (Lull et al. 2005).

By way of further hypotheses we may propose the following:

(1) Intramural burial in the Argaric group was associated with the imposition of centralized political power, the establishment of which was supported by the break in social memory marked by the near abandonment of mortuary practices in megalithic tombs, as well as changes in settlement location and architecture, and greater standardization of pottery and metal production;

(2) The kinship structure of the period before c.2250 BC was succeeded politically and economically by a society based on class structure which, at least in part, transmitted its social memory between generations by new, standardized means for the disposal of the dead;
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FIG. 20.6 Goods of high social value from Fuente Álamo grave 9

Source: From Siret and Siret 1887.

(3) A reduced labour allocation to mortuary rituals in the Argaric group related in part to more closed, intergenerational transmission of property, as well as to the labour demands of intensified agricultural production over an increasingly extensive area, used to maintain a centralized political system.
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FIG. 20.7 Distribution of metal by weight in the different sectors of Fuente Álamo

Source: From Risch 2002.

CONCLUSIONS
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The change from extramural, megalithic disposal of the dead to intramural burial in this case study from south-east Spain is often summarized as being from communal/collective to individual burial, as in other key areas of Western Europe in the late 3rd/early 2nd millennia BC. This categorization rather misses the point, in that Argaric burial is also collective, but within the context of a different location (houses vs extramural tombs) and different social relations (class as opposed to kin-based society). In order to understand these social relations, it is not sufficient to interpret them by using categories such as ‘power’, ‘prestige’, and ‘status’ (higher/lower, attained/ascribed). Assumptions about innate human desires or drives for these attributes are psychological rather than social, and ignore the structural capacities of human actors and their position in productive relations. This focus on the material conditions of existence should be the basis of any study of the living and the dead. The everyday activities of the living require the allocation of social labour. It follows that the study of that labour, used and organized for activities of production and consumption, should be applied as much to the disposal of the dead as it should to what is often called ‘the economy’, or ‘subsistence’, or ‘technology’. The living and the dead are complementary sources of evidence about social relations in the past and should be studied within a common theoretical framework. This does not mean that ‘symbolic’ or ‘ideological’ aspects of death and burial are supplanted or discarded, but that they are placed within a context of the material bases of social practices and social relations.
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THE POWERFUL DEAD OF THE INCA
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PETER KAULICKE

WHILE it is usually assumed that the Inca, as rulers of a huge empire, were extraordinarily shrewd strategists able to conquer and control enormous territories, supported by almost invincible armies and a near perfect bureaucracy, this viewpoint is basically a utopian myth that began shortly after the destruction of the empire by the Spaniards in the 16th century, invented as a model for European political ideals. On the other hand, neo-indigenist claims of unique and utterly non-comparable ‘Andean’ cosmologies in unaltered time and space, with the Inca as late heirs, do not seem to be a viable alternative. Other claims already present in 16th-century written sources stress the unreliable memories of a society without writing, meaning an essential absence of history, only replaced by questionable myths. This confusing amount of highly divergent opinions, speculations, and hypotheses has accumulated over more than four centuries and many variations are still extant. While the Inca empire did exist for about a century (about four generations) before and during European arrival, its formation, intention, and reproduction followed neither modern European, neo-indigenist, nor ancient Roman political interests, logic, or ideals. We have to ask then whether there are more viable ways to approximate the roles the Inca played in their societies and their relevance beyond death (for papers on Inca power see Burger et al. 2007). The title of this chapter suggests that the dead were indeed powerful, perhaps even more so than the living Inca. In order to explore these possibilities it is necessary to discuss critically the available sources, which in this case are of two kinds: (a) early colonial writings by eyewitnesses during the first half of the 16th century and (b) material remains of the Cuzco area from the 15th to the early 16th centuries.

The first corpus should be the domain of historians, but in the case of those documents related to the Inca past and present in the Cuzco area, these are indirect and non-contemporaneous sources since we do not have direct access to Inca versions of their own past, apart from various interpretations contained in written sources in Spanish translation and/or conception. This is why specialists concerned with this material are called ‘ethnohis-torians’ as a way of acknowledging the ‘impossibility’ of undertaking the history of people without history. As a consequence, these specialists are mainly anthropologists rather than historians and their focus has been more on anthropological theory than on history or historiography. This situation calls for a critical selection of the available sources. Early sources, i.e. those from the second quarter of the 16th century written by eyewitnesses, generally avoid the problem of copying, with its usual errors and problems as well as misunderstandings, speculations, or reinterpretations, although these cannot be ruled out, of course. Another aspect of these sources is the content and the models of writing: European models such as the chronicles reflect medieval time concepts embedded in the logic of theology, and are not historiography in our sense (see Kaulicke 2004: 325–6). As will be seen, there are some exceptions which are particularly useful for our purposes.

The second corpus of evidence contains the material culture and its spatial relations, which is the domain of the archaeologists. This should be an exceptionally good complement or alternative to written sources, particularly concerning death. In other parts of the world funerary contexts are the mainstay for any kind of social or political interpretations of ancient societies. Obviously this kind of evidence should be crucial for our understanding of Inca death, but our data base on this topic is woefully incomplete. This is related to some basic problems of Cuzco archaeology, including intensive looting, but also a lack of methodological and theoretical interest in these contexts. While burial contexts have been excavated by local professionals, these remain mainly unpublished or lack even basic data. Funerary architecture, or what is considered as such, has received attention from the beginning of scientific archaeology, but pertinent documentation is also incomplete or lacking. It has even been assumed that the Inca were not really interred but that their mummified bodies were constantly being moved between special palaces and other places. This supposition is based on data contained in colonial sources and as such illustrates the tendency for uncritical acceptance and preference for the latter as historic ‘facts’. In other words, archaeological evidence is subordinate to ‘history’ instead of fulfilling its role as an alternative source of verification or falsification.

TIME, BODIES, AND SPACE
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In what follows, an alternative reading of some written sources is presented in order to detect the specific logic of life and death for ‘special’ individuals in Inca society, their rulers. This ‘specific logic’ is in short a rather elaborate form of ancestrality, a concept that can be presented with enough detail to understand its mechanism and its relevance for society and cosmology.

The main source used for these purposes is a manuscript called Suma y Narración de los Incas, written by Juan Diez de Betanzos in 1551; a complete version was first published some 20 years ago (Betanzos 1987, English version Betanzos 1996), while the incomplete first part has been known since the 19th century (see Betanzos 1968). While its structure is similar to that of other chronicles, such as the important contemporaneous one by Cieza de León (Cieza 1985), it differs in an important aspect. Betanzos was well known as a Quechua-speaker who was often employed as an official interpreter and married to a woman of the Inca aristocracy, allowing him access to informants of his wife’s social category. In his prologue to the Viceroy Antonio de Mendoza, Betanzos explicitly states that he respected his numerous well-chosen informants by translating their versions ‘to the letter’ (Betanzos 1987: 7). His not too elegant style indeed might be seen as evidence for this contention, but his own ideas, prejudices, interests, and so on are also to be expected. The contents, however, are highly original in major respects and therefore important for the purposes of this chapter. The Inca rulers are shown as the central figures of the narrative before and after the arrival of the Spaniards, but their importance is fixed against a social background we might call the ‘court in microcosm’: their capital, Cuzco. Whatever happens outside Cuzco, it is always seen from within. This social background is ritualized as the focus is on feasts related to or patronized by the Inca, given on a variety of occasions during which the Inca is portrayed as the receiver of attention akin to worship (Kaulicke 2008: 394–7). But it is not only the Inca who is receiving these favours, but also images of himself or of the dead rulers who were his forbears.

In order to grasp this logic it is necessary to focus on some central terms, beginning with ‘memory’ (see Kaulicke 2000, chapter 5 for a discussion of the role of memory in prehistoric Peruvian cultures). There are 19 instances of this term in Betanzos’ manuscript, almost always in relation to the living and dead Inca. Memory is created in the form of laws proclaimed by the Inca via so-called quipos-memoria (quipu or khipu is a complex recording system of knots, strings, and colours; see Ascher and Ascher 1997, Quilter and Urton 2002, Urton 2003, Pärssinen and Kiviharju 2004, Kaulicke 2004: 327–8). In particular, certain of the Inca’s acts are performed in order that they may be memorized (para que hubiese memoria), such as winning battles and building sun temples on the spot in order to memorialize a victory, as well as leaving dead enemies on the battlefield, denying them memory through funeral ceremonies and thus making them non-existent. Building projects are most important in the form of temples or whole cities in which each Inca strives to surpass his predecessors in scale and/or style (Niles 1999). Excellence in large-scale hunting and cult renovation are other fundamental aspects. In all these different forms, the Inca himself creates and maintains memory by his personal charisma. His acts are thought to be supported by the help of the gods and the ancestors. The latter are present in the form of images in each and every ritual or memory-creating event, and ‘act’ from their own abodes in special palaces and the central sun temple, or Coricancha, the centre of the Inca world. Their visual presence then is a constant reminder of the past, a kind of visual history as well as a sine qua non of ritual and political life.

This ‘obsession’ with consolidating ‘personal’ memories of these feats is also present in specialists, such as poets, musicians, dancers, and actors, in speeches, chants, and group performances in which the Inca often takes an active part (in person or in images) (Kaulicke 2000: 17–18). Even the names (or, perhaps better, titles) of the Inca are related to memory, such as Yupanqui, derived from yuya—remember, and yupa—to account or count (evidently related to the quipus) or to respect and honour. Yupapa-y-cha means commemorating someone and yupanqui is someone honoured (Kaulicke 2000: 8–10).

The epithet of the first Inca ruler, regarded as the founder of the empire and of the Inca life and world proper, is pachacuti, probably a posthumous title. There are different interpretations of this term, but the basic idea seems to be a return to the origins, a new beginning of the world in its original condition, and a re-enactment of these origins (Kaulicke 2000: 51–2).

Before turning to the significance of these various expressions of memory and the clear interrelation of the Inca person(s) with a special vision of the past and of time, special forms of material culture should be discussed. These forms receive the collective term of bulto, which derives from Latin vultus—face, originally applied to the heads of saints and later to statues of persons in tombs. Later on the term came to be used as a mass in the shape of a person, or any kind of mass (Kaulicke 2000: 36). Betanzos uses this term more than a hundred times with slightly different meanings and in a ‘chronological’ order: (a) stones imagined as petrified ancestors, (b) anthropomorphic images of gold in the sun temple and on Inca tombs, (c) small figures as representatives of lineages (presumably of gold and/or silver) buried in the sun temple (‘bulticos’), (d) mummified bodies, and (e) bundles of textiles containing fingernails and cut hair. While forms (a) to (d) are directly related to dead Incas or ancestors, form (e) seems to be the rule for all the Incas, starting from the founder figure Pachacuti. These bundles are also used as alter egos during an Inca’s lifetime, as are living animals (napa), dressed alpacas adorned with lordly emblems representing the Inca in certain ceremonies. Sarmiento de Gamboa (1965 [1572]) mentions ‘idols’, known as guauqui (Quechua huauqque—brother), of the Incas, presumably found with their bodies and therefore likely either anthropomorphic figures or bundles containing hair or nail clippings. They are also presumed to serve as oracles. Each had its proper name, but not all of them were anthropomorphic, some taking the shape of birds, fish, and snakes, particularly in the case of the early Incas, i.e. before Pachacuti (Kaulicke 1994: 156–7).

These different materialized manifestations are movable, varied forms of memory, directly linked to the living as well as to dead Incas. As such they also link some 400 memory places, consisting of springs and rocks (modified or unmodified), mountain peaks, palaces, ritual fields, tombs, caves, trees, and paths. They are places on imaginary lines called ceques, with the central sun temple (Coricancha) as their radiating centre. An extraordinary text forms the basis of our knowledge of this landscape concept (Cobo 1964 [1653], Rowe 1980, Bauer 2000, Pärssinen and Kiviharju 2004: 101–36, Zuidema 1964, 1995), The original, of unknown authorship, was presumably written in the 1570s, but Pärssinen, among others, suggests that it is a translation of a quipu (which could mean that the ‘text’ was much older) and, in fact, the overall shape of the ceques in space compares to an extended radial quipu. Water, rocks, and tombs are usually interconnected. Water appears in the form of rain, springs, rivers, waterfalls, and lakes and can be transformed or directed by channels, drains, fountains, reservoirs, and wells. It falls in rain, waterfalls, and outlets of fountains, it flows in the form of rivers and channels or stays calm in lakes, reservoirs, or basins of fountains, all of these constructed out of stone. Rocks appear as mountains, isolated or as groups of blocks, moved intentionally or left in place, sculpted or unmodified (Kaulicke et al. 2003: 45–6). Van de Guchte (Guchte 1990: 331–3), in his dissertation ‘Carving the World’, classifies rocks in Inca times as symbols of commemoration, markers of ancestral origin places, and as testimonies of the links between metaphysical beings and the human world. They are also territorial markers, places where irrigation channels began, or protectors of fields (known as huanca, pururauca, and sayhua; for definitions see Guchte 1990). Another group of rocks are instruments of mediation and communication between mortals and supernatural beings, in the form of altars for offerings and libations. They are placed near caves to mark access to the underworld or steps towards the celestial sphere. They also serve as observatories and materialize the power and presence of the Inca. The corresponding terms are chanca, tiana, and usnu. A third group of rocks is a kind of status marker in a system of oppositions (hanan-hurin), or water in movement, with rocks like a system of hierophanies centred in the concept of huaca, which ‘involves ancestral cults and death, living kings and struggles with supernatural beings, and oracular and shamanic activities’ (Guchte 1990: 332).

It becomes clear then that the landscape around Cuzco, and Cuzco itself, forms a cosmos whose dialectics are centred on the ideology imposed by the Inca. The cosmological concerns are therefore materialized and maintained by ritual in time and space by the Inca’s activities, materialized manifestations of power, both fixed and movable, and also by his Inca court as the appropriate social background and sustenance.

LIGHT AND DARKNESS
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Up to this point, we have basically described the manifestations of power and the existence of an important relationship between the living and the dead Incas. It remains to define the sources of this power and the ways in which it was achieved.

One of the common epithets of the living Inca is Intip churin, which means son of the sun. As we have seen, the Inca is the brother (huauqque) of the images associated with his person. Cobo (1964: 157–8) mentions the presence of three statues of the sun in the Coricancha, called Apu-Inti, Churi-Inti, and Inti Guauqui, all three apparently similar to the mentioned bultos in the form of a textile bundle. There is therefore a curious crossing of meanings between kinship terms of the Inca and of the sun, suggesting, in a sense, that the latter is prone to generational changes. This close kinship enables the Inca to communicate with the sun and his other relatives, the ancestors, who in turn speak to him, advise him, and help him to fulfil his duties. In this sense, it becomes clearer now that success in war is the victory of light over darkness (the enemies) in an alliance between the sun, the ancestors, and the living Inca. Supernatural assistance apparently is also essential in building projects and cult renovation. As the sun is waxing and waning, but also regenerating, it is necessary to rejuvenate the Inca and to renovate his cult, essentially recreating the world.

This logic is well illustrated by the detailed descriptions Betanzos offers for three vital rituals during the life and death of the Inca: birth and the first haircut; power transfer and marriage, and death followed by the purucaya (for descriptions see Betanzos 1987, chapters XLV: 194, XLVII, XXXIX, XXVII, XVII, XXX–XXXIII, Kaulicke 1994: 144–54). Each consists of two parts, one private and the other public. After giving birth, the mother remains in seclusion with her newborn son for four days during which they do not see sunlight. After this seclusion, a ten-day feast is celebrated, with sacrifices to the gods and gifts to the father. A year later the haircut ceremony takes place in the central plaza in the presence of the mother, nobles of both sexes, and the Inca. Mother and son sit on a layer of straw, covered by a mantle of wool and gold, and the Inca himself cuts the child’s hair with a golden knife. The Inca then presents a precious gift to the child, as does each of the participants in the ceremony. At the end, a name is given to the child, which he retains until adulthood.

A similar pattern is observed in the marriage of the Inca to his principal wife. Following a complex ceremony of installation as ruler, the Inca is secluded with his bride and his mother-in-law for ten days, during which they must fast. During this time, offerings of birds, camelids, cervids, and felines take place, culminating in the capacocha (discussed later). The next step is the marriage proper, followed by other sacrifices to the sun and the ancestors. As at the first haircut ceremony, the newly married couple receives gifts from the nobles.

The most complicated ritual pattern is related to death. After the Inca’s death, (1) men and women in his abode begin fasting; they have to take off their shining adornments and stay in the darkness for three days. (2) The nobles are informed and invited to Cuzco in order to choose a successor, who announces the death of his predecessor officially. (3) The nobles offer the new Inca gifts and camelids for sacrifice. (4) After three days of seclusion, they all wash themselves in a spring in order to ‘cleanse’ themselves from death. They change clothes and paint their faces. (5) The dead Inca’s wives, their children, and others are selected for sacrifice and (6) are killed in a feast and buried with gold and silver objects according to their gender, tasks, and social roles. (7) During a ceremony in the central plaza, the nobles weep and declaim the feats of the deceased. (8) The body is prepared. (9) The capacocha is performed, with children of both sexes between the ages of five and six being ‘married’ and buried alive in order ‘to serve the dead where he is staying’. (10) Members of the elite accompany the regional lords in order to arrange for mourning in the provinces. (11) Camelids and maize beer are distributed. All this lasts for ten days.

A year after the Inca’s death, a one-month feast takes place called purucaya. This term, like many others concerning ceremonial, ritual, and ideological matters, derives from the Puquina language, the meaning of which is unknown (personal communication, R.Cerrón-Palomino). The purucaya starts with (1) groups of men and women with black facial paint (in previous ceremonies, they wore green and brown paint) going to the places the dead Inca used to visit, with the dress, adornment, and weapons of the dead, addressing the deceased, showing him these items, and reciting his feats. (2) The ‘most principal’ lord (probably the reigning Inca) calls upon ‘him who stays at his father’s home in heaven’ (the sun), asking for good harvests and well-being. After this introduction, the proper purucaya begins with (3) a dance in the central plaza, with four painted men dressed with feathers and tied together with ropes of gold. Ten sumptuously dressed women in two groups grasp these ropes in a ritual performance of battle. The dance is followed by (4) general weeping of the public, (5) ritual war between the Upper and Lower Cuzco, won by the former, (6) another group dance, with the lords holding hands, and (7) still another presentation of women dressed as men, all public performances. These rituals form the central part of the ceremony. (8) All of the participants wash themselves, dress in their usual clothing, and burn their mourning dresses in a public fire. (9) Another part of the ceremony consists of massive sacrifices of camelids (1,000 dressed ‘with all colours’, another 2,000 without adornments). The first thousand animals are incinerated, the second thousand are distributed among the inhabitants of Cuzco, and the third are sacrificed in the places frequented by the deceased. (10) Finally, 1,000 boys and girls are sacrificed in a capacocha (for descriptions see Betanzos 1987, chapters XLV: 194, XLVII, XXXIX, XXVII, XVII, XXX–XXXIII, Kaulicke 1994: 144–54).

All three ceremonies follow a similar pattern. Each one begins with a few persons in the dark: the Inca after birth, after adulthood, and in death, accompanied by his mother, his bride and mother-in-law, or his closer court (extended family?). Therefore biologically related persons, mainly females, are present at the crucial stages of life, perceived as a kind of death, as a necessary preparation for transformation. This ‘death’ is followed by sacrifices and gifts, the first as an offering to the gods and the ancestors, the second in recognition of the newly achieved social position which is confirmed and completed by name giving. These sacrifices seem to follow a programme of different stages, including different animals during the liminal ‘death’ stage and afterwards. These sacrifices are apparently undertaken in order to avoid misfortune and culminate in the offering of humans, particularly young children. The latter are called capacocha and seem to be related to the transference of life force in a crisis which affects the ruler. Lira (1985: 10–11) describes a modern concept of an illness which attacks children, causing extreme emaciation to the point where the body appears to be turning into a living corpse and smells like a corpse. This kind of illness is caused by contact with the gentiles, the ancestors. While the ‘deaths’ described would be called huañuy in Quechua, the illness is called aya ama, which is related to ayacrani—getting thin and aya—corpse. This concept implies that the ancestors need young life to regenerate, probably in much the same way as the Inca ancestors or even the living Inca ruler. The death and regeneration twofold ritual cycle is the most complex of all as it introduces memory, landscape, and the cosmic dimension of Inca death. The first part is transitional, with retrospective memory and power transference to the ‘new’ Inca as well as ‘installation’ of the dead in its new social sphere, with ‘old’ (sacrificed men and women) and ‘new’ (buried-alive children as future servants and contributors of life force) servants for his ‘court’. Mourning and sacrifices extend to the outer world where the deceased receives the status of a god. The second part reintroduces the dialogue with the apparently established dead ‘new’ ancestor with explicit demands for the well-being of humans and nature. The dances are performances, probably similar to those during the lifetime of the Inca, but also representations of order and power and their re-establishment. The enormous numbers of sacrificed animals and children reinforce the demands for well-being by feeding the ancestors and the microcosmic city.

It remains to be seen what happens between physical death and the beginnings of the purucaya festivities. During this year the deceased apparently achieves his new ancestor status. Cieza (1985: 92) describes this transition as canonización, as the conversion into god or saint by an element called illa, ‘which means body of who was good in life or thunder and lightning (illapa)’ (my translation). This term illa is a symbol of potency, a kind of light; illapa is the venerated body of the ancestors as well as the god of lightning. Nowadays illa and enqa (Inca) are bezoar stones or small figurines of alpacas, llamas, or sheep. In the words of Flores Ochoa (1976), enqa is the generating and vital principle. It is the source and origin of happiness, well-being, and abundance, since it is the soul of the alpaca, while illa are the most beautiful and strong of animals. This light in the darkness (lightning) seems to be a kind of energy the Inca only receives after death. His proximity or kinship with the sun also gives him a cosmic dimension in following the sun’s path to the dark depths of the ocean, becoming saturated with water and being reborn the next morning, enabling him to transfer this vital liquid to humans.

In order to persuade the Inca ancestor to fulfil their demands, the living must attend him in an even more lavish way than during his lifetime, as is shown by the omnipresence of the ancestors in social life and in major political events, in their palatial mortuary residences with numerous servants at their service, and the constant offerings and sacrifices. The renewal of memory therefore is vital for the ancestor’s existence. The different forms of materialized and immaterial expressions are crucial in achieving this aim. The living Inca is in charge of these tasks but also of memory-building for his own purposes. This almost maniacal effort to produce memory and not to fall into oblivion is not to be mistaken for ostentatious propaganda for personal political aims but as the prerequisites of effective ancestorhood. Only the fulfilment of his prescribed roles rewards him with the help of the gods and his ancestors and enables him to become an ancestor after death.

WATER, ANCESTORS, AND LANDSCAPE
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This rather detailed concept of Inca ancestrality extracted from the early written sources should also be detectable in archaeological remains, since materialized memory is an essential part of this concept. However, advances in this direction are few and heavily dependent upon literal readings of written sources (see Niles 1999).

In order to get an idea of the possibilities of contrasting this vision with concrete material remains, a case study of Pisac is presented here (Kaulicke et al. 2003), based on field-work between 1999 and 2000. Pisac is a well-known Inca site above the modern town of the same name, about 40 km northeast of Cuzco. Apart from brief notes in colonial sources (Kaulicke et al. 2003: 32), the ruins became known thanks to the descriptions by Squier (1974 [1877]) and Wiener (1992 [1880]), and a recent book by Angles (1970; for other references see Kaulicke et. al. 2003). As for the function of the site, opinions vary widely. Some presume political functions like fortress, control station, or defence structures, but the presence of temples and funeral structures argues against military prevalence. Others, like Angles, see a large metropolis with an important population buried in numerous funerary contexts. Still others prefer a more economic interpretation, such as a royal estate. Chronology is less disputed. Pisac is attributed to the first major Inca, Pachacuti, but Lucre and Killke pottery hint at earlier occupations, and there is also evidence of later construction until neo-Inca times (the Early Colonial period). Archaeologically, then, Pisac seems to have a longer occupation history than is usually accepted (Kaulicke et al. 2003: 37).

It is wise to describe the sections of the site before presenting an interpretation. This site consists of two main sectors, one to the south (Hopitalniyoc, Pisaqa, Intiwatana, and Inka Qonqorina) and the other to the north (Qallaq’asa, Antachaca, and Qantus Raqay) (see Figs. 21.1 and 21.2). These are situated in flat or flattened parts to the north and south of a huge elongated mountain top of some 720 m length in the form of an S-curve. The Kitamayo River, which separates this mountain from another to the west, flows through a steep gorge in the north which widens to the south. On its right flank, the Tantanamarka mountain has many natural caves, with numerous looted burial towers with Killke remains (Early Inca, AD 1000–1100; for chronology see Kaulicke 2004: 333–5). Terraces are present on both sides of the quebrada (river valley), where the river bank is reinforced by stone walls. To the east some extensive and well-constructed terraces reach the Chongo River. Other terraces are situated to the south as is the original access from the Pisac village and the Vilcanota River. Two semicircular compounds to the northwest (Qantus Raqay) and the southwest (Pisaqa) complete the impression of a highly organized complex whose centre is the elongated mountain, consisting of rocky outcrops, sometimes modified intentionally. The most intriguing part of the site is on both sides of the Kitamayo quebrada in the Tatanamarka sector, whose western section is left almost untouched by the intensive reconstruction works which affect the rest of Pisac. Segmented terraces of heights of up to more than 4 m are constructed, together with other lower ones. All of them are built with the utmost care and one of them shows a niche. Another bears two rectangular structures built with the same technique as the other constructions and of the same reddish-brown stone. Remains of walls seem to delimit this sector, probably in a trapezoidal form which seems to correspond to a structure illustrated in a plan published by Wiener (1992: 396). The twin rectangular structures seem to be funerary buildings which reutilize spaces hewn into the rock so that they appear to reuse earlier burial places. The high quality of stone masonry exhibited in this sector demonstrates its special importance for the whole site. A series of elongated plazas (14.2 x 29.6 m, 16 x 27.5 m, and 13.2 x 21.6 m) modify the plain between the river and the mentioned terraces. All of them have stones at their centre, the southernmost a standing one (huanca, see above). The other side of the river is also modified by terraces. On the plain above these terraces, a system of elaborate stone fountains forms part of a channel which starts further up the Kitamayo and ends in the Qantus Raqay sector (Fig. 21.2).
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FIG. 21.1 Aerial photo of Pisac (SAN 181-70-847)

Source: After Kaulicke et al. 2003, fig. 1.
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FIG. 21.2 Plan of Pisac (modified original INC version, Cuzco)

Source: After Kaulicke et al. 2003, fig. 2.

Some 15 m below the twin funerary structure, a spring appears whose waters are collected in a basin. From there an open channel, built of standing stone plaques (0.15 m wide and 0.13 m deep), conducts the water below the funerary area of burial towers as far as the Antachaca sector (chaca is the Quechua term for bridge), where two massive masonry structures built of blue stones (in the funerary area red-brown stones are used) indicate their function as an aqueduct crossing the Kitamayo (some 20 m above the river, with a width of 20.7 m), where the channel continues until it reaches a cliff. There another aqueduct with three massive pillars is built against the rock walls (20 m long and up to 7 m high). From there the channel reaches the Intiwatana sector, characterized by a complex of monumental buildings, crosses this sector laterally, and goes down to the Pisaqa sector by a series of seven stone fountains. In this sector the channel seems to end after a course of 1.1 km (Fig. 21.2). As is shown in Figure 21.2, another channel borders a long well-made wall with several openings. Thus the mountain top is encircled by ‘cultural’ water and to the east by walls and water, stressing the central importance of the mountain.

How can this composition be interpreted? Beginning with the funerary structure, it should be mentioned that the niche allows a view of the eastern horizon where two mountain peaks (Pukara Pantilliclla and Ventanayoc) can be observed. The name of the former refers to an important archaeological complex with a relatively long history, becoming an important site with religious and burial structures in the late Killke period when it was subordinated to Pisac (Covey 2003, Bauer and Covey 2004, Kendall 1985). The sun rises between these peaks and illuminates the funerary area with the early morning light as the first sector to receive full sunlight. This light regenerates the ancestors who give their ‘cultural water’ to cross darkness (the shadowed burial area) until it reaches the sun temple area from where the landscape opens into a splendid panorama. There another short channel from the mountain peak joins their waters, probably a contribution of the mountain, the huaca (see Guchte 1990). The last part of the channel is lost in the Pisaqa terraces (related to cultivation?). In this interpretation the channel is a visual manifestation of a cycle of death and origin, regeneration, ancestor worship, and growing of plants. The whole landscape turns into a scenario of cosmic dimensions. It should be mentioned too that the mountain where the funerary complex is situated is called Guanacauri, a name intimately related to Inca origins, to the sun cult, and a pair of ancestors with aqllakuna (a term used for women at the service of the Inca, secluded in special buildings mainly occupied with weaving) at their service (Szemiñski 1991). This fits the described sector and, indeed, could mean that the Qallaq’asa was a place for groups of women servants of the ancestors, living and working in a place where they face them constantly (for a more detailed description and discussion of Pisac see Kaulicke et al. 2003).

This interpretation differs markedly from the other more mundane hypotheses mentioned above, although other functions apart from the ancestral cult should not be ruled out. It should be kept in mind that the complex has a rather long history in which functions could have changed markedly. The huge funerary complex of Killke burial towers was related to structures (channels) and constructions (below Qallaq’asa and other sectors) which cannot be defined in the absence of published reports, but a connection between this sector and the mountain as huaca must have been present from early on, along with a relationship with sites like Pukara Pantilliclla, and therefore evidences the interrelationship burial–water–huaca in a simpler form than during Inca times. The large terraces, perhaps not all of them for agricultural use, were probably not all present from the beginning; some of them might be later additions. But more archaeological research should be done in order to find more concrete evidence to support these speculations. Fortunately the Tantanamarka sector has been left almost untouched so that such work is still feasible.

CONCLUSIONS
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These two case studies from two different kinds of sources (Betanzos and Pisac) outline the organization of Inca power via ancestrality. This power is linked to complex networks of diverse kinds of memory, corporalities, and landscape, forming ever-widening circles around the centre, the living, and the dead Inca. But the living Inca is part of this social, political, and cosmological network and the bridge between past, present, and future in reeenactments of the origins, as a transformer and renovator of the world of living and dead, being transformed through a series of ‘deaths’ that lead to ancestralization, which enables him to turn into a kind of personified welfare of cosmic dimensions. Illa or buenaventurado (literally ‘he who is endowed with good fortune’) is a term related to this positive energy towards welfare projected into the future. As such the Inca is still present in modern highland communities, but stripped of the complex mechanisms still extant when the Spaniards arrived at Cuzco.
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LAND OWNERSHIP AND LANDSCAPE BELIEF

Introduction and Contexts
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JOSHUA WRIGHT

THE spatial arrangement of the villages and hamlets of rural China today can still be summed up by the formula ‘houses, gardens, fields, graves’, each community is sited at the centre of its own mortuary landscape. The people, their claim to place, and lineage are attached to the memory and disposal of their dead. Grave mounds, with their associated memorial slabs, tile and concrete retaining walls, potted plants, and incense burners are built on ground surrounding the village, overlooking its gardens, and along pathways leading into it. Some of these mounds are maintained, others are overrun with vegetation and cut into by the gardens that surround them. In time almost all will melt into the fields and gardens and be mixed with the remains of the previous graves and ancient tombs on which they are built.

Landscapes are cultural constructions that are shaped by and always shaping the people who dwell in them. Landscapes of places and structures bring to mind experiences and are material symbols of those experiences. Long-term relations with and experience of space and place in the natural and built world make cultural landscapes into networks of personal and community memory that themselves participate in practically every important action in the life, and death, of the people who live in them. The inscription of human experience onto space and environment is an essential way of creating presence at, and giving meanings to, a locale (c.f. Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003). Any community in which a particular spatial ideal structures the way that they dispose of their dead will create a landscape that reflects that belief; as a result, mortuary monuments can become highly charged parts of cultural landscapes and are key to the understanding of ritual, social space, disposal traditions, and immobile property in prehistory.

This chapter will expand upon the basic theme of memorials to the dead as elements of cultural landscapes and presents two case studies, one dealing with the interpretation of communal megalithic tombs in Atlantic Europe and another with the mortuary signature of socio-economic transitions in Bronze Age Inner Asia.

LANDSCAPES OF DISPOSAL
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There is an undeniable relationship between mortuary settings and the large landscapes in which they occur. These landscapes of disposal (Wilkinson 2003) are made up of physical locales, but also map out how the living position themselves in relation to the dead, demonstrating strong aspects of their cosmological beliefs and the invisible geographies of an ensouled world that is filled with animate forces that can be interacted with (Carrasco 1999, Jordan 2001, Price 2001, Pedersen 2003). Dead ancestors in such a landscape become members of this larger community of incorporeal forces. That being said, archaeologists studying mortuary landscapes must approach them through the physical remains of burials, and these are most frequently mortuary monuments. Working from a framework of monumental forms and qualities, the relationship of one structure to another and to other forms of sites, as well as to the natural world, cosmologies, social structures, systems of property, and contested spaces can be examined.

There are many examples of the study of social identity, status, and the connection of buried individuals with networks of exchange and ideology (see the other chapters in this part, for example). Springing from a common trunk are studies of these same topics that draw from the spatial arrangement of burials within cemeteries and within larger landscape contexts to examine the creation and maintenance of individual identity, groups, and corporate spaces (Goldstein 1981a, 1981b, Humphreys and King 1981, Lucy 1992, Brück 2000, Peters 2000).

Foremost in the study of societies through their mortuary landscapes are the memorial aspects of mortuary monuments. When a living person sees a mortuary monument, they may remember the individuals interred there, or even remember the act of burying them, or of building the monument (Barrett 1990, Bradley 2002). Even without any particular memories, a monument is a constant feature in the landscape and can become a visual reference point and a place that is visited repeatedly for practical as well as memorial reasons (Thomas 1993). Lastly, when the origins of a monument are forgotten. the structure alone can be re-imagined into another history and another monumental or mortuary landscape (Bradley 2002).

The visibility, durability, and memorial aspects of a mortuary monument create a powerful presence in an inhabited landscape and, through presence, a sense of property and ownership, even when the living are not present (Bradley 1993, Edmonds 1993, Hatt 1992). Immobile property—land and space—is made up of a blend of access and use rights, social conventions and traditions, marked and delineated by communicated traditions or the marking of the land itself (Engels 1985, Earle 2000). Because of the culturally weighty aspects of landscapes of disposal, they fall easily into a dual role as both mortuary landscapes and land marked as owned by the living, their ancestors, and their descendants. Respect and memory affect how people move through landscapes of disposal, ensouled landscapes, or between mortuary zones. In this way. immediately local traditions and rules of disposal affect the emergence of networks of movement, nodes in those networks, central places, and boundaries (cf. Pedersen 2003, Wright et al. 2007).

The dead, embodied in monuments or disembodied as spirits, influence the movement of people and the organization of space. An important distinction can be made between disposal areas that are also living spaces and those that are separated from people’s everyday activity areas. In the latter category we find distinct cemeteries and mortuary zones (Hatt 1992, Konovalov 2008; see also Goldstein 1981a) and in the former practices such as interment in active residential structures (Goring-Morris 2000, Hodder and Cessford 2004), living among the mortuary monuments (Richards 2005), or the building of a succession of structures from residential to mortuary in the same place (Barrett 1996). These particular variations in the spatial relations between the living and dead add another dimension to the existing communication potential of a landscape of disposal, but do not fundamentally change its nature.

Landscapes of disposal are often seen as demonstrations of power and hierarchy. Though there is an overlap between political landscapes (Smith 2003) and mortuary monuments, even large and elaborate monuments can be statements about community cohesion, and common shared experiences, communicating the opposite of hierarchy and legitimating and commemorating a communal, heterarchical, or egalitarian ideology. The same is true of monuments as tools for the legitimization of social order or spatial access. Though imposing constructions demonstrate a commitment to a particular social order, they can also be re-purposed (Bradley 2002, Bender et al. 2007) in the service of another idea. These final cautionary notes are meant to encourage critical and nuanced thinking about the interpretation of monumental landscapes.

The following two case studies examine two landscapes of disposal. The first focuses on changing interpretations of the place of mortuary monuments in early farming societies. The second addresses the place of mortuary settings in contested monumental landscapes.

MEGALITHS AND THE NEOLITHIC IN ATLANTIC EUROPE
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In Colin Renfrew’s paradigmatic, ‘Megaliths, Territories and Populations’ (1976), the monumental mortuary landscape of the Neolithic of Atlantic Europe is defined by expanding populations of early agriculturalists who are forced by demographic pressures to consolidate their claims to productive territories. The primary examples presented for this consolidation were the use of megalithic communal graves on the islands of Arran, at the mouth of the Firth of Clyde, and Rousay in the Orkney Islands (Figs. 22.1 and 22.2). These chambered tombs housed the remains of a community’s dead over several different stages of mortuary ritual and, critically, formed a network of inter-visible points on the landscape that served as a constant reminder to people of their membership in a community and, in the case of their neighbours, a way of excluding them from farmland essential for survival in a newly agricultural world. Renfrew’s formulation of the already well-examined Arran and Rousay data combined basic observations made by Childe (Childe 1942) with processual and explanatory aims (Renfrew 1973). The resulting relationship between mortuary structures and territory was widely accepted and became the dominant paradigm for the consideration of the monumental mortuary landscape of Atlantic Europe (Sherratt 1994, Richards 2005: 2). The continuing research, elaboration, critiques, and further investigations making reference to this territorial signalling model of disposal make it an excellent case study of the archaeology of monumental mortuary landscapes, land ownership, and the engagement of the living with their mortuary landscape.
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FIG. 22.1 Map showing the location of the two study areas

Implicit in the territorial signalling model of tomb construction and distribution is a statement about land ownership. Monumental tombs, and the presence of the dead in them, mark a particular group’s ownership of the land around them. The need to mark ownership, in this model, derives from pressure on the available resources that did not exist before an increase in population rooted in farming. Tidily, it is the dead members of that growing population who take their place as part of the markers of territory for the living.

The territorial concept was elaborated as it was revisited and examined; sea access was added to agricultural territory as a key factor in the island territories (Renfrew 1979), and a suggested expansion of territorial value to include a range of resources was proposed by Chapman (1981). The validity of the territorial association of productive land with large tombs was further investigated through simulations and sampling (Renfrew 1979: 13–20, Perry and Davidson 1987). Chapman (1981, 1995) sought to modify the territorial model and cloak it in a generic rhetoric of group action, where the uses of ‘formal disposal areas’, ‘energy expenditures’ on social hierarchy, and strategies to deal with demographic pressure form the basic functional agenda of the monumental tomb builders. Throughout these analyses, the central idea of mortuary monuments as the markers of a community’s territory, and monuments rooted in the origins of the Neolithic, remained.

The first major critique of the agricultural territorial model arose from an examination of the role of monumental chambered cairns as the sole representatives of early agriculture, and thus as the markers of a uniquely Neolithic landscape. By examining their landscape context and the parallel distributions of other artefacts, Hughes (1988) showed that megalithic tombs were only one possible marker of Neolithic activity in the Clyde region and so could not serve as uniform territorial markers. Her recasting of the monumental landscape emphasized the creation of specific monumental places in the landscape and continuity with the past, not as indicators of settlement and population pressure by a farming population. This critique fit well as part of a larger re-examination of the agricultural frontier and the processes at work there (Zvelebil and Rowley-Conwy 1984, Bradley 1993, 1998, Zvelebil 1998).
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FIG. 22.2 Arran Island chambered cairns and their suggested territories

Notes: Arable land is stippled; 100 m contours.

Source: After Renfrew (1976: fig. 6).

Hodder’s (1982: 218–28, Richards 2005: 3) detailed critique and re-evaluation of the use of the Orcadian monument-based territorial signalling model criticized it for being non-contextual, and not making use of patterns drawn from the interrelationships between different types of sites. Inspired by ethnographic analogies, Hodder sought to attach particular elite groups within society to particular types of monuments as part of an overall dynamism and growing sense of community that was centred around an emerging Neolithic elite’s movement to appropriate symbols, places, and rituals.

Actively inspired by this critique, the excavation project at the Barnhouse settlement on Mainland Orkney (Richards 2005) aimed to discover the contexts of Neolithic Orcadian society, searching for interlinkages, the manifestation of authority, demonstrations of cosmology, and in general linking settlement with the well-known mortuary landscape. The investigators found strong commonalities in construction and configuration between houses and tombs (Richards 1993, 2005) as well as thematic connections between the elements of tombs and the natural world in the context of a system of microcosmic representations, subterranean construction, significant water margins, and the sea, in which the dead—both through the presence of the their tombs in the landscape, and familiar analogies between their world and the dwellings of the living—are always present.

From deep within this larger contextual project arose the most direct challenge to the idea of ‘one tomb, one catchment, one community’ on which the territorial signalling model is based. The work of Andrew Jones (Jones 2005) on the sourcing of ceramic tempers at the Barnhouse settlement expanded to cover available materials from the Orcadian passage graves. Patterns that manifested themselves in the settlement site allowed him to conclude that ‘Given the considerable mixture of vessels [in the passage graves], each tempered with rock from different widespread sources, it seems likely that we are seeing a number of communities, perhaps related through kinship, using the passage grave simultaneously’ (Jones 2005: 281). The fundamental idea that a single proximate community used a chambered tomb to cement their claim to immobile property—land—through a vertical integration of the living, their ancestors, and their descendants is then conceptually reorganized into an ancient society in which the horizontal integration of relationships within a living population, and a common symbolic system, complicates any claim to land ownership of the territory in which a population dwelled.

During the more than three decades since ‘Megaliths, Territories and Populations’ was published, ideas of the Neolithic and its mortuary traditions have gone through many changes, becoming a story less about defining territory in which to take part in large processes and more about struggling for identity within a dynamic society with a changing world view, but the essential concept of mortuary monuments and landscapes as records of social transformation remains.

What are the key lessons to be drawn from this case study? The paramount importance of presence is key; the tombs are a visible presence in their own landscape, and succeeding cultural landscapes; but also in the larger context of the world of their builders, as it is interpreted, in which larger grammars of design (cf. Glassie 1975, Johnson 2002) continually brought the dead into the presence of the living, and vice versa.

Additionally, large- and small-scale contextual archaeological work is critical: both the contextualizing of grave goods and the complementary symbolic registers of the mortuary and living environment; and large-scale spatial and chronological frameworks in which the monuments are situated, as with the example seen above (Hughes 1988; see also Bradley 1993) in which Neolithic monuments were built within a network of Mesolithic locales.

SOCIAL AND MONUMENTAL CHANGE IN INNER ASIA
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In contrast to the Neolithic of Atlantic Europe, the monumental burial record of the Bronze and Early Iron Age of Inner Asia (Fig. 22.1) is often interpreted as a mortuary record of the elite individuals who drove social and subsistence change during the adoption, spread, and ascendancy of nomadic pastoralism in Eurasia. However, these two burial traditions share many common aspects of monumental theatricality, a continuity with past and future traditions, the creation of multilayered statements about the local negotiation of social identity as well as allegiance to larger cultural processes, and the common backdrop of the transformation of subsistence systems.

The archaeological record of Bronze Age Inner Asia (c.4000–2500 BP) is dominated by monumental constructions and mortuary landscapes. This deep and variegated archaeological record forms the framework on which all discussions of cultural, social, and economic change during the Bronze Age in Inner Asia are built. The dead were intimately involved in the transformation to Bronze Age nomadic pastoralism and individualizing ideals of property and hierarchy were manifested in the Bronze Age monumental record.

In central Mongolia—the river drainages and highlands east of the Altai Mountains and south of the Siberian taiga forest, the region of Inner Asia that gave rise to many of the historically known high-impact political entities such as the Xiongnu, Türks, and the Mongol Empire—the burials of early Bronze Age nomadic pastoralists are known as ‘slab burials’. These are monumental structures built of large stone slabs (Fig. 22.3) that contain shallow burials of one or more individuals buried with the trappings of Bronze Age nomadic pastoralism (Erdenebaatar 1992, 2002, Erdenebaatar and Khudyakov 2000, Turbat et al. 2003). All slab burials are shallow and disrupted by natural processes and re-entry of the burials soon after they are placed in the ground. As far as can be determined, they contain the remains of women, men, and children of all ages, all with the trappings and wealth of nomadic pastoralism: bronze, animals, horse furniture, and occasionally gold and precious stones. Additionally, there are too few slab burials in the areas that have been closely studied to hold the whole population of an area even for just one generation, so we can conclude that the people buried in slab burials are just one segment of the population living in the region during the Bronze Age. These material and demographic facts suggest that those interred in slab burials belonged to a Bronze Age elite minority. Though the social context may be similar, these burials are quite unlike the large kurgan burials in the sweeping open landscapes of Central Asia (Kubarev 1991, Shishlina 2001; see also Hanks 2002, Anthony 2007). The forested steppe environment of the Inner Asian landscape is one of mosaicked vegetation communities in a topographically diverse setting and its monuments are small and more intimate.
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FIG. 22.3 An excavated slab burial (BGC 486) at Baga Gazaryn Chuluu in Dundgovi Aimag, Mongolia

Though many slab burials are found alone or in small groups, their incorporation into larger complexes of monuments can be read as a narrative of the adoption of the ideals of Bronze Age nomadic pastoralism into an already existing cultural space, and a contesting of that space (cf. Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003). A record of the emergence of Bronze and Early Iron Age society in Inner Asia can be found in a new intimacy with, and memorialization of, dead individual members of particular segments of society. This is in contrast to an alternative tradition of group-oriented activity centred on other types of Early Bronze Age monuments. The way in which these two forms interrelate at the scale of burial monument complexes illustrates the place of monumental forms and traditions of disposal in the transformation of social structure that accompanied the adoption of Bronze Age nomadic pastoralism.

Simply put, this process is a tale of two monumental forms: slab burials and the more common khirigsuur monuments. Khirigsuurs are stone-mounded monuments with surrounding arrays of ground-level substructures and alignments (Fig. 22.4). They are larger than slab burials, but a different form of labour is needed to build them than that required to move the few larger slabs of the slab burials. The scale of the structures and open spatial arrangements around khirigsuurs suggest that they are monuments built and used mainly by groups of people (Wright 2007). Chronologically, both forms of monuments are associated with the Bronze Age—and are essential in defining its range—but it can be suggested that khirigsuur monuments have a broader chronological span and spatial extent than slab burials within the Bronze Age of Inner Asia. This chronological relationship, khirigsuurs pre-dating slab burials at some sites, is key to understanding the relationship between them. When excavated, some central Mongolian khirigsuurs do contain simple burials, but these individuals are deposited without systematic elaboration or grave goods (Tsybiktarov 1995, Frohlich et al. 2008). In contrast, external ground-level mounds and satellites around khirigsuurs frequently contain animal remains that suggest elaborate ritual disposal and deposition (Erdélyi et al. 1967, Kubarev 1991, Tsybiktarov 1995, Erdenebaatar 2002, Turbat et al. 2003).
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FIG. 22.4 A khirigsuur monument (EGS 248H) in plan view

Notes: Showing the central mound (c.1 m in height) and the surrounding alignments and mounds that are no more than a single stone high.

There are three distinct patterns of combined khirigsuur and slab burial complexes; the first is a combined arrangement in which the slab burials are found at the peripheries of sites or wedged unevenly in between khirigsuurs. This suggests that the slab burials were a late addition to those khirigsuur sites and do not fit the pre-existing spatial pattern. This is the pattern at the largest and most complex khirigsuur sites. The second pattern is cases in which the slab burials are integrated into the structures of khirigsuurs, taking the place of various ground-level features that would normally be mounds or pavements of stone containing faunal deposits or defining access to the centre of the monument. All of these replacements suggest that the effort and ritual that had previously gone into building specialized satellite features gave way to the activities of burial. This illustrates a shift in practice towards the memorializing of individuals, at the expense of anonymous, group-oriented construction activities. In the final pattern, slab burials dominate the monumental arrangement; though khirigsuurs may still be present, they lack elaborate ground-level features and serve mainly as foci for organized slab burial groups—lineages, or members of a social elite.

The time frame of these changes may be short at many sites, and the large-scale spatial pattern of the changes is irregular enough that the transformation from one monumental regime to another could occur within the experience, or the memory, of individuals. In this situation people could actively negotiate their position as society changed. In time, standing khirigsuur sites could be re-imagined as the graves of an elite too old to remember. These new meanings in their turn could become part of the legitimating process of the elite whose ancestors might have been instrumental in transforming the monumental vocabulary originally.

As the dead—entombed in slab burials, or moving out from their simple burials under central mounds—begin to join the ground-level features of khirigsuur complexes, the theatre that takes place around those monuments changes (Barrett 1996, Fleming 1972, Inomata and Coben 2006, Wright 2007). It changes, first, because of who those dead are and, second, because of where those dead are buried. The changes in the configurations of khirigsuur complexes serve to push living people out of the activities around the monuments as the physical structures that contain the dead come to be the defining features of the space around a monument that had previously been consensually defined mainly by the bodies of living actors in the monumental space.

This process creates a situation, and an array of monuments, in which individual dead were permanently incorporated into the monumental theatre. Those individuals, and their lineages and property, became participants in the social action around khirigsuurs, participants worthy of remembering, and part of a minority, or elite-controlled experience of the monuments. This is the materialization of a different vision of a social order. A group identity-affirming monumental regime that had grown up in the late epipalaeolithic and early Bronze Age is replaced—not without a contest for spatial paramount status and respect—by one in which lineage, hierarchy, mobile property, and livestock are central; and individual lineages mark, and contest, their place in the landscape through the disposition of their dead.

DISCUSSIONS
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The archaeology of land ownership and landscape belief depends upon the physical remains of concepts of ownership and the ensouled landscape. Most frequently those residues are monumental structures of different scales, and central to these constellations of monuments are mortuary settings. This highlights the commitment of the living to their dead relations, and the importance of those dead in defining space and place. Human engagement with monumental space is at the forefront of the study of continuity in transition between the Mesolithic and the Neolithic in Europe (Hughes 1988, Bradley 1993). One way in which these two case studies highlight those similarities and continuities is the fact that one is based in a mobile, nomadic pastoralist background, and the other addresses immobile Neolithic farmers (but see Whittle 1997). The complexity of these two contexts demonstrates how far we have come from looking at disposal and grave monuments alone. Detailed examination of the monumental, spatial, and temporal contexts of the graves and the contextual details of their contents provided the key data for the interpretations and peopling of the larger landscapes discussed in each example. Both the Orcadian and Mongolian examples show ways in which the disposal of the dead is embedded in a complex living landscape. Though there are tombs in both examples, there is much more as well, and in the end there is dwelling (Ingold 2000) in a landscape inhabited by the living and the dead.
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MEGALITHS IN NORTH-WEST EUROPE

The Cosmology of Sacred Landscapes
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MAGDALENA S. MIDGLEY

INTRODUCTION
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From the middle of the 5th millennium BC onwards, Neolithic communities in north-west Europe embarked upon a remarkable transformation of their surroundings. Through their agricultural practices, these farmers altered the natural landscapes in which they lived. Forests gave way to crop fields, domesticated animals grazed upon meadowlands; villages heralded a new way of life, with settlements built, lived in, and abandoned; natural resources—clay, stone, flint, or amber—were transformed into economically and socially beneficial goods.

The most lasting and powerful legacy of these early north-west European farmers was achieved, however, through the creation of sacred ceremonial landscapes. While the preceding hunter-gatherers recognized places in the landscape to which they undoubtedly attributed special meaning, the monuments built by the farmers provided permanent settings for social interaction and for the expression of sacred rituals on a scale never encountered before.

The truly dramatic aspect of these ceremonial landscapes manifests itself most visibly in the thousands of funerary monuments—long mounds and various megalithic tombs—many of which still survive today. Less tangibly but no less significantly, votive offerings of pottery, axes, and other goods beneficial to community life, identify activities in which individuals could participate singly, as members of a village, or at a wider communal level.

Location of monuments in a landscape, their relationship to natural features—hills, coastlines, or rivers—as well as to other cultural places such as villages, work stations, or cultivated fields, may well have been very meaningful, possibly more so than the hidden morphological characteristics which have occupied megalithic agendas throughout most of the 20th century. Indeed, such relationships first attracted interest through the early 18th-century antiquarian vision of megalithic landscapes as repositories of hidden meanings, experiences, and values, so passionately pursued by William Stukeley (Stukeley 1740, 1743, Haycock 1999, 2002).

Recent phenomenological and other approaches to the study of megaliths have revived some of these ideas by emphasizing the deliberate placement of tombs with a view to choreographing the past experience associated with these monuments. Among other themes, such approaches include consideration of local and exotic sources of building materials, the aesthetics of colour and texture, and the symbolism of such raw materials. The interplays between monuments and landscape features—for example placements of tombs along coastlines, by lakesides, or along rivers, referencing distant hills or other conspicuous features—have become important considerations for understanding the meaning of monuments within their cultural and natural landscapes (Tilley 1994, 1996, Cummings and Whittle 2004).

Following a brief discussion of the principal types of megalithic monuments in northwest Europe, this chapter will consider ways in which the relationship, forged by the builders of megaliths with their cultural and natural landscapes, expressed the social, cultural, and cosmological principles shaping the universe in which they lived.

THE MONUMENTS: THEIR FORM, STRUCTURE, AND USE
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The megalithic tombs (from the Greek megas, great and lithos, stone) represent the most tangible remains of the Neolithic sacred landscapes in north-west Europe. The earliest were built along the Atlantic coastline, from the mid-5th millennium BC, and by the early 4th millennium BC megaliths were being constructed all over north-west Europe. Equally imposing early monuments—various long mounds—were also built in timber and earth. Today completely eroded through modern agricultural practices, they were nevertheless a formative element in the emerging vision of the Neolithic world.

Megalithic architecture and the burial rituals encountered therein have been the subject of antiquarian interest and investigation from at least early medieval times onwards (Midgley 2009). Since the late 19th century, the formal characteristics of different north-west European tombs have been presented in numerous typo-chronological schemes. These are well known and we need not recount their intricate details here. It may however be helpful to recall some of the principal characteristics of the form and structure of these sites.

The monumental funerary sequence in north-west Europe began with the phenomenon of long mounds and, irrespective of regional dynamics and consequent diversity, the long mound idea was an important element structuring the burial practices of the early farming communities, emerging sometime around the middle of the 5th millennium BC. In western France early long mounds were additionally accompanied by a tradition of erecting large stones, which either stood as single menhirs or formed alignments (L’Helgouac’h 1983, Joussaume 2003, Midgley 2005, Joussaume and Laporte 2006, Scarre 2007).

While the dating of individual menhirs can be difficult, there is now a considerable body of data from western France to suggest that they also began to be erected by at least the middle of the 5th millennium BC, if not earlier. They are largely confined to the western Atlantic façade, with Morbihan, Finistère, and Côtes d’Armor accounting for close to 1,200 menhirs, although the possibility of timber equivalents, in areas where granite and other easily extractable rock outcrops were not available, should not be disregarded.

Chris Scarre has recently noted that, on the one hand, the inspiration for the Breton standing stones could easily be sought in the natural phenomenon of variously shaped outcrops which must have protruded above the ground surface. However, the smooth and worked, and thus somewhat unnatural, appearance of the early standing stones suggests a desire to create something new (Scarre 2007: 254). Indeed, the elaborate carved images of horned cattle, sperm whales, birds, and snakes, as well as axes and croziers found on some early menhirs, suggest deeply symbolic motifs reflecting concern with the sky, sea, land, and with newly formed relationships between people and nature.

The long mounds, over their vast distribution area from western France to south-east Poland and central Sweden, vary in shape, form, burial structures (which may contain from one to several individuals), and in their disposition in the landscape—from single monuments to conglomerations forming veritable cemeteries (Midgley 2005, chapter 4; see Fig. 23.1).

Some mounds are very large, although the more extreme developments clearly result from successive extensions and aggrandizements. Thus at Passy, along the river Yonne, some of the mounds were progressively elongated, eventually reaching up to 300 m in length. Equally, many of the Atlantic mounds are multi-period structures resulting from extensions of initially smaller forms: the Er Grah mound at Locmariaquer was extended from a small cairn 10 m in diameter, to a monument of about 140 m in length, and Prissé-la-Charrière, Deux-Sèvres, was enlarged at least three times, each stage involving its own complicated series of modifications (Duhamel et al. 1997, Scarre et al. 2003, Le Roux 2006a).
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FIG. 23.1 Long barrow cemetery of Escolives-Sainte-Camille, Burgundy, in the process of excavation

Similar examples of extensions and alterations are apparent in northern Europe: the two long mounds of Barkær on Djursland peninsula were extended on at least three occasions; seven stratigraphically distinct construction phases have been noted at Flintbek LA 3 long mound in Schleswig; while Bygholm Nørremark in Jutland offers an excellent example of an aggrandizement, with the initial timber enclosure being replicated permanently in a stone kerb (Midgley 2005, chapter 4). Elsewhere, for example at the cemetery of Słonowice, southeastern Poland, the original design of the cemetery, comprising at least seven parallel mounds, some in excess of 100 m in length, suggests a monumental conception from the very beginning (Tunia 2003).

The mounds vary in construction: in areas which were well endowed with stone for building material, the mounds are either set within imposing stone kerbs—in southern Scandinavia and across most of the north European plain—or built entirely in stone, as in Brittany and the Poitou-Charente. In regions lacking large stones, for example in the Paris basin or in south-east Poland, the mounds are delimited by ditches which frequently held huge timber posts forming substantial palisades.

In contrast to past assumptions about the simplicity of graves in the long mounds, excavations of the past three decades make it clear that many contained chambers whose architectural elaboration and variety was considerably greater than the surviving vestiges would suggest. Both timber and stone, singly or in combination, were used, with some of the chambers retaining access to the interior for sufficiently long periods to enable later interments (Midgley 2005, chapter 5). Indeed, some of the timber chambers provided architectural prototypes which, at least in northern Europe, were later replicated in stone.

Importantly, many of the mounds were built upon specific cultural contexts, notably abandoned but still visible houses. While this is presently not so clearly attested along the Atlantic façade (although the long mound at Erdeven, Morbihan, appears to have covered evidence of earlier activity, Cassen et al. 2000), it is inconceivable that those who buried the dead within the long mounds at Balloy, Seine-et-Marne, were not aware that they were burying them within the dilapidated foundations of earlier and still visible Danubian long houses (Mordant 1997). At the famous Sarnowo long mound cemetery in Kujavia, one of the central graves (barrow 8) was dug into the remains of an earlier Trichterrandbecherkultur (TRB) house, and the whole cemetery had been located on a previously settled area which included a cultivated field; equally, many southern Scandinavian tombs were constructed either upon earlier settlements or on abandoned ploughed fields (Midgley 2005: 84, 2008: 40–2). While in the past such discoveries were considered largely accidental, the frequency of such locations across the whole area of north-west Europe suggests that, from the very beginning, there was a close relationship between the dead and new agricultural activities.

The survival of timber structures along the Atlantic façade is poor and thus the relationship between the stone and timber architectural elements is inevitably tipped towards that of stone. Here we encounter many types of megaliths, from small enclosed chambers—cists built of thin slabs or simple dolmens intended for single burials—to circular or quadrangular passage graves whose massive and elaborate chambers, sometimes decorated with carvings, were accessed through long and narrow passages. Sometimes several such chambers are arranged side by side, for example at Barnenez in Finistère, or at Availles-sur-Chizé in the region of Deux-Sèvres, with 11 and 10 chambers respectively (Joussaume and Laporte 2006).

In northern Europe, on the other hand, timber chambers appear to have provided architectural models that were later replicated in stone, with the construction of small, closed, stone-built dolmens overlapping for a while with that of their timber counterparts. This building experience was ultimately translated into the architecture of north European passage graves which, in its variety of shapes, forms, and engineering, even today cannot fail to impress (Dehn et al. 1995, 2000, Sjögren 2003a, Midgley 2008, chapter 3; see Figs. 23.2 and 23.3).

The elaborate nature of megalithic architecture was complemented by the complexity of the funerary ritual. The timber chambers and early dolmens often contained single inhumations, although the subsequent accessibility of stone-built chambers permitted repeated use of the interior: most tombs are today empty, with human bones having either decayed or else been removed in prehistory, while, in some, remains from as many as over 100 individuals have been found. The piles of bones—primarily long bones and skulls—reveal an ordered deposition which speaks strongly in favour of ancestral cults. Associated rituals are expressed in the deposition and destruction of ceramics and stone tools at the entrances to the tombs, a practice most widely seen in southern Scandinavia but known from other regions as well (Midgley 2008, chapter 4).

Investment in the sacred landscape was not limited to the construction and maintenance of burial monuments, and tombs were complemented by other ceremonial sites. The enclosing of an area by means of banks, segmented ditches, and palisades created places with their own architectural identity, devoted to communal activities for scattered populations. Such sites frequently occupied prominent hilltops and provided venues for larger public gatherings, bringing communities together for thanksgiving, worship, feasting, forming alliances, and possibly even facilitating social and economic encounters with strangers. Significantly, partial human remains have also been found in the ditches, and the enclosures may have served as places for exposure of the dead prior to their placement in the ancestral tomb, thereby extending ancestral influence further into the world of the living (Andersen 1997, 2000).

Votive offerings placed at lake edges and deep in the marshy and boggy areas are best documented in Scandinavia, where such deposits make ritual use of pottery, foodstuffs, and thousands of flint axes. Similar deposits could be made at the foot of menhirs or in other places in the landscape which need not have been specifically marked. Human sacrifices were also part of these rituals and at least some of the Neolithic bodies found in the north European bogs represent individuals who had met with a violent death. What led people to dispose of material goods, animals, and humans in lakes and rivers is unknown—they may have been offerings to appease gods and spirits—but such practices demonstrate that material culture was an important symbolic resource used in mediation between people and their natural environment (Karsten 1994, Koch 1998).

In recent years a number of interesting and unusual features of megalithic architecture have emerged, which suggest that these monuments were physical and conceptual manifestations of the multidimensional universe of the Neolithic farmers and that a closer analysis of some of these aspects may lead us towards a better understanding of Neolithic cosmology. Such aspects include the more unusual elements of architecture as well as the positioning of the monuments within their cultural and natural contexts, and it is to these themes that we now turn our attention.

[image: image]

FIG. 23.2 North European dolmens: (a) Poppostein, Schleswig; (b) Poskær Stenhus, Djursland; (c) Toftebjerg, Zealand
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FIG. 23.3 North European passage graves: (a) Heidenopfertisch, Lower Saxony; (b) Stöckheim, Altmark; (c) Knudshoved, Zealand

MEGALITHIC ARCHITECTURE AS SYMBOLIC REFLECTION OF THE CULTURAL AND NATURAL LANDSCAPE
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Modern ideas about aesthetics, developed since the Renaissance, may not be entirely appropriate for the analysis of the colour, texture, and design of the megalithic tombs. While we should not assume that aspects of beauty would not be pleasing and appreciated, it is more likely that they provided a medium through which one could symbolize the mysteries of the world and the powers of the supernatural.

Megalithic architecture in north-west Europe appears full of contrasts and contradictions which need not reflect structural requirements, but rather may have been symbols of social and religious aspects of Neolithic cosmology. Thus it has both visible and hidden aspects; we see the mounds with their imposing stone kerbs, elaborate entrances and even chambers, but we do not necessarily see other elements which ensured that megaliths functioned both physically and symbolically. Examples of the latter may include decorative art on the backs of chamber orthostats—decorated menhirs broken and subsequently re-used in the later Breton passage graves (for example at the passage grave of Gavrinis, Locmariaquer), the incorporation of cereal-grinding and axe-polishing stones into the walls of Danish passage graves, vast amounts of crushed flint that went into the composition of the mounds (Dehn et al. 1995, 2000, Le Roux 2006b, Midgley 2008: chapter 3). Megalithic architecture, moreover, emphasizes the contrast between the light of the exterior and the darkness of the inner chambers, the abode of the dead and spirits; it juxtaposes horizontal and vertical, with huge orthostats and drystone walling either filling the gaps or raising the height of the chambers; the use of both hard and soft materials, and so on.

The types of raw materials employed, as well as the colour of the rocks, seem to have been equally important, reflecting the symbolic relationship between builders and their natural environment. In Brittany we note the significant way in which granite outcrops were exploited during the time of monument construction. This can be seen in short alignments such as at Douet on Hoëdic, where natural shapes, with clear anthropomorphic connotations, were exploited (Large and Mens 2009), or in the procurement of huge blocks which make up some of the Breton standing stones, notably the still-standing Kerloas menhir in Finistère or the Grand Menhir Brisé, Locmariaquer, which originally stood at the head of an alignment of 19 decorated stelae (L’Helgouac’h 1998: 286).

Recent researches in the area of the famous Carnac alignments have shown that the availability of granite outcrops has influenced the way in which the rows were constructed (Sellier 1991, 1995), initially simply levering the protruding rocks—converting the horizontal natural outcrops into man-made vertical rows—before engaging with the more complex extraction from deeper strata: the secrets of the earth recreated on the surface!

In contrast, one of the features of the natural landscape across the whole of the north European plain and southern Scandinavia in the Neolithic was the abundance of glacial boulders—huge gneiss and granite rocks left behind by the melting glaciers. These provided the obvious building materials for the megalithic chambers and they were sometimes used in quite a dramatic fashion (Midgley 2008). Desires to create theatrical settings are demonstrated by a choice of red-coloured boulders on the façades of some megaliths—for instance at Kong Svends Høj on Lolland, at Grønjægers Høj on Møn, and at Nobbin on Rügen—where such dramatic effects might have been enhanced further at sunrise or sunset.

Red sandstone, used profusely in the passages of tombs on the Falbygden plateau in Sweden, or in drystone walling within and outside the chambers, was employed to offer a contrast through the aesthetic juxtaposition of different colours and textures. The gleaming quartzite capstones covering many Scandinavian chambers—on a dolmen chamber at Grønjægers Høj or atop the Bakkebølle dolmen in south-east Zealand—must have been selected for their dramatic visual impacts and other symbolic associations (Fig. 23.4). The presence of white sheets of birch bark, folded in between the red sandstone slabs of drystone walling inside the Danish chambers, adds an additional element of the mystical relationship between different raw materials (Dehn and Hansen 2006). Moreover, the later custom of spreading layers of burnt white flint, as a covering of votive offerings at the entrances to the north European passage graves, may well have served as a powerful metaphor for rendering an important raw material into an acceptable offering to the ancestors or gods.

THE MONUMENTS AND THE LANDSCAPE
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North-western Europe, throughout the vast area from where the Loire discharges its waters into the Atlantic in the west to the Baltic and southern Scandinavia in the north, is an area of a diverse range of natural environments, geology, and topography. Coastal zones, created through a complex history of eustatic and isostatic movements, contrast with inland areas where broad river valleys intersect plains and separate upland plateaux, where moraine ridges vie with lake lands as well as boggy, marshy, and waterlogged environments.

The natural history of landscapes in the Neolithic is very complex, and recent investigations, especially those concerning Holocene sea-level changes and the resultant long-term effects, have given us a very dynamic picture of the natural processes which, apart from the topographical changes, would have had a profound impact on the lives of north-west European communities (Behre 2007). While major dramatic coastal events, such as rising and falling sea levels, land loss, and population displacements, were undoubtedly over by the time megaliths were being built, slower change continued and the memory of past environmental changes, especially the dramatic effects of the changing coastlines, may well still have been preserved and, indeed, deeply encoded in the cosmologies of the Neolithic communities.
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FIG. 23.4 Grønjægers Høj long dolmen on Zealand displaying bright quartz chamber capstone and reddish facade

Indeed, the twice daily cycle of ebb and flow defines the changing topography between dry and wet environments and, in areas where the inter-tidal zone was much larger than it is today, such changing conditions may well have created an aura of drama, perhaps further emphasized by the memory of flooding of large areas of the North Sea and Atlantic, surviving in the oral traditions from the times when the last hunter-gatherers inhabited these areas (Leary 2009).

On the other hand, recent phenomenological preoccupation with the relationship between megaliths and water, while clearly highlighting the symbolic and cosmological importance of coasts and islands in the Neolithic, has not always taken into consideration the environmental changes that had happened since then; thus it sometimes overemphasizes the deliberate rather than the unavoidable. Many locations originally some distance from the coast are today either coastal headlands or even islands—a process most dramatically evidenced along the western Breton coast and in the area of the Morbihan Gulf—and vice versa, once small islands having now become part of a larger landmass, for example the island of Rügen or such islands as Örust and Tjörn along the western coast of Sweden.

Moreover, as far as northern Europe is concerned, large areas of the north European plain and southern Scandinavia consisted of boggy and waterlogged areas, now dramatically curtailed through drainage projects or peat extraction. Such landscapes required careful navigation by means of artificial routes—the numerous timber trackways in northern Europe attest to the need to traverse such lands—and, like their coastal counterparts, would have been invested with symbolism, some of which is borne out in the thousands of votive deposits originally placed in waterlogged landscapes (Hayen 1987, Metzler 2003).

While we try to understand megaliths as places that not only reflected and directed everyday social practices but also linked the different realms of the living, the dead, and the supernatural, finding overall patterns against the background of landscape diversity presents a considerable challenge. Even the most general distribution maps of megalithic monuments in north-western Europe reveal the contrast between clustered and dispersed distributions and, even more dramatically, between coastal and inland locations. Thus, on the one hand, the Breton and the south Scandinavian littorals—with their dramatic shorelines and with islands separated by deep channels, from craggy rocky outcrops (remnants of the submerged land) to large permanently settled islands—emphasize the importance that the vast bodies of water played in the siting of monuments and thus in Neolithic burial rituals. On the other hand, while in many areas, especially in zones with island archipelagos, the focus on the sea must have been significant, we note that some megaliths are also placed manifestly away from the large expanse of water, towards the land.

Interpretations of such coastal distributions have undergone dramatic change. Thus, with reference to the coastal placement of tombs in Bohuslän—where many are less than 100 m from the contemporary coastline—Clark (1977) has argued that such placement was evidence of the importance of marine economy at the time. However, recent analyses of human remains from these graves suggests that marine diet did not play any role during the time of the construction of the tombs, even though burials took place in coastal locations (Sjögren et al. 2009). The relationship between the coast and the megaliths seems to have been much more complex than simple exploitation of marine environments. Sjögren (2003b) has suggested that placement of tombs may have been related to the importance of marine access routes and that it demonstrated ancestral presence to outsiders.

The examples of megalith distribution on the west Swedish islands of Örust and Tjörn also seem to support the importance of coastal travel. The Neolithic sea level was between 20 and 25 m higher than today and many tombs were closer to the shore (Fig. 23.5). Tjörn, especially, was a series of small rocky outcrops around a relatively sheltered bay, with tombs dramatically perched on the edge between land and water (Bradley and Phillips 2004). In other areas of northern Europe megaliths are also found along the coast: on the south Danish islands—on Bogø, Møn, along the entire southern and western coast of Zealand, on Langeland—as well as on Bornholm, on Rügen, and along the Baltic coastline of Mecklenburg and Schleswig-Holstein.

Along the Atlantic shores, Brittany has for long provided famous examples of coastal locations significant to the Neolithic monument builders, with many standing stones, passage graves and stone circles, very close to the shore. Today many of these locations are groups of islands or single islands, now surrounded by the sea, but during the Neolithic period either still part of the mainland, coastal headlands, and promontories or, perhaps, already partial islands within an extensive inter-tidal zone. We may note here the position of menhirs and megalithic tombs all along the Breton coast: the four multi-chambered cairns on the Ile Guennoc, the cairn of today’s tidal island of Ile Carn, the headland position of the cairn of Barnenez, or the Lilia menhir on the north coast of Brittany, today totally submerged at high tide.

In the southern Gulf of Morbihan, the early erection of menhirs and long mounds—notably the stone alignment associated with the Er Grah long mound, of which the shattered Grand Menhir Brisé is the sole survivor—and the subsequent construction of passage graves, were centred around a somewhat enclosed but possibly tidal estuarine zone of the Auray river. The island of Er Lannic, with its two partly submerged stone circles, and that of Gavrinis, with the extraordinarily decorated passage grave, were in fact part of the mainland, and the cairn of Petit Mont, today dramatically poised on the headland, was also further inland.
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FIG. 23.5 Dolmen at Haga, island of Örust, Bohuslän, originally located on the shoreline

One of the most dramatic coastal settings for Neolithic monuments is offered by the Molène archipelago, off the west coast of Brittany (Scarre 2002). While the early 20th-century survey of the islands, undertaken by Du Châtellier, needs to be treated with caution, it nevertheless recorded a vast number of Neolithic monuments: cromlechs, standing stones, and burial mounds of different types. Originally part of the mainland, as a result of the postglacial sea-level rise the Molène archipelago became separated and, during the Neolithic, lay in a massive inter-tidal zone within which further encroachment of the sea divided the islands from one another. Although, as a result of natural and human agencies, many of the Neolithic monuments have now disappeared, this land seems to have been very attractive to Neolithic communities, if not for settlement then at least for the construction of burial and other ceremonial monuments.

The idea that megalithic tombs were important landmarks marking frequently traversed routes has for long been of interest to north European scholars, and recently similar ideas have been explored elsewhere (Bakker 1976, 1991, Criado Boado et al. 1994, Criado Boado and Vázquez 2000). Safe passage would have been important in the Neolithic everywhere, whether this concerned movement of people, transport of goods, or traversing the land with animal herds.

While movement between islands necessarily involved crossing stretches of water, in the calm seasons boat travel may have been faster and, where possible, preferred to following inland routes. As noted previously, recent preoccupation with the symbolic and ideological significance of coastlines in the Neolithic should not make us forget their very practical role in communication.

Evidence in northern Europe, from the late Mesolithic onwards, of watercraft and paddles preserved in waterlogged environments all around the Baltic Sea and other coastal regions—together with evidence of long-distance exchange of exotic materials—suggests that coastal and archipelagic waters were regularly traversed. Distances of up to 100 km across the open sea, and 500 km of coastal navigation, may have been routine, with occasional longer distances covered if and when required; indeed, such voyages need not have been primarily concerned with trade and exchange (Fischer 2003, Zvelebil 2006).

Thus megaliths along the western coast of Bohuslän, or those along the Danish coasts, may well have marked safe harbours and regular landing places from which one could continue a journey inland. The Neolithic settlement of the islands in the Baltic—notably of Bornholm, separated from mainland Sweden by a 47-km-wide strait, hazardous on account of strong currents and changing winds—provides a remarkable proof of the navigational skills of the Scandinavian farmers, and we need not doubt the seafaring skills of the Neolithic dwellers along any coasts.

While there has been less discussion in the archaeological literature of coastal navigation along the Atlantic shores, such communication must also have been a daily fact of life, connecting islanders with those living on the mainland and facilitating travel on a wider level. Hoëdic was already an island during the 6th millennium BC, and any Neolithic settlement of the island involved crossing the sea (Large and Mens 2009). The same may well have been the case throughout the Molène archipelago and, in southern Morbihan, the sheltered waters of the inter-tidal bay would have been conducive to boat travel. We may further envisage maritime travel from the Galician coast northwards to Brittany and beyond, with forays made across to the Channel Islands, as well as to Britain and Ireland. Indeed, the positioning of monuments along the coast, marking safe harbours from which one could move inland, and the dramatic placement of menhirs, alignments, and mounds on coastal headlands would in many cases have been appreciated from the sea rather than from the land.

Away from the coast, in mountainous areas, for example in the Pyrenees or in north-western Galicia, mountain ranges had to be crossed and so identification of easily navigable passes was essential (Fig. 23.6). Mountain ranges are not an obstacle to movement in northern Europe, but instead fast-flowing and flood-prone rivers had to be crossed, marshy terrain avoided or circumvented, and safe routes identified for the transport of goods and animals.

Evidence from northern Europe suggests that some movement was by means of ox-pulled carts. Interestingly, wheel tracks made by ox-carts have been identified in the context of megalithic constructions at Flintbek, Schleswig (Mischka 2010, Zich n.d.), and remnants of wooden wheels and axles, as well as broken cattle hoofs, found embedded in a trackway at Meerhusener Moor, Lower Saxony (Hayen 1987), demonstrate that wheeled transport problems have a long ancestry.

Linear arrangements of megaliths in northern Europe—noted from the 19th century onwards—have been interpreted as indicating regularly traversed routes. In some cases the megaliths clearly are the earliest monuments on historically known routes, for example on the Hondsrug, Drenthe plateau, or along the famous Ochsenweg which, in historical times, connected northern Jutland to Hamburg on the Elbe and beyond (Bakker 1976, 1991). Other routes have been identified elsewhere: in East Holstein stretches of the 17th-century coastal post route have megaliths along them, and this may have been a prehistoric route which subsequently crossed the Fehmarn Belt to the south Danish island of Lolland (Hoika 1986); and some of the megaliths on the Falbygden plateau may correspond to the mid-16th-century royal ‘common land routes’ (Sahlström 1935).
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FIG. 23.6 Dolmen of Aguas Tuertas, western Pyrenees, marking entrance to the upland plateau

Note: Altitude 1608 m above sea level.

Such communication networks, marked by burial monuments, may have existed in other areas of Neolithic Europe. The location of monumental long barrow cemeteries, for instance along the Seine and Yonne river valleys, has been discussed in terms of their symbolic ‘island’ positioning along the meanders that were seasonally cut off by the flooding waters from the surrounding landscape (Midgley 2005: 82). However it is also important to note that such locations of long barrow cemeteries, in France as well as elsewhere, may have marked communication routes in which these rivers played an important role as convenient channels of passage through inland landscapes which were otherwise difficult to traverse.

In north-west Iberia, Criado Boado investigated the distribution of megaliths in two Galician areas: the Sierra de Barbanza and the upland plateau centred upon the Miño river. In the latter area, the megaliths—some forming substantial clusters—clearly mark the major passes allowing movement to and from the plateau (Criado Boado et al. 1994: Fig. 4); the more than 100 megaliths in the Sierra de Barbanza—some standing individually and others arranged in groups—also mark a network of natural passes which structured movement along and across the Barbanza peninsula, with some barrows emphasizing direction of movement at points of landscape ambiguity (Criado and Vázquez 2000: 199–200).

The idea that megaliths served as signalling devices has been suggested many times within different interpretative paradigms: from the processual view of tombs as territorial markers within heavily populated regions, to the metaphorical relationship between the megaliths and natural landscape features of the phenomenological approaches (Renfrew 1976, Chapman 1981, Tilley 1994, 2004). However, while alignments of megaliths or groups of monuments centred in the vicinity of important crossings—be it where overland paths converged, by river fords, or near coastal harbours—are indicative of commonly travelled routes, they could hardly be interpreted in the same way as modern signposts.

Ethnographic evidence from traditional societies suggests that space and distance, apart from physical dimensions, are also given symbolic significance, which, among other things, encompasses both the known and the unknown (Helms 1988). Thus, movement beyond the familiar territory may well have been a hazardous activity for those willing or compelled to undertake it.

There is ample evidence, throughout the whole of Neolithic Europe, for the circulation of commodities that were either necessary (such as flint and stone tools) or luxurious in nature (amber jewellery, marble rings, copper trinkets), and such goods were clearly distributed through the movement of people. While economic considerations undoubtedly played a role, trade need not have been the sole or, indeed, the most important aspect of long-distance travel. Mary Helms (1988, 1993, 1998) emphasizes that within traditional societies travel plays an active element in political, social, and religious affairs. Travel can be undertaken for knowledge, to exchange information and news, to acquire self-realization and individuality that were not possible at home, and to acquire personal prestige by sharing one’s experiences with those who cannot travel. An ancestral role in providing protection and facilitating travel is an important consideration.

Several regions do offer evidence for the deliberate siting of tombs in relation to islands, coastlines, rivers, slopes, and other natural landscape features, although over such a vast area there are no simple patterns. Random scatters, variations between the clustered and dispersed distributions, as well as striking linear arrangements across some of the landscapes, must have embodied a whole range of expression intended to convey a wide range of meanings, from cultural liminality of the abodes for the dead to the signalling of ancestral presence to strangers. The fact that so many megaliths are found along much later, historically attested communication routes supports the idea that they also played a role in the overall network of contacts and communication between different regions.

Indeed, ancestors are frequently associated with long-distance travel, either through myths of origin and migration, or through blessings before and protection during a journey. Thus, under certain conditions, the megaliths may also have been protective and instructive devices placed along frequently traversed routes. Moreover, ethnographic evidence further demonstrates that transactions—exchanges—between strangers are frequently formal occasions that are structured and follow certain patterns. They have profound consequences on the social life of individuals as well as communities; often, existence and survival (in social rather than economic terms) depends on the successful establishment and subsequent maintenance of allegiances and obligations. Such processes require appropriate formal settings, and megaliths—perhaps in conjunction with other types of site such as causewayed enclosures—may have created a network of places where encounters with strangers en route could be conducted in safety, under the protective watch of the ancestors resting within their megalithic chambers.

CONCLUSIONS
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This chapter has considered a number of aspects associated with the placement of northwest European megalithic tombs with respect to their cultural and natural landscapes. While it would be naive to assume that the same set of principles, beliefs, and ideologies operated among all the north-west European Neolithic communities inhabiting the vast area from the Atlantic to the Baltic shores, there are nevertheless a number of general similarities.

While the idea of a direct transfer of beliefs and ideologies between communities living in coastal areas that are familiar to us from ethnographic accounts—for example the very rich cosmologies of coastal communities in North America or those of northern Europe and Siberia—is inappropriate, such ideologies nevertheless help foster a better general understanding of the sets of beliefs which may have been associated with such landscapes in the Neolithic. The transitional nature and the liminal position of coastlines, as meeting places of different worlds in which humans, animals, and spirits encountered one another, may have been highly relevant and the placement of early monuments, burial tombs as well as standing stones, at such locations is highly significant. This is particularly relevant along the coasts of Neolithic Brittany as well as in southern Scandinavia where monuments were located close to the shore.

Thus, while in those regions the placement of monuments in relation to the sea was undoubtedly important, away from the coast—where the sea was too far away to be regarded as an important landmark—other topographical features such as broad river valleys, moraine ridges, and flat plains provided landmarks which were imbued with cosmological significance.

In both coastal and inland locations across north-west Europe, megaliths appear to have been closely associated with the movement of people, both for practical and for symbolic reasons. They define a cultural landscape in which random scatters, variations between clustered and dispersed distributions, conveyed a wide range of meanings, from cultural liminality of the abodes for the dead to the signalling of ancestral presence to strangers. The fact that so many megaliths are found along later communication routes—both overland and coastal—supports the idea that they also played a role in the overall network of contacts and communication between different regions. While such networks were important in the provision of daily necessities as well as luxuries, above all they express the multidimensional world of the Neolithic farmers in which natural and cultural notions and beliefs about the past, present, and future were given tangible expression through the placement of megaliths.
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CREATING DEATH

An Archaeology of Dying
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JOHN ROBB

DEATH: THE MISSING SKELETON AT THE FEAST
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Paradoxically, in spite of a generation of claims to the contrary, we have never had an ‘archaeology of death’. As a field, we have excavated, studied, and warehoused a staggering number of dead people. We have developed sometimes extensive bodies of theory for making sense of them—most notably processual archaeology’s body of interpretation about social status growing out of the Saxe-Binford hypothesis, but also significant lines of thought about collective burial, the construction and placement of monuments, and memory. However, what is remarkable about these is that almost none of them seriously theorizes death itself as an event or process. It is treated as a straightforward, self-evident biological fact of little interest whose main archaeological significance is that it creates a specific class of fixture we can dig up and study.

Other archaeologies of the body well illustrate this point. Take gender archaeology, which has now developed over several decades. The opening manifestos of gender archaeology (Conkey and Spector 1984, Gero and Conkey 1991) problematized the relationship between biology and culture inherent in the body; previously, it had been assumed that cultural gender was self-evident and equivalent to biological sex. Since these simple but groundbreaking initial formulations, gender in archaeology has been problematized much further, and the biological definition of sex itself has been questioned (Nordbladh and Yates 1990, Butler 1993, Sofaer 2006). Moreover, we have developed other archaeologies of the body: archaeologies of childhood, of personhood or corporeality, of foodways, and even of disability and sexuality. What all of these have in common is a refusal to take the biological processes and events of the body at face value, as self-evident facts. For all of these, not only do ‘natural’ or ‘biological’ processes furnish the basis for cultural interpretations and understandings of all kinds; these ‘natural’ processes themselves take place within the social conditions of existence and in many ways are created through an inseparable interplay of social action and biological potential or response (Sofaer 2006).

Death has been the missing skeleton at the archaeological feast. In spite of a rich ethnography and sociology of death and dying, archaeologists have almost always treated death as a simple biological event of little interest, whose social implications we already know. As discussed in this chapter, this is not a coincidental omission, but derives from our own ontological categories as enacted in archaeological practice. The result is that we have not really thought seriously about what dying means and how the archaeology of death-related contexts is created by people engaged in a collective social act. We have not had an ‘archaeology of dying’ or even an ‘archaeology of death’; we have had an archaeology of already dead persons.

COSMOLOGY AND DEATHWAYS: SOME REFLECTIONS ON ARCHAEOLOGICAL PRACTICE
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We should begin by justifying the rather dramatic allegation made above. The best way to do so is to take a brief look at how archaeological practices reflect our own deathways. This broaches a vast and often contentious topic. Not only have the remains of the dead often been the object of controversy among archaeologists and other communities over past decades, but ‘our’ own views, among European and American anthropologists and archaeologists, are complex and often contradictory and resist a simple reduction. This discussion presents neither a complete exploration of the question nor a political critique of relations between archaeologist and other stakeholders (see Part IV, in this volume). All it is really intended to do is to make a simple point: there is a connection between one’s underlying ontological beliefs about the nature of dying and the dead body, and the ways in which the physical remains of the body are handled, processed, and treated. In this case, standard archaeological practices institutionalize and reproduce often tacit categories of the living and the dead.

We cannot oversimplify either our own attitudes towards the body and death; within contemporary Europe and America it is common to alternate between regarding the human body as a person in its own right and as a purely material mechanism. Such alternative views underlie and are effected through everyday practices, for instance the difference between being touched intimately among friends or lovers and between a doctor and her patient—the latter hedged around by professional etiquette which makes clear the change in context.

At the root of such issues are the ontological suppositions of the Western Christian tradition. In this tradition, a person is composed of two elements, a physical body and a spiritual or intellectual mind or soul. This dualism has a long pedigree, with roots in Classical Platonism’s division of soul and body and medieval Christianity’s dualism between a divine soul and a worldly body of coarse matter; Descartes’ division of the reasoning human subject and the inert material object should probably be seen as a continuity rather than as a radical break marking an Enlightenment mentality. Theologically, this spirit/matter dichotomy underwrites a long tradition of distinguishing sharply between humans, as beings possessed of minds or souls, and the rest of creation. If agency is defined commonsensically in terms of the ability to act in accordance with one’s ‘will’ or volition; it is thus by definition an essentially theological quantity restricted to human beings. Inert matter has no inherent intention or capability of acting meaningfully: it makes no sense to prosecute a rock for tripping a human, though we might prosecute the human who placed it there, or who failed to remove it or to post a ‘Warning! Rock!’ sign.

These distinctions create a sharp moral gulf between people and things. The distinction between people and things is so deeply entrenched in our culture that transgressions of it shock us deeply, and many moral and legal strictures apply to treating people as things, and, to a lesser extent, treating things as people. A brief illustration or two can convey the point. In Primo Levi’s famous account of survival in Auschwitz (Levi 1987), Levi recalls how one day a camp minor official casually wiped a greasy hand upon him to clean it; of all his experiences in Auschwitz, this simple gesture summarized most graphically the redefinition of inmates as things rather than people, as beings who lived and walked but were nevertheless already classified as dead. More recently, the person-thing boundary has been explored controversially by Gunther von Hagens’ ‘Body Worlds’ exhibition of human bodies transformed into works of art through a process of dissection and impregnation with plastics (Whalley 2007). This exhibition, which exploits the shock value of transgressing the human-thing divide and the taboo of death, has drawn both 25 million visitors worldwide and serious ethical critiques (Burns 2007).

How do the dead fit into such distinctions? In complex and sometimes contradictory ways. In some settings traditional Christian doctrine argued that the body is a worthless material shell once the soul has departed, while at other times it regarded the presence of a physical body as necessary for the eventual heavenly resurrection of the dead. Similarly, at present, the dead body may simultaneously be regarded medically as a broken and no longer functioning mechanism, spiritually as an empty vessel whose connection with the soul has been severed (Tarlow 1999), and socially as a person to be mourned.

Like medical practitioners and others working professionally with bodies, bioarchaeologists vary greatly in their spiritual beliefs and personal attitudes towards the bodies they study. Many explicitly engage with the remains they study as persons; for example, just as many forensic specialists feel a strong responsibility of justice towards the dead, many bioarchaeologists see their work as a kind of advocacy, keeping the dead from being forgotten, as preserving knowledge of them as persons. But two points are relevant to our theme here.

First, of the various ways in which the dead body can be construed, the institutional practices above treat it as a thing, not as a person. We normally do not consider whether the dead would want to be studied, gazed upon, or disclosed; while personal information about the living is carefully guarded in medical practice, no such precautions are needed for the archaeological dead. We remove dead bodies from the contexts which they created and which created them, and eradicate identities and relationships; families are separated and strangers and enemies from different sites sit side by side on the laboratory shelves. One might argue that our ability to accommodate the wishes of the deceased are limited by their ability to make such wishes known, which is certainly a factor, but the issue goes beyond this; most archaeologists would consider applying a notion such as privacy or volition to a skeleton nonsensical. Much of this redefinition happens tacitly during the process of material transformation, through the routine of unquestioned material disciplinary practices. Acts such as excavating, cleaning, washing, numbering, cataloguing, measuring, wrapping, and storing human remains assert categories of beings and the relationships between them more powerfully than any explicit statement. In this sense, like any mortuary programme, our material processing of archaeological bodies creates a recategorization of the dead.

I do not mean to imply that archaeologists do not show respect to the dead when interacting with them; but rather that the terms of such respect are understood in our own way. Typically, we may study human remains as an act of respect to ancient people, while treating the skeletal remains practically in ways which at the same time define them as inert things rather than continued people. The remains merit human respect because of their association with historic persons, not because they are still persons with the rights, volition, and powers we accord to living persons. Similarly, I do not mean to imply that such interaction is not often quite conscious, careful, and politically regulated. Indeed, particularly in the era of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) in North America and similar legal and ethical codes in most other parts of the world, there is more scrutiny paid to how scientists interact with human remains than ever before. But such codes typically assume or prescribe a particular specialist role for bioarchaeologists: that of creating scientific information based upon purely physical study of the remains. Moreover, and centrally, while NAGPRA and similar codes are tools for political negotiation, the political relations they mediate are between living parties with different interests in the dead. The dead themselves are the objects, not the subjects, of politics.

This leads to my second point. When we constitute the dead practically as persons through negotiating over their remains, studying them, and curating them, we create a particular kind of person. Most fundamentally, given the views above, death is the moment of transition. Before death, the body has potential to be a body or a thing, depending on context (as in the medical example above). It can be a subject of social relations. After death, the body can only be a thing, an object of social relations. Beyond the routine archaeological practices discussed above, this has had several implications for archaeological theory and politics.

• As a thing, the dead body cannot possess agency, a quality by definition exclusive to living humans. Hence our difficulty conceptualizing the agency of dead bodies—a difficulty formalized in archaeological theory in the oft-repeated cliché that ‘the dead do not bury themselves’. Thus, many archaeological traditions see the funerary world as structured entirely by the needs of the living, for instance seeing acts of memorialization as political strategies of legitimization rather than as genuine responses to the memory of the dead.

• Moreover, the dead body is inherently meaningless, an empty vessel, as in Hamlet’s famous soliloquy over Yorick’s skull, which contrasts (for example) with the belief many West Africans have in the inherent power of the human body, whether alive or dead, whole or fragmented (Bernault 2006).

• Ambiguous cases which breach a simple dichotomy between living and dead may cause discomfort. Social attitudes to people who are socially dead but continue to live biologically (for instance, people upon life support systems) or the reverse are ambivalent (Hallam et al. 1999). Archaeologically, complications arise when the dead refuse to be easily categorized, for instance when archaeological bodies are not clean, depersonalized skeletons but include elements we consider essential to the construction of persons, such as names, hair, soft tissues, closely associated artefacts, close echoes of our own experience (for instance, juvenile burials often affect archaeologists who have small children) or evident links to our own social world, such as a recent date or material culture like ours. Such elements lead us to engage with human remains as a person rather than a thing and to think more deeply about the fact of their death, something which may cause considerable discomfort (Robb 2009, Leighton 2010).

• The fact that human remains are the preserved physical remains of human beings rather than continuing to be human beings themselves defines our pattern of responsibilities towards them. As noted above, we tend to feel social responsibility (a duty of advocacy and memory) towards the beings they once were, rather than towards the remains themselves (a duty of care, proper study, and curation). Moreover, both in academic discussions (though see Tarlow 2006) and in codes such as NAGPRA, the focus has been on responsibilities towards living descendant communities more than towards the dead themselves.

Through archaeological practice, thus, even as archaeologists often provide eloquent and dedicated advocates for the dead, they remain the dead as we construct them through standard working practices; moreover, even while many archaeologists and anthropologists question such a view, such practices tend to construct dying as a straightforward transition from animacy to inanimacy, from agency to inert material.

AN ARCHAEOLOGY OF DEATH AND DYING

[image: image]

In his recent A Social History of Dying, Kellehear (2007) draws a distinction between ‘death’ and ‘dying’. He uses ‘death’ to refer to a biological transition, a moment of permanent failure of the body’s systems of self-maintenance. ‘Dying,’ in contrast, is a social act, something which is done with other people in specific cultural ways. The process of dying often takes place over much more protracted time spans than death itself, particularly in societies without sophisticated medical care where death may often be relatively quick. The social process of dying accomplishes multiple goals: making sense of the biological events the dying person is undergoing through processes ranging from medical diagnosis to sorcery trials, doing the right thing by the dying person (often to maintain their dignity, to allow them to say farewell, to ensure things go well for them in whatever journey follows death, and not infrequently to guard against their return), transforming the dying person into a new kind of being, arranging matters such as succession and inheritance, and allowing the expression of emotions such as loss, grief, anger, solidarity, or blame.

This is a classic constructivist approach, for instance making a relatively sharp distinction between a biological basis and a cultural construction. It falls firmly within a considerable tradition of the sociology of death, descending from works such as Aries’ (1981) The Hour of Our Death. We do not need to recount the debate between naturalist and constructivist views of the body here (Shilling 2003), although, as with sex, death has proven to be not a simple matter of unambiguous biological diagnosis but something which can involve substantial discussion and negotiation. Tarlow (2011) points out that approaches focused upon the experience of embodiment have proved difficult to apply to the process of death, much of which presumably occurs after the subject is not capable of embodiment in a con ventional sense. More generally, except in narrow spheres such as taphonomic studies (e.g. l’anthropologie du terrain (Nilsson Stutz 2003, Duday 2009)), the archaeology of death has paid relatively little attention to the biological changes at death. As a way forward, I would suggest that there are universally biological processes of death which provide the material basis for a socially construed materiality of death.

Here let us discuss some important elements of the social process of dying.

Death as Biological and Social Affordances

Upon death the body undergoes a number of biological changes. To list some of the most obvious ones:

• Cessation of biological processes; breathing, eating, nervous response, and defecating are the most visible, but also circulation of blood, brain function, digestion, maintenance of body temperature, growth, and sexual response.

• Loss of ability to speak and move autonomously.

• Loss of homeostatic processes, with potential loss of bodily integrality, both macroscopically and microscopically (e.g. in preventing dissolution of the body’s tissues by decay processes and organisms).

These are important and visible changes which inescapably alter the nature of the person and require exegesis. Even if one believes that after this transition a person will remain socially present, it will be as a different kind of being. It is also worth noting, in passing, with reference to the discussion of archaeological practice and ontology, that these changes do not have a single, ‘natural’ interpretation. I was struck by the fact that I tried intentionally to write the list above in as neutral terms as possible, and yet I found myself phrasing it in terms of loss, of negation. Yet assuming that the biological changes involved with death mean a complete loss of social existence is an interpretation, our own view. Where we write ‘loss of ability to speak’, others might write ‘gain in ability to speak to others through dreams and visions’. Where we write ‘cessation of biological processes’, others might see liberation from the necessity to eat, stay warm, and cope with illness and discomfort. When one loses the body’s obvious physical wholeness, one may gain freedom from the restrictions of the separate, located body; it is now possible to be in more than one place at once, to be a physically distributed person, or to be part of a collective or immanent being.

In this sense, the sensible biological changes are best regarded as affordances (Ingold 2000) or resources for interpretation. For example, unless preserved technologically or environmentally, the dead body begins to decay, with characteristic appearances and smells. However, how this is sensed and understood is not patently obvious but is already a social interpretation: does the odour of the dead body connote the revolting corruption of the material after the spirit has flown? A morally neutral effect of bacterial action? The biologically fertile cycle of regeneration? Normal and appropriate progress towards ancestorhood? The biological changes involved in death set an agenda to which the cultural act of dying has to respond.

Making Sense of Biological Changes: Cosmology and Biographical Narratives

In making sense of these biological affordances, two narrative elements commonly come into play. One is the idea of cosmology and the composition of human beings. Many cultures, perhaps most, consider human beings as made of many kinds of elements or substances which account for the different qualities of humans. Sometimes these are construed in terms of kinship or relatedness, with individuals receiving different kinds of substance from different people; for example many New Guinea groups see the body constructed and nourished by the transfer of life force in the form of bodily substances such as semen, blood, and bone among people (Knauft 1989). Sometimes these compositional substances have to do with the nature of the individual; for example, some groups in both New Guinea and West Africa consider that malevolent witches or sorcerers are evil because they possess an additional, secret internal organ which can be located on autopsy (Kelly 1993, Bernault 2006). However, it is not uncommon for these elements to be understood as having different spiritual qualities; this provides a way of understanding the continuity of social beings in a transformed form after death. Many Native American groups, for instance the Huron and Iroquois, considered the human as a composite of a tangible body and several different kinds of souls or spirits; death affected only the former, while the latter continued their existence in a different place (Tooker 1964). The dramatic changes to the visible, tangible body were reconciled with the continuity of social existence by reconfiguring the personhood of the dying person, by making them, through the social process of dying, into a new kind of being.

A similar strategy was used in medieval and recent Christian eschatology as discussed above. Here personhood was conceptualized compositely as a combination of a strictly material body and a soul of divine origin. The two were conceptualized as antagonistic and in constant tension, such that Christian life was a constant struggle of the soul to control the fleshly appetites and corruptions. Given this, death broke the bond between the two so they could follow their separate destinies. People in bondage to the flesh suffered the ‘victory of death’, so graphically taught visually through religious art in public places of worship, while those whose spirit had maintained the upper hand headed off for expiation in Purgatory or, even better, divinely spiritual life in heaven. This mapped the visible changes of the body at death onto moral categories: the spiritless body revealed its true nature in the ugliness of decay. The inversions which underlined the rule were the saints; in a common hagiographical trope, their holiness of spirit meant that their bodies remained incorrupt long after their death.

Transformation raises the other narrative element, the life course or biography. Biography requires definition of the beginning and end points; it is striking that our conventional biographies generally begin with the birth of the subject and end with their biological death. (The term ‘biography’ itself may not be strictly appropriate, as in a literal sense it means ‘writing about life’. However, it has come into use for a range of entities beyond people, for instance in speaking of site biographies and artefact biographies.) But clearly if one considers the moment of death not as annihilation but as a moment of transformation into another kind of existence, the life course of a social being can extend beyond biological death. It may also mean that the social being is split up into various beings and relations which continue to be changed through ritual or public action. Once one admits that it is possible to exert a social presence without maintaining the biological processes of life, the possibilities are many—as a reincarnated person, as spirit or ghost, as ancestor, as saint, even as a legend or political force. In effect, we have a multi-route life-death continuum rather than a simple life-death dichotomy (Hallam et al. 1999).

Transformation is rarely automatic or instantaneous. In practice, the transformation of the dying subject from one kind of being to another takes active intervention over a prolonged period of time (Bloch and Parry 1982). There is work to be done: aside from burial, cremation, or exposure, this may include a cycle of steps such as last rites to assure the outcome of the process, remaking the dead body into another kind of body (cleaned, washed, skeletonized, divided, curated, autopsied to attribute a cause of death), ritualized public mourning, and assemblies or memorials at intervals. There is thus normally a period of prolonged interaction with the dead person, and commonly with his or her physical remains as well. Moreover, there is an element of contingency involved: the funerary programme is never entirely fixed, but responds to the circumstances of death, and similarly its outcome is never certain until it is successfully accomplished. It is thus surprisingly common to find that this period, extending for some time after death, is characterized by ambivalence, in which the dead are regarded with mixed feelings such as reverence and fear, attachment and indifference (Turner 1969, van Gennep 1977).

The Unquiet Dead

This raises the question of the agency of the dead. At first glance most archaeological theorists would dismiss out of hand the idea of the dead exerting agency (though see Williams 2004). Yet agency is a notoriously ambiguous concept. Briefly, one can define agency according to several quite distinct criteria, notably (a) acting with intention or volition and (b) acting in such a way as to affect the flow of events. If we use the latter definition, we follow Gell’s (1998) argument that things can exert agency by virtue of how people understand and interact with them. Following on from this, agency may be best understood as originating in relationships between people, and between people and things (Robb 2010). It is not hard to understand the dead as exerting agency in this sense; indeed, it is hard not to understand them as doing so. A few examples:

• The dead as initiators of a chain of action. The mere presence of a dead body can initiate a range of sequences of correct, highly channelled actions dedicated entirely to responding to this contingency, from ritual disposal of the body to purification to police action. Similarly, specialized social institutions exist entirely to curate the dead; in our society, one might consider the great lengths to which modern Europeans and Americans go to recover and identify the bodies of those who have died in war, accident, or natural disaster.

• The dead as a spiritual presence. In many societies, the dead continue to be a spiritual presence, as ancestral beings, perhaps venerated. They may be presenced in the form of preserved body parts, and may serve as guarantors of the social or moral order of tradition as a collective presence. They are often as dangerous as they are powerful, inspiring fear as well as reverence or affection.

• The dead as memory. Even in secular societies, the dead exert a force as memory. This may be at the most personal level, as in Joyce’s elegiac story ‘The Dead’ in Dubliners, or at the public or collective level, as in the memorials which list the First World War dead in every English village and which still serve as foci for ceremonies of remembrance and group identity. These do not remain only memory traces but can lead to action. George Catlin (1973) notes how Mandan mothers often went to the burial circle to sit and chat familiarly with the skulls of their dead children. Among us, memory of the dead influences how we curate or dispose of goods such as inherited papers or household goods, and we often perform specific actions, sometimes quite costly, in memory of the dead.

• The dead as political catalyst. The dead often act as catalysts to political action. At the time of writing (September 2008), Israel has just released several Palestinian prisoners in exchange for the return for the bodies of two Israeli soldiers; one might argue that images in the press of the dead lying unburied in the streets of New Orleans in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in 2005 galvanized relief actions faster and more effectively than any amount of political discussion. In both cases, it is quite possible that the persons in question exerted much more effective political agency in death than at any point in their lives. In cases of conflict, the dead may galvanize people to act, for instance to avenge or seek justice for their deaths, sometimes by appeal to their relics (hence funerals of the political dead are often flashpoints for rebellion).

Even if we use a more personalized, conventional definition of agency, in which effect has to be volitional or intentional, circumstances in which the dead exert agency are not uncommon. Wills are a conventional means for the dead to legally bind the living. More notably, hunger strikers may plan their death so as to transform themselves posthumously into a compelling focus of memory and change, as may martyrs; Turner’s analysis of Thomas Becket (Turner 1974) vividly shows self-martyrdom as a political strategy.

A NEW ‘ARCHAEOLOGY OF DYING’
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Where does this discussion lead us in rethinking the ‘archaeology of death’? Most obviously, the archaeology of death is not always, or only, about politics, or landscape, or gender, or any of the other themes which archaeologists have harnessed it to. These may be relevant in a particular situation, but they may not. But it is always about dying. The archaeological record of death reflects the construction of dying in response to the biological event of death. If there is a key interpretive theme here, it is the body. Dying is not a purely constructed experience, but responds to and integrates the biological affordances of the changes the body displays at death. It does so by integrating notions of the body and its composition, identity and cosmology. This is such an obvious conclusion that it is worth wondering why it has taken so long for us to reach it. Superficially, archaeology has often suffered from a constructed disciplinary blindness about how far we can investigate symbolism and cosmology, as well as a need, driven both by patterns of external funding and the politics of archaeological theory, to harness archaeological data to ‘big’ themes. In a more profound sense, although there are long traditions of studying death in history and sociology, archaeologists may have shared general attitudes distancing death from our lives, as well as the assumption that the nature of death is patently obvious.

At this point, we can outline briefly a number of things which we would expect to see in the archaeological record of death and dying as a social process.

Transformation and Context

The social process of dying addresses, among other issues, death as a social transition. On an individual level, this often means transforming the dying person into a new kind of being. On a collective level, this sometimes means reconstituting the aggregate social order on another plane of existence. This transition, among modern Western societies, usually involves a medical examination resulting in a death certificate, followed by ‘memory work’ generally concentrated in a single episode such as a memorial service or funeral. In other groups it can be much more protracted. In the famous Huron ‘Feast of the Dead’ (Trigger 1969), the souls of the deceased remained near the village for up to ten or twelve years of primary burial before their remains were gathered up for secondary interment, sending them off as a group to the Land of the Dead. In Neolithic Europe, death may have been associated with stone as an enduring material and with different, much longer scales of time. In one version of this, death rituals at Stonehenge may have involved a process of ‘hardening’ from living people to dead bones and from wood to stone (Parker Pearson and Ramilisonina 1998). More generally, belief in such a transformation may have been expressed through the erection of commemorative menhirs and anthropomorphic stelae representing ancestral figures, often in direct association with burial places. At Sion, Switzerland, for example, monumental stone statue-stelae, probably representing ancestors, were erected outside the façade of the collective tombs within which the dead were interred (Gallay 1995). The reconstituted community of the dead often mirrors that of the living, but with key differences. The medieval English cemetery tended to underplay social divisions; while some elites were buried in elaborate tombs within churches, in spite of the marked social hierarchies of medieval life, burial for almost all other people was relatively standard with few grave goods, architectural elements, or other material diacritics of rank, asserting a spiritual egalitarianism which showed the village or neighbourhood as a solid community.

The arrangement and physical processing of human remains is an important technique in transforming the dying person into a new kind of being, and this affords avenues of archaeological investigation. Doing things to the body—separating it into components such as flesh and bone, making it publicly visible or invisible, dividing or fragmenting it, hastening decay or preserving it—both accomplishes social operations and changes its physical state. Archaeologically, this means that patterning in human remains may provide data upon how this transformation was effected, for example through the different memorialization of different categories of person.

Burial Programmes

All societies have multiple ways of dealing with dead. Even when there may be a normative ‘normal’ rite, there are always alternative pathways which may reflect not only the personal identity or status of the dead, but also categories of persons, cosmological values, and circumstances of death (Robb 2007a). For example, in modern Euro-American society, a ‘normal’ burial enters a dedicated ritual pathway of funeral, burial, and remembrance by the living, while people in other categories (the indigent or homeless, the criminal, the other) or dying in alternative circumstances (murder, disaster) may enter completely different pathways: archaeological excavation, forensic examination, medical dissection (Robb 2007a). These alternative programmes for processing the dead body recategorize it in different, contradictory ways. In medieval times, ‘deviant’ burials (Murphy 2008) may be a response to the deaths of stigmatized individuals such as criminals, witches, or spiritual outcasts; this explanation has been used to understand dead persons deposited casually in wells in Classical Greece (Papadopoulos 2000). To take another archaeological example, at Bloody Point, a prehistoric Carib village site on St Kitts, ten excavated burials included undisturbed single inhumations, single inhumations whose head had been removed shortly after death, a burial which showed signs of having been left in an unfilled grave pit for some time before burial, and an isolated, intentionally deposited skull (Robb et al. in preparation). This florid variety of burial treatment probably reflects not hierarchical status but circumstances of death, different strategies of commemoration, and the use of bone as a magical or socially important substance. Similarly, in medieval English burial (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005), variety responded to circumstances more than to social status. While most people were buried ‘normally’ as single inhumations in churchyards, there were alternative rites for unbaptized adults and children, women who died in childbirth, people who died at sea, those who died a violent death, plague victims, and stigmatized people such as criminals. In some cases these alternative pathways responded to circumstances which rendered normal treatment impossible (such as loss at sea or an overwhelming number of deaths in epidemics), but in other cases (such as exclusion of Jews, the unbaptized, and criminals) they consciously worked against the normal rite to underline the meaning of burial as constituting a moral order. Indeed, the idea of ‘normal’ burial as a moral value itself may not necessarily correspond to statistical reality (Moore 1986).

Prolonged Interaction with the Dead

Social dying can take a long time, from preparation long before death for the eventual rites through the biological crisis itself and on to eventual ceremonies of remembrance. Medieval rites, recently summarized by Gilchrist and Sloane (2005; see also O’Sullivan, this volume), show this eloquently. The dying individual was attended by relatives, clergy, and sometimes doctors; in addition to medical care, these provided spiritual care through prayers, confession, and rites. After death, the corpse was anointed with holy water, prayed over, washed, and shrouded. Within several days, it would be carried to church in a procession, to the tolling of bells; once there, it might be prayed over in an overnight vigil. Following the funeral service, burial, and associated masses and prayers, the dead would be remembered in periodic formal visits to the grave over coming weeks, months, or years, as well as through both individual remembrances such as bequests to charities and collective ceremonies such as All Souls’ Day. Moreover, prayers and masses said on their behalf were believed to intervene directly to lighten their punishment in Purgatory.

Not all stages of this prolonged interaction will be visible archaeologically, but some will. Careful attention to the contextual archaeology of death may reveal different scales of time. At the longer scale of time, we may observe the construction, maintenance, and visiting of monuments, or the long-term presencing of the dead (for instance as mummies kept in the house in prehistoric Andean South America). On the more fine-grained time scale, close attention to burial taphonomy is an important technique. Brothwell’s (1987) study of the York medieval Jewish cemetery was able to distinguish, based upon semiarticulation of the thorax, between people buried immediately in accordance with Jewish injunction and people buried after a delay, probably caused by the need to transport their body some distance to reach one of the few Jewish cemeteries allowed at that time. At the Bloody Point Carib site mentioned above, two burials were disturbed shortly after death to remove their skulls; while their skeletons were generally articulated, some joints were slightly disarticulated, particularly in the neck, and a pottery sherd was placed where skull had been. Another burial was tightly flexed in a small pit; the skeleton was entirely complete with the bones in the correct position, but some major joints were slightly disarticulated. Details of disarticulation in the hand suggested that connective tissues had decomposed in situ but before the body was covered in earth. This suggests a practice known ethnohistorically among Caribs in which some individuals were placed in a burial pit but left uncovered for an interval while people travelled from neighbouring islands to view the body and hold death ceremonies. This suggests a time scale for interacting with the newly dead of perhaps several weeks; longer-term interaction here is also suggested by the curation of human remains.

Human Remains as a Culturally Important Substance

As the social process of dying accomplishes the transformation of death, the human body is both changed physically and redefined. One common direction this can take is the use of selected, processed human remains as culturally important material. Human body substance and fragments may be viewed as innately powerful, or they may serve as symbolic anchors to history or referents of social values. This is familiar enough in our own society through anatomical specimens and archaeological collections, which are not only curated carefully but also sometimes the object of political controversy. Quasi-scientific use of human remains in Western Europe extends back at least to the 18th century, when grotesque, pathological, or criminal relics were collected in anatomical collections such as the Hunterian collection in Glasgow; sometimes these were elaborately decorated, as with a skull in the National Anthropological Museum, Florence, with geometric designs and the location of mental faculties carefully drawn upon it. The remains of the eminent dead were also often curated as trophies, curiosities, or quasi-relics, as with Oliver Cromwell’s skull (Tarlow 2009). In medieval and early modern times, not only were relics of saints circulated in a sometimes commercialized spiritual trade, but fragments of dead bodies were sometimes believed to be powerful ingredients in folk magical practices (Tarlow 2011). Archaeologically, finds of skulls in special contexts are important; these are commonly interpreted as either ancestral relics or trophies from raids. To take just one example, at the Bloody Point site, skulls were removed from two bodies for use somewhere else; two different skulls were deposited as isolated depositions, one of which showed weathering to a deep brown colour and possibly exposure to low heat which suggest an active use-life for some time before it was deposited.

Contradictions and Ambivalences

Death brings forth contradictions. Many societies hold contradictory beliefs about the dead body. In early modern Britain, for example, the dead body was regarded theologically as corrupting flesh, but it could also be seen as a source of magical materials and as an oracle into an inner, microcosmic geography to be explored by anatomical dissection (Tarlow 2011, this volume). Ambivalence about the dead is particularly common in the liminal period following death (van Gennep 1977); even as they mourn and grieve, many societies fear the dead, particularly when death is due to anomalous causes such as drowning or unavenged violence (as among the Huron) or when death rites are not complete or correctly carried out. In medieval Europe, for instance, it was sometimes believed that the dead lingered as ghosts around their bodies for some period, and rituals or prayers were used to keep ‘revenant’ corpses from arising and walking, to the general terror of the neighbourhood. Indeed, Maurice Bloch has remarked seriously that a dominant motive for death rituals worldwide is to ensure that the living are safe from interference from the unhappy or vengeful dead (Bloch, oral communication to the conference ‘Performing Death’, Oriental Institute, University of Chicago, 2005).

This has two implications for the archaeological record. First, specific features of the death ritual may be due to necrophobia, or fear of the dead (Tsaliki 2008); for instance, witches’ bodies may need to be completely destroyed (Darling 1998). Secondly, when we find discrepancies in burial rites, it may signify tensions or contradictions in underlying attitudes towards death and the dead. For example, only among a group which believes that the integrity of the body in death is important can you punish stigmatized people or harm your enemies by depriving them of burial. This may explain the puzzling pattern of LBK (Linearbandkeramik) burials in the Central European Neolithic, in which a strong tradition of ‘normal’ single inhumations is punctuated by village massacres such as at Talheim and Schletz in which the dead were left unburied or piled in communal pits. Similarly, medieval European Christianity specified that only baptized persons could be buried in cemeteries; however, this did not meet the emotional needs of families of unbaptized infants, and they sometimes buried infants in informal, self-created special places, sometimes in the ruins of older holy places.

Putting it Together: Constructing the Dead

I have discussed the archaeology of dying under separate headings above, but really to understand the process of social dying requires an integrated study of all of these. It is rare that a single case will exemplify all aspects of the process archaeologically, particularly where there is no documentary evidence (for an extended case study see Robb 2007b: Chapter 3). Here, it is useful just to show how we can draw together various strands of evidence from two examples which have supplied several illustrations: medieval England (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005) and the prehistoric Carib site of Blood Point (Robb et al. in preparation).

It is difficult to understand medieval English burial solely in terms of the canonical themes of the ‘archaeology of death’. While distinctions of rank or wealth are sometimes evident in aspects such as burial within churches for people of high rank, by and large the archaeological evidence does not really reflect the elaborate hierarchies of the time. Landscape and memory are more relevant themes: churches anchored village landscapes and provided foci for histories of social relationships. But even these were constructed with reference not only to social relations but also to canonical theological beliefs about the nature of body and soul and about how the dying person, with the help of his or her fellows, had to negotiate the transition through death and Purgatory. Such beliefs generated elaborate operational sequences of death which involved the intervention of kin, neighbours, medical practitioners, recipients of charity, neighbours, and clergy over a much longer period than the death itself. Moreover, sometimes ritual practices were intended to allay the threat of the recent dead returning harmfully, and alternative burial pathways accommodated other kinds of persons and deaths; in some cases, these were unrecognized and reflected tensions or ambivalences in the process of death.

The challenge is greater in a prehistoric archaeological example such as Bloody Point. Here again an ‘archaeology of death’ based upon political or status difference does not help much; there is little evidence that burial was politically structured. Nor does landscape provide an interpretive key, except to the extent that the dead seem generally to have been dealt with in living spaces such as villages rather than elsewhere. We know little of the cosmological transformation social dying was intended to effect. Based upon ethnohistoric sources from some four to six centuries later, we might perhaps expect these prehistoric Caribs to have inhabited an animistic world with a relatively fluid flow of spirits between humans (living and dead), animals, and the natural world, but there is little direct evidence for this archaeologically. Nor can we, at this point, see tensions or ambivalences of death. What we can say, based on the archaeology of the site, is that the living had an intimate experience of the dead. In contrast to our own deathways, in which death is strongly distanced from daily life, the dying at Bloody Point died among the living, and were buried directly among their houses; this was only one segment of a prolonged programme of interaction with the dead, which involved leaving some bodies ‘lying in state’ in the grave before burial and disturbing others to remove skulls, which appear to have circulated among the living for some time before being reburied in the village. The great variety of burials found archaeologically, which do not correlate in any obvious way with age, sex, or status, suggests a certain amount of contingency in determining burial pathways. Moreover, the use of skulls, including those of infants, may suggest that human bone was a valuable substance which remained relevant and potent to the living.

CONCLUSIONS
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Like studies of the body in general, the archaeology of death has suffered from a naturalist/constructivist split, a dichotomy between views of bodily processes as purely biological and as entirely the focus of social construction. In studies of death, this has been manifest in a general view that biological death is unproblematic and that the dead body is entirely the focus of social construction by the living. In some ways death and dying is probably the best example for resolving the naturalist/constructivist split in body theory and developing a post-constructivist consensus; probably even the most fervent constructionist has a clear grip on the inescapable and non-trivial biological aspects of death. But it is a well-known fact that the more one tries to resolve inherited theoretical dichotomies, the more one simply perpetuates them. In this work, I am more interested in exploring to what extent body theory can help us raise new and interesting research questions and avoid imposing our own views upon the past. The central theme of this chapter, thus, is that dying is a social process, a protracted collaboration between the dying person and various people around them, which can span long periods of time and which results in a social transformation as well as a biological one. Deathways are thus best understood not in terms of a simple, instantaneous dichotomy between the active living and the inert dead, but as ways of negotiating multiple, contingent pathways through a life-death continuum which is often productive as well as backward-looking.

Ideas for a theoretical archaeology of death and dying are outlined above and do not need further recapitulation here. But it is worth mentioning provocatively one further example of this, the division between taphonomy and osteology. This distinction is both methodological and conceptual. Methodologically, taphonomy developed out of archaeology, osteology out of biological anthropology. In the sense that each field has different methods, the division is justified. Yet, shifting from methodological to conceptual grounds, it also presumes that we already know what the object of study is; we decide a priori to sever the history of the living body from that of the dead body and to study it in different ways. This may be imposing our concept of the body in life and death on an archaeological record constructed by people who thought differently. Paradoxically, the way to understand ancient forms of death and dying would be to abolish disciplinary boundaries between osteology and taphonomy and to create a global history of the embodied, disembodied, and alternatively bodied person at all stages of its existence.
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TREATING BODIES

Transformative and Communicative Practices
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ALEXANDER GRAMSCH

INTRODUCTION—GRASPING BODIES
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What is a human body? Western thought used to perceive the human body as natural, as a biological given, existing as a bounded entity prior to any cultural elaboration through attire, ornament, dress. Recent approaches question the naturalistic idea of the body as a given integral, indivisive entity, related to a finite, limited self. Butler (1993), for example, has examined how what we consider to be naturally sexed bodies are produced through repetitive acts of gender stylization. Like a landscape, a body can be understood as a social and historical construction and a changing relationship (Van Wolputte 2004; see also Brück 2001 on possible reflections of the body in the landscape). Social anthropology suggests we can distinguish at least three bodies:

The individual (note this shift from the ‘natural’) body is the domain of phenomenological analysis as it studies the ‘lived’ or embodied experiences people have of their bodies. The social body, in contrast, relates to the ways the body (including its products: blood, milk etc.) operates as a natural symbol, as a tool at hand to think and represent social relationships such as gender, kinship, and mode of production… A third dimension states that power and control are embodied as well. This is the body politic: the human body as tool or weapon of domestication and disciplination and of identification, subjection, and resistance. These three bodies also constitute three levels of experience and analysis.

(Van Wolputte 2004: 254; see also Joyce 2005)

This chapter deals mainly with the social body, referring also to the individual and the political body, and it is about the acts, the practices that constitute the body as symbol and as social relationship. The body consists of different physical parts, different social roles, different meanings or ascriptions, embodied experiences etc., which overlap or cross-cut each other. Let us take the surface as an example. In itself it comprises different parts such as skin, facial features, hair, clothing, and so on, which may all be modified during the lifetime of an individual as well as after her or his death and which may all have various symbolic and social meanings and roles.

The skin may be tattooed with scars or with colour pigments (e.g. ‘Ötzi’, the frozen Copper-Age man discovered in the southern Alps, and mummies preserved in Scythian barrows; Barkova 2007); hair may be cut and/or decorated (indicated by, for example, Palaeolithic figurines, and by head ornament, such as the richly costumed female burials at Serzen’-Jurt in Chechnya: Reinhold 2003: 33–41); teeth may be inlaid with gold, or filed, or removed, as obviously happened in the Italian Neolithic (Robb 1997); ears and nose may be pierced, sometimes with considerably large objects; skulls may be elongated as was practised by the Huns and the Maya, and so on. But other body parts too may show modifications such as extended necks or crippled feet. Moreover, the adoption and incorporation of animal body parts by the human body, such as deer antler frontlets worn during the European Mesolithic, can be seen as extending the human body, negotiating its boundaries, and relating it to the ‘natural’ world (Conneller 2004). All this is highly visible, for which reason social anthropologists talk of the body as a ‘public surface’ (see papers in the Annual Review of Anthropology 2004). After the death of a person there are even greater possibilities of altering its various body features; and what is more important, death presents new challenges for the handling of social relations and of the body. Also the corpse itself affects practices and relations.

So what are the effects of these practices? How do such treatments not only transform the physical appearance of the body but also modify social identities and social relations? Archaeology and other disciplines dealing with bodies and body treatments today can consult a rich body of thought and a multitude of sources. In the last two decades the body has become a major focus of attention in anthropology and sociology (in archaeology see Hamilakis et al. 2002, Joyce 2005, Nilsson Stutz 2008). A dramatic rise in numbers of publications dealing with the body is also detected in archaeology since the 1990s, both those concerned with physical and those concerned with symbolical matters (Joyce 2005). Today the archaeology of death and burial is less preoccupied with matters of race, ethnicity, and culture traditions (see Stout, this volume) or with social distinction and hierarchies (see Chapman, Chapter 4 this volume), but prefers issues like personhood, individuality, experience, embodiment, memory, personal and group identity, etc. (e.g. Rautman 2000, Hamilakis et al. 2002, Fisher and Loren 2003). Human remains are understood not only as biological but also as historical source (Gramsch and Großkopf 2005, Sofaer 2006). They not only tell us something about the diet, health, life span, sexual identity, and physical activities of the deceased; they can also help to reconstruct various (ritual) practices, and the role such corporeal practices played in social communication, and shed light on notions of self, person, and subject.

The chapter discusses what we may infer from the dead about the individual, the social, and the political body. In addition to the theoretical foundations, archaeology has a rich body of evidence at hand, including architecture, costume, figurines (e.g. Biehl 1996, Fisher and Loren 2003, Chapman 2000), images (e.g. Yates 1993), and funerary monuments (see Carroll, this volume). However, the most important source is the body itself (e.g. Gramsch 2007, Nilsson Stutz 2008). The chapter will focus on bodily remains and on practices connected to them—intentional and usually purposive actions rather than behaviour (for data on behaviour retraceable from bones, see Roberts, this volume). And it is about what both are able to tell us about how the deceased were treated and why, if we understand the body as embodied social relations and the modifying practices as communicative acts. According to Habermas’s theory of communicative action (1981), practices can be understood as communicative (rather than strategic and instrumental), where they serve to transmit and renew traditions and cultural knowledge, where they coordinate the acts of social actors towards social integration, and where they help construct or maintain social identities. Thus, the ritual actions that transform bodies, identities, and social relations become a message, communicating identities and relations and their transformation (Fig. 25.1).

[image: image]

FIG. 25.1 Schematic depiction of the communicating of social, relational, and physical aspects of the ritual actions and the actors involved

BODY TREATMENTS
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Acknowledging the notions of the ‘public surface’ and the body as embodied social relations, memories, and emotions, it comes as no surprise that a body requires special treatment at one particular stage: when the living body has turned into a corpse.

‘We can bury her, burn her, or we can dump her.’ This famous Monty Python quote lists only a few of the manifold possibilities of what we can do with a dead body: ‘Corpses are burned or buried, with our without animal or human sacrifice; they are preserved by smoking, embalming or pickling; they are eaten—raw, cooked or rotten; they are ritually exposed as carrion or simply abandoned; or they are dismembered and treated in a variety of ways’ (Huntington and Metcalf 1979: 1). We could also rebury decomposed remains, or re-excavate bones after the flesh has decayed, and so on (for a discussion of practices of disarticulation see Conneller, this volume).

The corpse is tangible, corporeal, and material. It can be seen, touched, handled. It alters and is altered. This at the same time locates it firmly in the present and in the ideal realm, allowing ritual practices to materialize images: of the past, of individual or collective identities, of relations and emotions. Thus, dead bodies can be effective place-markers, but also powerful means of negotiating social relations, both among the living and between living and dead. The body in its physical as well as its symbolical form is employed frequently to represent, to convey a message, or to create an image (e.g. Chapman 2000: 132 ff.).

Through death the social body—i.e. the culturally and socially produced body—and the body as a biological entity—the individual body—fall apart (Nilsson Stutz 2008). The corpse makes death visible; its decomposition requires the community to take action to gain control over the transformation of both the corpse itself but also of the social persona, the diverse identities of the deceased—age, gender, status, ethnic, or regional identity etc.—and their reclassification as a new identity which may be called ‘spirit’ or ‘ancestor’. Many aspects of the practices discussed here are about controlling the processes of physical as well as social transformation.

As a social act, these practices aim at communication with the deceased and the other social actors affected by the death of an individual. As a symbolic act, they may have been an attempt to communicate with numinous ‘higher powers’. As a transformative act, they may intend to control the transformation of both the physical remains and the social identities of dead and living.

The ritual practices following death constitute a classic rite of passage; death, just like birth and marriage, is an event which makes necessary the ritualized guidance of the transformation of a living person into a new social status (Van Gennep 1909). The three stages of rites de passage, ‘separation’, ‘liminality’, and ‘reintegration’ (Turner 1969), can help us to organize the practices which we observe into three analytical steps. During these stages these practices comprise diverse aspects, such as display and concealment, preservation and dismemberment, and control, which will be highlighted through a couple of archaeological examples, before presenting a case study in more detail.

A look back at the discussions of the 1970s reminds us that many aspects of mortuary practices will preserve differently or not at all, leading to differences in the archaeological visibility of practices and meaning (e.g. O’Shea 1981; see Chapman and Randsborg 1981: 10–13 for further references). However, advancing research questions, as well as research methods, allows us to reconstruct practices in more detail and interpret them anew, as the following discussion shows.

Pre-burial Treatment

After the end of life of an individual has been defined (which itself is no straightforward matter), the corpse may be subject to some immediate, pre-funeral treatment, such as washing and anointing, which requires the removal of parts of its former ‘public surface’, such as the dress, or parts of the body, and it may be wrapped in cloth. For example, a cremated individual at Winterslow in Britain was accompanied by a small pile of human eyebrow hair from more than one individual together with a bronze razor (Barrett 1994: 123). Possibly, these were shaved off of both the deceased and the mourners before the corpse was burned. In the necropolis of Deir el Medina, Egypt, a child was buried wrapped in linen, and his hair had been shaved (Meskell 1996: 12). Sometimes inhumation graves contain skeletons in an extremely crouched position looking as if the corpse had been tightly bound prior to the burial (e.g. the Bell Beaker burial at Hemp Knoll; Barrett 1994: 62).

There is also other evidence that bodies may have been tied or wrapped in a new dress or blanket or shroud before they were put into a coffin or grave pit or on a pyre (for case studies see Giles, this volume). Evidence for this also comes from the contents of urns, where the layout of the burnt bones inside the urn suggests that the corpse had been wrapped up before being put on the pyre—this will be discussed in greater detail later in the chapter.

These pre-burial practices separate the deceased from the ‘public surface’ of their previous identities and their social relations and transfer them as well as the ‘mourners’ (or, generally speaking, the social actors involved in the burial) into a state of liminality.

Other pre-burial practices aimed to preserve the body in the transition to liminality. An important point here is that treating the body in various ways to stop its decay at least temporarily not only has emotional effects—delaying the loss of the physical identity of the deceased—and symbolical effects (the integrity of the body signalling maintaining a continuity between death and life). It also may put both the deceased and the burial community into some prolonged state of separation and liminality. As Van Gennep, Turner, and others made clear, the stages of separation and liminality are not necessarily neatly separated, but can themselves involve acts of repeated separation and liminality, for example periods of interaction with the dead before as well as after burial of their remains (Huntington and Metcalf 1979, Gramsch 1995). This allows even more manipulation of social relations and identities through further activities such as funeral feasting and gift exchange.

Display and Concealment

Other symbolical, social, and transformative aspects in these practices include display and concealment. Let’s take the Late Hallstatt ‘princely’ tumulus in Southern Germany (Biel 1985) as an example. The time-consuming construction of the wooden chamber, the access corridor leading to it, and the elaborate grave goods which were partly produced for the funeral indicate that a long time must have passed between the death of the ‘prince’ and his burial and that the chamber was accessible for some time. Obviously it took several weeks from the beginning of the construction of the funerary chamber to the final interment of the body (Olivier 1999: 122–3); during this period the corpse must have been preserved and either displayed or concealed. During this period the deceased was detached from his former material symbols and not yet adorned and furnished with the newly made objects. This may also have been the time for funerary feasting at the access corridor, which is indicated by the nine drinking-horns, the cauldron, and the bronze plates and bowls. Feasting is a particularly apt means for negotiating social roles and relations (e.g. Dietler 2001), which is particularly potent in such a state of liminality.

Later the ‘prince’, a man of 40–50 years old, was laid out on a bronze couch inside the chamber, and thus displayed to the burial community. Before the chamber was closed and the tumulus erected, interior walls and grave goods—cauldron, wagon, horns, and vessels—were covered in cloth. He was thus at first presented to the other social actors, then visibly transformed through the newly made golden shoes, belt, jewellery etc., and finally concealed and thus reintegrated into society in his new status. These practices thus at the same time manifest their symbolic as well as social meanings.

Also, at the Mesolithic burial site at Skateholm in southern Sweden, a few cases indicate that the corpse was placed on some kind of platform in the grave, thus displaying it, while others obviously were wrapped before the burial (Nilsson Stutz 2003, 2008). In the late Bronze Age of Denmark there is also evidence for cremated bones being wrapped in cloth and buried in a stone cist (Stig Sørensen 2000: 180), thus concealing the transformed body and presenting it like an inhumation, i.e. a yet untransformed body. The Beaker grave at Hemp Knoll mentioned earlier contained a coffin covered by chalk rubble and possibly an ox hide, thus doubly concealing the deceased and removing the corpse from the mourners (Barrett 1994: 63).

The Hochdorf tumulus shows that the separation of both the corpse and the mourners from society can also be made visible architecturally. In various grave contexts there are remains of huts or enclosures which indicate that there has been a liminal period where the living conducted rituals before the dead were finally buried or cremated, as is the case with early Neolithic long barrows in Denmark (Gramsch 1995). In these contexts the corpse was in a liminal state: no longer the body of a living person but not yet prepared finally for its last transformation, the burial itself.

In the symbolic realm, preparing and displaying the deceased can also be understood as making them a gift to gods or other other-worldly beings. Oestigaard (2000) discusses evidence for the preparation of corpses as sacrifices, for example where bones show cut marks and were burnt at a low temperature.

Preservation and Dismemberment

The separating and liminating practices can also be understood as practices of preservation or dismemberment. We have seen the indirect evidence for preservation in the Hochdorf case. Later we will see that despite their seemingly destructive character, cremations too have aspects of control and preservation. The most prominent practice of preservation, mummification as it was actively exercised in Egypt, on the other hand, didn’t leave the body intact. The organs were removed and preserved separately, the brain was cast aside. Other practices clearly do not aim at preservation but at dispersal of the human remains: Among the southern Kikuyu of Kenya bodies of certain types of individuals will be dragged out into the bush for hyenas to consume; or hyenas will be enabled to enter the houses of the dead and to remove the corpses (Chapman and Randsborg 1981: 12).

These practices of preservation and dismemberment need not be exclusive but may exist alongside each other. For example, the megalithic chambered tombs of Yorkshire (3700–2900 BC) usually contain disarticulated bones, but, in some cases, both articulated or semi-articulated as well as disarticulated skeletons were found and in two tombs completely articulated corpses occur (Lucas 1996: 101). Other tombs show evidence of the grouping of skulls or other sorting of bones, indicating that not only the megaliths but also the remains they contained received continuous attention. Incomplete skeletons may be interpreted as the result of removal of bones, rather than secondary burial where bones were lost, and also cases where no or few human remains occur, but there are pottery and animal bones, can be interpreted in that way (Lucas 1996: 102). Similar observations were made in the graves inside the grave circles in Mycenae: where secondary burials were interred, earlier burials were sometimes pushed aside while still in a semi-articulated state, but in other cases they were fully disarticulated and swept away in a heap (Voutsaki 1998).

In the symbolic realm we may see these practices as an example of the extension of the body to material culture, its parts acting or being treated like meaningful objects. According to Fowler (2003), the removal of bones from Neolithic chambered tombs or the distribution of parts of cremated bodies makes apparent the dividuality of the person. In the social realm we may understand these actions as a ceaseless cycle of separation, liminality, and reintegration, made visible in the continuous handling of body parts in megalithic graves, causing a continuous process of ‘ancestralization’. Complete individual pit burials, on the other hand, signify that this process is arrested or finished and the deceased is reintegrated into society in her/his new social status. Deposits of small parts of bodies in midden contexts, on the other hand, are known from the Balkan Neolithic and Copper Age (Chapman 2000: 142), and these deposits of dismembered body parts are understood as relating personhood to group membership ‘as expressed by those who care for the relics of the ancestors or the place of their burial’ (Chapman 2000: 146).

In the transformative realm these practices also show a certain control of the transformation of individuals and their disintegration into a non-individual ‘body’ of skulls and long bones. Moreover, the disordering of the corpse, the relocation and redistribution of body parts also can be interpreted as serving as mnemonic practice, creating and maintaining memories (Williams 2003, Fowler 2003, Williams, this volume).

In cremation deposits also, often not all of the bones of the dead are preserved (McKinley 1997: 130). While we have to acknowledge that single cremated bones or body parts may have been fragmented too much to be recovered from the burnt-down pyre, parts of the bodily remains may also have been removed deliberately. Like the division of grave goods—for example, broken pots or incomplete bead necklaces (Fowler 2004: 72–3, Gramsch 2007: 94 f.)—the body may have been split and parts distributed as a gift to maintain or transform relationships between the dead and the burying group. Thus, both preservation and dismemberment have symbolic as well as social relevance, expressing transformations in social relations between deceased and living. As Fowler (2004: 75–6) points out, ‘where people and gifts are interchangeable to some degree, bodies and objects do not belong to an individual but the community. Fragments of a body need not commemorate individuals… the politics of separating, giving and consuming were community concerns’.

Control

How the corpse was treated or, rather, altered was also a matter of control. For example, it was about controlling the pace of transformation. Megaliths, on the one hand, were accessible and allowed the addition or removal of bodies or body parts; open pits and ditches, on the other hand, allowed control of the tempo and speed at which human remains decayed (Fowler 2003). At Windmill Hill causewayed enclosure (c.3600–300 BC), for example, both whole and partial bodies were deposited, with one individual’s body left to decay in an open pit (Fowler 2003: 62). Maybe this can also explain the recently debated deposits at the Early Neolithic Linearbandkeramik (LBK) enclosure in Herxheim, southwestern Germany (Zeeb-Lanz et al. 2007, 2009). Here a settlement was occupied for c.350 years; in its last phase it was surrounded by a double ditch which was in fact constructed by repeatedly digging single pits until they cross-cut each other and formed an enclosure. These pits contained a wealth of material: broken pots and animal bones, tools, traces of fire, and bones from at least 500 human bodies, sometimes torsos, sometimes a collection of skull bones, sometimes scattered small fragments. Here, too, we witness a continuous process of transforming the remains of the dead until they had disintegrated. Cut marks on some of these bones, sometimes interpreted as signs of cannibalism (Boulestin et al. 2009), may rather attest to control of the mode, speed, and pace at which these remains were dissolved and turned into ‘community matter’. These bodies may be cases of ‘unburied dead’, although not ‘social deviants’; rather they may be interpreted as creating collective genealogy (Gramsch forthcoming).

Roman rituals of death and remembrance also extend the cycle of separation, liminality, and reintegration beyond the point of burial and sealing the grave. Again, the rituals aim at controlling the physical as well as the social transformation of the deceased; moreover they aim at connecting the dividual body with certain lieux de mémoire of the community (Graham 2009).

The opposite may also be true, i.e. that no control of the body transformation was sought for. For example, among the Omaha of the North American Plains, individuals, particularly infants, were ‘buried’ in trees or on scaffolds when the tribe was on its annual bison hunt (O’Shea 1981: 43). It has been mentioned above that the Kikuyu allow hyenas to feed on corpses. Single or small groups of human bones in Neolithic settlements (e.g. Veit 1996; Chapman 2000) may be the result of deliberate neglect of control of processes of decomposition as well as of the wish to continue relations across the frontier of death. However, whatever the strategy, the corpse is not ignored but treated in a deliberately chosen way. In some way these treatments are the symbolical and social re-enacting of the biological processes that follows death.

Cremation (see Oestigaard, this volume) can be a means to dissolve the body—and, thus, maybe the person’s identities. But it can also be a highly effective means of controlling the process of transformation. At first glance, cremation may seem to be the complete opposite to mummification. However, both are extreme ways of controlling the transformation of the body, of interfering with the natural process of decay and corruption of the corpse.

Post-burial Actions

We have now heard of many ways of disposal of corpses or body parts; cremation, primary or secondary burial in open ‘graves’ such as pits or megaliths, display on scaffolds or in trees, dismemberment and dispersal in enclosure pits, lavish display and adornment on some sort of couch or other furniture in a laborious wooden chamber etc. The burial of the human remains—body, body parts, cremated bones—in a grave or elsewhere represents the last stage in the tripartite passage rite, ending liminality and reintegrating the deceased or some of her/his aspects in a new social identity. The reassembly and secondary burial of these remains may be the last body treatment. However, very often further actions follow the conclusive interment.

Post-funeral feasts not only commemorate the dead, they are an integral part in transforming the dead into ancestors. For example, among the Nuba of Dimodonko in Sudan, the spirits of the dead live in a calabash in a particular hut and become ancestors only during large feasts where different Nuba clans meet across cultural, regional, and linguistic boundaries (Kramer and Marx 1993). Thus, funerary rituals can be separated from ancestor rituals, the former specifically concerned with the burial itself, the latter aimed at establishing the presence of ancestors, using the funerary architecture and the bones of the dead (Barrett 1988). Another example is the famadihana, a jolly feast in Madagascar, where families un-bury their dead, un-wrap and clean the body remains, talk to them, and finally re-wrap them in new cloth and matting and re-bury them (Bloch 1971; Benz and Gramsch 2006). These post-funeral body treatments can be understood as renewed rites of passage, transferring the dead into a liminal state again, and reintegrating them again, thus confirming and reinforcing both their status as ancestor and their social ties to the living. Archaeological evidence for ancestor rituals comes not only from revisited megaliths but, for example, also from graves with additional pottery placed in the upper layers of the grave fill or on top of it, as well as from dense layers of broken pottery between the graves (Gramsch 2010).

CONTROLLING AND COMMUNICATING TRANSFORMATION: A CASE STUDY
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It has been indicated above that many of the practices of control, of display and concealment, of preservation and dismemberment are a means of communication. A case study can clarify how the actors communicate through these practices. It is taken from an integrative and transdisciplinary approach, drawing from both social archaeology and physical anthropology.

The cremation of a dead body is a dramatic means of transforming it. But it is also a very effective way of controlling this transformation and communicating both the physical and the social transformation (Fig. 25.1). Where archaeology and physical anthropology play together, they are both enhanced and can interpret a wide array of data on these transformative and communicative practices.

A Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age urnfield was excavated in 1997–8 in Cottbus, Germany, belonging to the western group of Lusatian Culture, which is characterized by many small-scale burial grounds, settlements, and some storage pit sites, but also comprises a few large-scale urn cemeteries (Bönisch 1996, Coblenz and Nebelsick 1997). The majority of urn graves are simple pits, but wooden chambers containing an abundance of ceramic vessels and frequently several urns were also excavated (Fig. 25.2; see Gramsch 2010 for details and literature). The urns from Cottbus were retreived en bloc (Gramsch 2007). Through a careful analysis of the cremated remains, it was possible to reconstruct the handling of the body. The cremated bones were recovered from the urns in up to 16 layers, accompanied by photographic, drawn, and textual documentation (Fig. 25.3). They were then analysed layer by layer archaeologically and anthropologically. They were studied not only to determine biological age and sex and pathologies of the buried individuals, but the bodily remains were also understood as results of communicative actions. The aim was to reconstruct these actions and to reveal possible differences in the treatment of the deceased during the mortuary ritual according to age or sex (Gramsch and Großkopf 2005).
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FIG. 25.2 Chambered grave with seven urns during excavation at Cottbus, Germany; recovering the vessels
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FIG. 25.3 A Lusatian urn from Cottbus, Germany, secured with elastic bandage, containing cremated human bones that are extracted and drawn layer by layer, using a drawing grid

The analysis of the layers comprised three main criteria: the stratification of body parts, their representation, and possible residues of carbon, indicating different degrees of burning of body parts. Documenting the stratification enabled us to find out whether and to what degree the bones were arranged inside the urn, for example according to the anatomical order. The representation of body parts showed whether certain regions of the body were underrepresented. These data revealed that, almost without exception, there was not only a separation of cranial and post-cranial bones inside the urns but a clear stratigraphy of body parts. The remains of most individuals had been put into the urn in anatomical order, starting with the feet, followed by the upper body, the arms, and culminating in the head. Even the small hand and foot bones which could easily get swapped were usually found in the right position. Moreover, sometimes pairs of bones were laid side by side, or spine bones were aligned (Fig. 25.4).

Both the representation of body parts and the spread of carbon residues revealed that the bodies had been displayed in a stretched position on the pyre. Usually all parts of the body had been burnt evenly and were preserved to the same degree. Also foot and finger bones were preserved and had been burnt to the same degree. This means that the pyre was big enough to burn the entire body in an even way. Possibly the arms and legs had also been secured by cloth or ropes.

Moreover, the burnt remains of the body had been extracted from the ashes very thoroughly and completely; almost no charcoal was found inside the urns. Inside the urn the bones still measure up to 10 cm in length, sometimes even more. This indicates not only that the burnt bones had not been fragmented before placing them in the urn, but also that the burnt-down pyre had not been extinguished with liquid. This would have caused a much larger degree of fragmentation. The documentation of bones inside the urns reveals that they fragmented after their insertion. Usually the urn contained the remains of a single individual with little or no mixing with other human bones, but sometimes two bodies were buried together in one urn.
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FIG. 25.4 Aligned hip and spine bones inside an urn (layer 5 of seven layers)

Using these ‘microarchaeological’ data we can reconstruct much of the mortuary ritual practised at this particular urnfield. At the stage of separation the corpse may have received particular treatment, such as washing and anointment, before it was wrapped in cloth or rope or something similar. A pyre was built which was large enough for the body to be displayed in a stretched position. Thus, in these acts of separation the deceased was stripped of her/his ‘public surface’, concealed, and finally displayed on the pyre. Burnt animal bones indicate that at this stage gifts were given to him/her.

In this liminal state the transformation of both body and person starts with fire. After the pyre had burned down and the remains had cooled down, what was left of the body was gathered from the ashes and placed in an urn. This was not done randomly, but in a strongly canonical way (Fig. 25.5). The body is dismembered, only to be reconstructed again in a new shape inside the urn. Finally, this container was sealed with another vessel, usually a bowl or cup, and placed inside the grave.

On the basis of Giddens’s theory of structuration and Bourdieu’s concept of habitus these public actions are understood as being able both to reproduce and to change social structures, and following Habermas’action theory they are understood as communicative actions, i.e. interaction guided through existing structures and aiming, in a process of achieving mutual understandings, at trading cultural knowledge and at social integration or change (Gramsch 2010). Like material culture, or as part of material culture, the body is part of this communication through action.

Almost all individuals buried at the Cottbus urnfield, from new-born to aged, had been treated according to the same strategy. The consistent and accurate stratification of bodily remains in the urns reconstructs the human shape. Several aspects confirm that this isomorphism between living body and urn was intended: the correct positioning of hand and foot bones, although they are easily confused; the placement of joints in pairs or spine bones in anatomical order; the absence of mixed-in bones from other individuals; and finally the fact that early Iron Age urns from several Lusatian urnfields had been ‘dressed’ like a human, as was indicated by iron needles that had corroded cloth to the urn’s shoulder.
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FIG. 25.5 Possible reconstruction of the recovery of the remains of a cremated individual from a burnt-down pyre

Source: Drawing: Mark Weber

The urn and the human remains it contains thus became anthropomorphic. The body was not destroyed, or was only broken down in order to be rebuilt, ‘standing’ inside the urn, thus resembling the posture of living individuals much more than corpses lying on their backs. Still, the new physical appearance was different from that of the living and very similar to that of previously transformed dead. This controlled transformation was carried out on all individuals, irrespective of age or sex. In treating and transforming the corpse, differences in social identities were overridden. These communicative practices express and change social identities, transforming them into idealized ‘ancestors’. Rather than emphasizing difference, similarity and community are brought to the fore in the ritual communication. And emphasis is placed on control: the controlled transformation and dissolution of individuals into undifferentiated ‘ancestors’.

FINAL REMARKS
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Archaeology can approach death as both a biological incident and as a symbolic and social phenomenon. Focusing on both the body itself, i.e. the biological remains of the deceased, and on the reconstruction of mortuary practices, i.e. the social response to death, this chapter suggests how to combine both. This is a prerequisite for a fuller understanding of the symbolic and social meanings of transformatory burial practices. These practices can be understood as communicative practices, aiming at presenting and negotiating social relations and identities. The transformatory side of these bodily treatments parallels the conception of death as a process rather than as an event. The process of dying implies the death of a person in terms of her/his identity and affiliation to others. With this parallel in mind, we can link the sequence of bodily treatment and transformance to a sequence of social transformance. It is through the burial feast that social relations between both death and living can be negotiated, and it is through the treatment of the body that questions of identity can be approached and challenged. The case study summarized here shows that a discussion of burial practices and bodily treatments is fruitful where a small-scale, bottom-up ‘microarchaeological’ approach is chosen in order to minimize the bias of general assumptions and to gain a wealth of detailed data on how bodies were treated during the funeral ritual.
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PRESERVING THE BODY
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MELANIE GILES

INTRODUCTION: THE PRESERVED DEAD
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Who will say ‘corpse’
To his vivid cast?
Who will say ‘body’
To his opaque repose?

(Seamus Heaney, ‘The Grauballe Man’, 1975)

Well-preserved bodies are found across the globe, from the cold, wet bogs of Northern Europe, to the icy foothills of the Altai mountains and the dry heat of the Egyptian desert. What is it about these human remains which both fascinates and appals us? Through them we come face-to-face with the past: seeing intimate aspects of appearance—hairstyles, manicured nails, or tattooed skin—which humanize the deceased. Yet despite the best efforts of mortuary specialists or the remarkable environmental conditions in which they are found, the effects of time are still clear. They are evidently dead yet their near resemblance to the living is uncanny, unnerving. Why is this so?

This chapter explores why arrested decay—the inhibition of the normal processes of decomposition—affects us so dramatically. Using selected case studies, it explores the processes through which such bodies become well-preserved. In each case, it is important to ask whether preservation was accidental (a phenomenon of the surrounding environment) or deliberate (arising from an ideological perspective on corporeal transformation or beliefs about the afterlife). In several examples, it is clear that a naturally occurring phenomenon has been enhanced through mortuary intervention, as part of an idealized ‘state’ for the corpse to attain. This chapter seeks to explore the motives which might lie behind this practice of preservation. Finally, the chapter will reflect on the consequences of working with—or viewing—such bodies, and the ethical and emotional issues this creates.

DEATH AND DECAY

[image: image]

Most societies studied by archaeologists were familiar with the visceral reality of death (Nilsson Stutz 2003): phenomena we need to appreciate, to understand why some societies tried to delay or inhibit these processes. Upon death, cells and tissues start to degenerate and muscle-tone slackens (Mant 1984). As the body cools, a mucus-type film develops over the eyes and the skin darkens from red to purple (‘lividity’) as the blood which is no longer being circulated pools in the body (Clark et al. 1997). After a variable period of rigor mortis, the body again becomes pliable and flaccid (Simpson and Knight 1985). Putrefaction begins as the body’s cells break down into simpler molecules, releasing enzymes which work upon proteins and fats—‘autolysis’ (Clark et al. 1997). Other bacteria (from the digestive and respiratory tracts, the skin’s surface, and the surrounding environment) also begin to break down the corpse. The skin develops a ‘marbled’ appearance (Simpson and Knight 1985) and vesicles may form and erupt, emitting malodorous by-products (ammonia and carbon monoxide), which swell the body (Mant 1984) and expel ‘purge fluids’ (Clark, Worrell and Pless 1997). During this stage, the corpse may appear somewhat animate as well as shocking (Nilsson Stutz 2003). Adipocere (‘grave wax’: the stiffening and swelling of body fats) begins to form, surviving well in sealed, waterlogged, or frozen environments: preserving internal organs (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 49). Despite internal decay, the body can remain articulated if wrapped or bound. Well-sealed coffins may delay decomposition but more flimsy constructions will attract moisture and organisms (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 49). The process of skeletonization (which can take up to one to three years in a temperate environment, depending on depth of burial) then begins (Rodriguez 1997, Knight 1991). Bones and teeth survive well due to their high mineral content, and the keratin in hair can result in its long-term preservation. However, acidic conditions (such as sandy soils) will erode bone, leaving mere mineral ‘stains’—the ‘sand bodies’, for example, of Sutton Hoo (see Carver 1998).

The speed of all of these processes is highly variable, depending on the size of the corpse, treatment, surrounding environment, and temperature. Large adult bodies lose heat slowly, decaying more rapidly than infants, whose more sterile and quickly cooling bodies discourage bacterial growth (Simpson and Knight 1985). Clothing can initially delay cooling (encouraging bacterial action) but later hinders the access of flies and maggots, which raise body temperature (Simpson and Knight 1985). Other fauna which thrive on decaying organic material (‘necrophages’, including beetles, snails, and worms) will colonize the body and multiply, producing larvae which attract further insect species (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 15). Cold environments and those high in salt reduce bacterial activity, as do very hot, dry conditions where the body is rapidly dehydrated, causing a leathery hardening and shrivelling of the tissues (Simpson and Knight 1985: 14). Cold, wet anaerobic environments can also again inhibit bacterial growth. Effectively, this means that certain conditions—very wet or very cold, very hot and dry, or sterile environments—will favour the preservation of the deceased (Sledzik and Micozzi 1997).

PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION
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The beliefs which surround death are inevitably influenced by changes in the body: its physical alteration is paralleled by beliefs about its social transformation, whether this might be thought to involve the termination of social being, the release of a soul, the creation of an ancestor, or reincarnation into another form. Noting the visceral experience of decomposition, Nilsson Stutz discusses the difficult relationship mourners have with a corpse using Kristeva’s concept of the ‘abject’: defined as something which is neither completely subject nor object, perceived as polluting and threatening (2001: 58). The abject falls into the middle phase of van Gennep’s three-stage model of rites of passage: separation, liminality, and reincorporation (1909). It is this ‘liminal’ phase which is of particular concern to the living, addressed by mortuary rituals which help manage the deceased’s successful transition.

Corpses which did not follow the expected pattern of decay could be a cause for either wonder or concern, as many cultures believed in an indexical relationship between the physical state of the body and its moral or spiritual well-being (Tarlow 2008: 70). The rapid putrefaction of Oliver Cromwell’s body, for example (in 17th-century England), troubled those tasked with his state funeral since (as Tarlow puts it) a ‘corrupt and filthy body [was] a reliable proxy for a corrupt and filthy soul’ (2008: 70). Noxious decomposition was associated with evidence of guilt or sin, or fears that the deceased had died a ‘bad death’ which might lead to the rise of troublesome revenants. In the UK, the rare discovery of ash-rich ‘corpse bedding’ in medieval burials may be explained as part of a complex apotropaic strategy to avert troubled bodies (such as plague victims) rising from the dead (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005). Fearing their return, corpses were surrounded with the evocative remnants of the hearth-hold: charred grains, burned bone, eggshell, and most importantly ash, which had strong ‘penitential’ connotations (Gilchrist 2008). Practically, charcoal’s well-known medicinal and purification properties would also have helped absorb noxious gases and fluids from a putrefying body. Conversely, ‘incorruptible’ bodies (such as those of Cuthbert and Etheldreda) evidenced their saintly or holy status. As Chamberlain and Parker Pearson point out, several factors aided such ‘miraculous’ preservation: early embalming techniques, intramural burial within the church’s cold, well-sealed environment, and early exhumation to assess candidature for sainthood (2001: 21). These examples are illuminating since they remind us that the behaviour of a corpse and preservation of the flesh can be central to eschatological beliefs.

WET ENVIRONMENTS
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Among the most iconic examples of well-preserved corpses are the ‘peat bodies’ of northern Europe. The face of Tollund man, for example (Fig. 26.1), has been described as ‘peaceful… with great presence’ (Asingh and Lynerrup 2007: 294). Yet this individual suffered a violent death: hanged with a rope of plaited hide which was still wrapped around his neck (Glob 1969). He was naked apart from a thin sheepskin cap and belt, and the stubble on his face suggested he had shaved the day before his death. His stomach contained evidence of his last meal—a gruel made of barley and various seeds and fruits of grasses and herbs (Asingh and Lynnerup 2007: 294). This individual is one of many dating between the later 1st millennium BC and early centuries AD. Bodies were placed in bogs both before and after this, but the Iron Age is notable for a marked increase in the deposition of both people and objects: vessels, tools, weapons, and jewellery, as well as food (van der Sanden 1996).

Raised and blanket bogs form in areas of high rainfall: dead plant tissue (which does not fully decay due to limited oxygen) is subsumed within a lake, forming a stagnant morass fed only by rainwater, upon which bog mosses—the Sphagnum species—thrive (Brothwell and Gill-Robinson 2002). A polysaccharide called sphagnun is released when these mosses die (Asingh and Lynnerup 2007: 278), forming a humic acid that causes a melanoid, ‘tanning’ reaction in human skin (Painter 1995). The cold, anaerobic conditions inhibit decay, and sphagnum additionally helps immobilize bacteria in or on the body (Painter 1995). As a result, skin, hair, nails, major organs, stomach contents, and artefacts such as clothing (apart from linen) are well preserved (Stead et al. 1986, van der Sanden 1996). Stakes and branches or hurdles are also preserved in a number of cases, suggesting the body was pinned down: possibly to prevent the resurfacing of the corpse (which, in cold water, may take several weeks or months, Rodriguez 1997), but also to symbolically restrain these corpses. Clothed individuals survive better, as do adult compared with immature remains (Brothwell and Gill-Robinson 2002). The Elling Girl (from Denmark), for example, was covered by two cloaks: one of sheepskin, one of cowhide, with a belt of woven sheep’s wool around the body. Her three-stranded plait divided at the nape to trail down her back (Asingh and Lynnerup 2007: 295). The ‘Swabian knot’ hairstyles of Dätgen man and the Osterby skull (northern Germany) were also perfectly preserved (Asingh and Lynnerup 2007: 307 and 309). Importantly, whilst the tannic acids present in the bog demineralize bone, the remaining skeletal elements can still shed light upon conditions such as stress and disease, as well as lifestyle aspects such as handedness (Schilling et al. 2007).

Why did these bodies end up in the bogs? They were no doubt liminal environments (neither water nor land) with treacherous surfaces, strange plant-life, and mysterious phenomena such as ignus fatuus—ghost or ‘corpse’ lights, which hovered over its pools and tussocks (Meredith 2002). Some individuals became stranded and drowned or died of exposure (Briggs 1995), as in the case of the couple found near Hope (UK) in 1674 (van der Sanden 1996: 19) and ‘Nat Bell and Radcliffe’, who attempted to cross Lindow Moss (UK) in 1853, whilst ‘loaded with ale’ (Turner 1995b: 10). Others may have been the victims of murders or attacks (Turner 1995a: 117), or had died ‘badly’ (e.g. suicides), excluding them from normal burial (Ó Floinn 1995). Yet it is clear that many of these individuals were deliberately killed. Grauballe man, for example, had his throat slit: an extensive wound cut from ear to ear. His left lower leg was also fractured, possibly to incapacitate him, though his skull fracture was caused either by post-mortem compression or the accidental ‘trampling’ of the body upon its discovery (Asingh and Lynnerup 2007: 252). The phenomenon of ‘overkill’ commented upon by many authors may thus be exaggerated, but several bodies do exhibit multiple injuries: supporting the notion of participatory or group violence (Aldhouse-Green 2001).
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FIG. 26.1 Tollund Man © Silkeborg Museum, Denmark

Lindow man (UK), for example, was initially stunned with two blows to the head (possibly from an axe), fracturing his skull (Stead and Turner 1987: 7). A heavy blow to his chest also fractured a rib (Joy 2009). He was then garrotted with a length of cord, fracturing his neck, before his throat was cut (Stead et al. 1986: 177). Only the head of Worsley man was recovered (UK). This indicated he had already survived a major blow to the face before he met a violent death: strangled with a garrotte made of animal tendon which had bitten deeply into the right-hand side of his face (Denton et al. 2002: 49) before he was decapitated (Garland 1995: 107). Other isolated heads include the Roum girl (wrapped in a sheepskin coat) and the Osterby skull (wrapped in a deerskin and secured in the bog with stakes, Asingh and Lynnerup 2007: 301 and 309). Only the impressive torso of Oldcroghan man (Ireland) was discovered, but this revealed he had been fatally stabbed in the chest (a blow he tried to deflect with his left arm, Mulhall and Briggs 2007), before he was disembowelled, dismembered, and beheaded. Cloneycavan man (also Ireland) was killed by a wound to the chest, followed by several shattering blows to the head (which had an elaborately styled ‘topknot’, held in place with exotic pine resin ‘hair wax’, Mulhall and Briggs 2007: 74). A 40 cm gash across his abdomen also suggests he was disembowelled (Mulhall and Briggs 2007: 74). Other violent deaths include the man from Borremose, who had been strangled with a bast rope (Asingh and Lynnerup 2007: 297); the Yde girl, stabbed in the left clavicle before being strangled with a woollen waistband (Asingh and Lynnerup 2007: 254 and 302) and the Dätgen man, stabbed in the chest before being beheaded (Asingh and Lynnerup 2007: 307). An interesting ‘double burial’ of two men at Weerdinger, Netherlands—one with his arm protectively huddled around the other—revealed one of them had been stabbed in the region of the heart (Asingh and Lynnerup 2007: 303).

The neat, manicured nails of Lindow and Oldcroghan man suggest that at least some of these individuals were of high status, or had been ‘set apart’ from heavy labour in the months preceding their death. Some were physically distinguished by abnormalities, such as Lindow III’s vestigial extra thumb, the Yde girl’s scoliosis of the spine (van der Sanden 1996: 138) or the deformed gait of the Zweeloo woman (Taylor 2002: 155). Physique also distinguished the impressively tall Oldcroghan man, who may have been tortured before his death (though his ‘sliced’ nipples and upper arms penetrated by withies may have been inflicted post mortem, Mulhall 2010). Others were mutilated in different ways. A passage in Tacitus’ Germania (relating to the shaming of unfaithful wives) has been used to suggest some women were publicly humiliated by the shaving of their hair (1970: transl. by Mattingley). Both the Yde girl and Windeby ‘girl’ (probably a male, Lange 2007) had half of their heads shaved short, though the ‘blindfold’ over the Windeby invidual’s eyes may actually be a hairband or gag, accidentally moved during conservation (Asingh and Lynnerup 2007: 302). As the ‘crowning glory’ of the head (itself a site of rich cultural meaning in the Iron Age), the elaborate styling, trimming, or mutilation of facial and head-hair probably had a complex series of meanings (Aldhouse-Green 2004), and may have visibly marked the beginning of the individual’s corporeal transition during these most violent of rites of passage.

The interpretations of such ‘bog bodies’ are varied (van der Sanden 1996, Aldhouse-Green 2001, Giles 2009). A few individuals may have died ‘bad’ deaths, excluding them from normal burial, whilst some may represent judicial punishments: shamings, hangings, strangulations, or beheadings, reserved for the most atrocious of crimes. Passages in Strabo’s Geographia and Diodorus Siculus’ Histories may suggest some individuals were killed as an aid to divination. Others may have been revenge killings of captives, or ‘scapegoats’ put to death to atone for the communities’ ills (Aldhouse-Green 2001). Kelly has even suggested the Irish examples relate to kingship rituals and the usurpation of rival leaders (2006a and 2006b). However, the most enduring theory is that of human sacrifice to ensure fertility and the favour of the gods (Glob 1969, Kelly 2006a). Yet it is possible that at least some of these ‘victims’ went to their deaths knowledgeably, even willingly (Williams 2003, Giles 2009): the supreme self-sacrifice expected of a political or religious leader at times of crisis.

Iron Age people were almost certainly aware of the preservative qualities of these bogs, as they deposited and re-encountered untarnished and miraculously preserved objects from its depths: weapons, jewellery, tools, and domestic equipment, as well as food such as ‘bog butter’ (with or without containers, Downey et al. 2006). They may have used bogs for seasonal fishing, fowling, and gaming, whilst also making use of the woodland at its edges: reeds, sedges, and the mildly antiseptic Sphagnum mosses (Giles 2009). Bog iron was a major source of ore during this period (Salter and Ehrenreich 1984), and many of the Danish bog bodies, such as Tollund and Grauballe man, Elling girl, the Huldremose woman, and all three bodies from Borremose, were deposited in old peat cuttings used to extract fuel (Christensen and Fiedel 2003). The human offerings may thus have formed the ultimate gift in a series of reciprocal exchanges with deities or spirits thought to dwell there: propitiatory thanksgivings for heat and light, food, ore, and craft materials.

We may never be able to say with certainty whether there was an ideal of corporeal permanence which influenced the deposition of bodies in bogs, but support for this idea comes from Cladh Hallan, on South Uist in the Outer Hebrides. Two skeletons found under the floor of a late Bronze Age/early Iron Age roundhouse were noted to be tightly flexed, in a posture reminiscent of ‘mummy bundles’: suggesting connective tissue had survived for some time (Parker Pearson et al. 2005). Analysis revealed the male body was in fact a composite of three different individuals who had died some time beforehand and were re-assembled as a single body. Microbial decay on the main skeleton appeared to have been arrested some time shortly after death, and analysis suggested it had been briefly exposed to an acidic environment before being interred in calcareous soil (Parker Pearson et al. 2007). The most likely explanation was temporary immersion in a nearby bog before the still-articulated remains were manipulated (replacing the mandible and tibia with elements from other individuals), forming a well-preserved, composite ancestor figure for this foundation deposit.

However, archaeologists have debated whether these communities saw the bogs as places in which time was effectively ‘frozen’ or as portals to another world. The former argument is used by Taylor to argue that bog bodies were being cursed and banished to an in-between realm where the body or spirit was trapped, unable to complete its journey into the afterlife (Taylor 2002: 165). However, the marvellous transformation of bodies and objects into substances which resisted decay may instead have been celebrated as the work of the gods or ancestors—evidence of contact between realms—which made bogs the suitable place in which to both create and dispatch an ‘emissary’ to that spirit world, or deposit sacrificial offerings in an appeal for intercession (Giles 2009). It is salient to remember this later prehistoric world was undergoing change: a slight climatic deterioration which not only affected farming practices but encouraged these bogs to grow year-on-year, ‘eating up’ fertile land and occasionally bursting or spewing to dramatic effect (Taylor 2002: 151). Environmental information from Oldcroghan bog reveals that the body was submerged in a shallow pool which had begun to form a century earlier. At around the same time, woodland in the surrounding environment began to be more extensively cleared: perhaps indicating a period not only of environmental but of socioeconomic and political change (Plunkett et al. 2008). The fact that many bog bodies date to the period of contact with, or conquest by, the Roman Empire, may also be significant (Bryan Sitch, personal communication). The creation of a ‘timeless’ ancestor figure or eternal go-between may have been a strategy used during such periods of change.

COLD ENVIRONMENTS
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Cold but dry environments can similarly retard bacterial growth and inhibit putrefaction, preserving human remains in the process of freeze-drying known as sublimation (Sledzik and Micozzi 1997: 484). Some represent religious offerings in remote sanctuaries, such as the Inca child mummies from Nevada de Ampato: designed to bond sacred space and ancestral time through the sacrifice of perfect, unblemished bodies of youths (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 131). Arresting the effects of time helped preserve their physical perfection. Others represent more accidental preservation, such as Mallory and Irvine: Everest expedition members who lost their lives in 1924 (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 120). Members of the ill-fated ‘Franklin expedition’ of 1845–8, also died during their attempt to chart the elusive ‘northwest passage’ (a supposed ice-free route through the Arctic Ocean, Beattie and Geiger 1987). Some of their remains (such as John Torrington: desiccated by the cold air and cocooned in ice) have become iconic images, and their forensic examination by Owen Beattie (1999: 57) revealed elevated lead levels alongside pulmonary tuberculosis, pneumonia, localized joint trauma, and dental caries. Beattie suggested that the lead solder used in their tinned food had severe physiological and neurological impacts on the individuals’ health, which impaired their ability to haul equipment and survive starvation in harsh Arctic conditions, and eventually proved fatal (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 124).

One of the most captivating recent discoveries has been that of the ‘Man in the Ice’: a well-preserved adult male (30–40 years old) initially mistaken for a missing mountaineer, found face-down in the Similaun glacier in 1991. However, the copper axe with yew shaft found at his side indicated he had died between 5150–5350 BP (Spindler 1994), supposedly of exhaustion and exposure. Who was he? High proportions of copper and arsenic in his hair suggested he was involved in copper smelting (Spindler et al. 1996), but environmental analysis from the wood in his equipment, mosses found on his clothes, and insect fauna suggest he moved between the valley and the mountains, and may have been a transhumant herder (Oeggl et al. 2000, Ruff et al. 2006). His body revealed further intimate details. Soot-derived tattoos (dots and lines, on his spine, behind his left knee and at the right ankle) may relate to areas of arthritis (Spindler 1994). Leather leggings and shoes, a woven grass mat/cape, and pelt hat indicate he was well-dressed or provided for, in this environment. He was also well-equipped, with a quiver containing both damaged arrows and the raw materials to make new ones, a bow which had yet to be finished, a flint dagger, fire-starting kit, birch baskets, and string of mushrooms (for tinder and possibly, medicinal use). However, the ‘half-finished’ weapons, their general disarray, and the posture of the corpse prompted a further series of evaluations. The iceman had a deep wound to the hand: a wound that had begun to heal (Nerlich et al. 2003), but an arrowhead lodged in his shoulder had pierced his subclavian artery, causing almost immediate death (Pernter et al. 2007). These two separate, violent incidents are intriguing. A disparity between the time of his death (spring, indicated by pollen in his gut) and the time when his body ended up in the Tisenjoch pass (August/September, from pollen in the neighbouring ice) is also curious. Most recently, Vanzetti et al. (2010) have suggested that this was because the iceman represents the formal ‘burial’, on a rocky platform, of a corpse that had been initially packed in ice (resulting in the loss of the epidermis) and then slowly desiccated in freezing, circulating air. They draw upon ethnohistoric sources from the region which detail this method of ‘corpse curation’ for individuals dying before the snow-melt and ground-thaw permitted interment (Vanzetti et al. 2010: 688). They argue that subsequent thawing and re-freezing of the glacial ice resulted in the movement down-slope of the body, and displacement of an elaborate set of grave goods. They note the important position of menhir-style Copper Age warriors, made out of stone, and depicted with clothing and weaponry similar to the iceman, acting as symbolic sentinels along the ‘Alpine arch’. Was the iceman a corporeal version of these celebrated ‘ancestor-warrior’ figures, his mummified remains on view to those crossing the pass attesting to his martial skill and projecting his authority across time?

Other burials from dry and cold regions such as Greenland suggest that considerable effort was made to create a well-preserved corpse—to inhibit decay—even given the advantageous effects of the local environment (Lynnerup 2002). The Kagamil mummies had evisceration cuts in the mid-thorax or perineum, stuffed with grass. Adults were usually unclothed, wrapped in sea lion hides or cord-bound matting, but infants and children were clothed, wrapped in sea otter fur or fine matting, and strapped into cradle bags or other containers (Hunt 2002: 22). An unprovenanced Aleut mummy in the New Orleans collection revealed a violent death including a severe blow to the mouth which had begun to heal, a wound to the scalp, and final hanging or strangling: possibly evidence of the historically documented persecution of the Aleut population during the Russian conquest (Lombardi and Verano 2002). However, the body had evidently been prepared for burial by his native community, including epigastric evisceration, and had been stuffed with grass which also contained iron nails. These may have been a prestigious funerary offering, but curiously one of them was nailed to the left thigh around the time of death (Lombardi and Verano 2002: 27). The skin across the back and lower limbs was punctured with 1–2 mm diameter perforations in a ‘reticular’ pattern, and the corpse was finally dressed in furs and sinew-sewn fabrics. Meanwhile, the Inuit interments at Qilakitsoq consist of six women and two children, dating to the 15th century AD, dressed in full outdoor clothing (Hansen et al. 1991). Their bodies were desiccated by the dry, cold Arctic winds, assisted by burial under loose slabs and protection by a rocky outcrop (Andreasen 2002). Infrared photography revealed soot-puncture sewn facial tattooing on the older women (Lynerrup 2002). Through mortuary preparation and/or strategic location, these burials suggest a genuine desire to create a well-preserved ancestor.

This practice is also attested in the Iron Age kurgans of Pazyryk (in the foothills of the Altai mountains). Inhumations in wooden chambers under round burial mounds were protected by both natural permafrost and melt-water ice, which re-froze around the body. Excavations of five barrows by Sergei Rudenko (initially in 1924, and then in 1947) revealed the remarkable preservation of leather and felt horse-gear, as well as rugs, furs, and silk, precious metals, horn, and wooden artefacts (including a four-wheeled chariot), cannabis-inhaling equipment (as described by Herodotus, in relation to Scythian funerary rites), and the multiple bodies of sacrificed horses. Of the two burials in barrow 2, the male body was adorned with tattoos (Fig. 26.2), mainly of mythical animals in various states of hunting or predation, spread across his arms, legs, and torso (see Parker Pearson 1999). The ‘Ice Maiden’, a female burial excavated between 1990–5, was also tattooed on her shoulder, wrist, and thumb (Polosmak and O’Rear 1994). Rudenko’s tattooed man had died after being hit on the head with a sharp weapon and effectively ‘scalped’. His remaining hair was shaved short and his nails clipped: the trimmings placed in a small bag near his head (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 136). All of the bodies excavated by Rudenko were trepanned to remove the brain and the cavities were infilled with earth, pine needles, and larch cones. A large incision made across the abdomen enabled the removal of the entrails, and the wound was stitched up with sinew (in the case of the tattooed man) or horse hair (in the case of his female companion). Slits along his arms and legs, and small, deep piercings across the man’s shoulders, buttocks, and legs may have been made to insert some form of preservative: perhaps salt (Rudenko 1970). In contrast, the woman from barrow 2 had the muscles from her legs and buttocks removed, replaced with sedge grass packing. The bodies from barrow 5 (a male—Fig. 26.3, and a female) were similarly ‘slit open’ to remove soft tissues and re-stitched, but this time horsehair padding had been added to the woman’s neck and breast areas, to preserve their form (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001). In contrast, the ‘Ice Maiden’ found by Polosmak was stuffed with bark and peat (both rich in the tannins which helped preserve the bog bodies) and her eyeballs stuffed with fur (Schoch, cited in NOVA 1998).

Why was this extensive mortuary treatment necessary? As with the iceman, Rudenko suggested that this might be the product of winter deaths amongst the nomadic Pazyryk elite whose corpses were prepared to withstand the arduous journey back to their ancestral burial lands, by removing entrails, major organs, and musculature (Rudenko 1970). As a form of temporary preservation, it foreshadowed the subterranean ice-burial which would complete the process, and, in this instance, a corporeal ideal of permanence is suggested by the skilled honing of these elaborate mortuary rites. Parker Pearson also suggests that a metaphorical bond was created through the analogous treatment of the surface of the human body and other skin products (tents, frames, felt coverings): all of which were prepared and decorated through slitting, stretching, stuffing, and re-sewing (Parker Pearson 1999). Like the woven and stitched designs on the fabulous textiles or pricked leatherwork, the human body was also extensively ‘punctured’ with tattoos, which may indicate a contemporary concern with boundaries: the protection of surfaces and orifices with depictions of powerful, chimeric animals (Parker Pearson 1999: 67). The Pazyryk mortuary experts thus drew upon analogous craft techniques to deal with the ‘unravelling’ of the body in death. They used substances which were known for their technical, but perhaps also for their symbolic qualities, to create bodies of great beauty which ‘kept their shape’. Stuffed with soil, vegetation, animal pelt, and hair, these corpses also became composites of humans, animals, and land. Both within and without, they embodied important places, plants, or creatures from which their identity had been constituted and through which their bodies were empowered to withstand the effects of time.
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FIG. 26.2 The mummy of a chieftain with a loincloth, 5th–4th century BC: Pazyryk barrow no. 5 © The State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg
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FIG. 26.3 Tattoo on the right arm of a tribal chief, Pazyryk Barrow no. 2 © The State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg

HOT ENVIRONMENTS
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In contrast to the icy tombs of Pazyryk, extreme heat can also help preserve bodies. Some exist merely as ‘casts’ of a corpse, as in the famous examples from Pompeii: Roman citizens caught in falls of pumice, pyroclastic surges, or extreme heat from the nearby volcano (Ling 2005: 100, Lazer 2007). Meanwhile, less extreme hot and dry environments which are high in salts dehydrate and desiccate the body, creating naturally mummified remains as found in predynastic Egypt (5500–3100 BC, Sledzik and Micozzi 1997). Initially, inhumations were placed directly in the sand, on spurs fringing the Nile Valley (Spencer 1982). Tomb-robbing, disturbance by desert animals, as well as the inter-cutting of older graves probably enabled people to witness the lifelike bodies of their ancestors, creating ‘a belief in a continued existence in which survival depended upon the preservation of the body in a recognizable form’ (Spencer 1982: 30). Yet artificial mummification was the product of centuries of experimentation and invention (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 99). In fact, subsequent changes (wrapping the body in goatskins or matting, providing planked covers or bases, dowel-jointed coffins and deep rock-cut tombs to discourage grave-robbers) speeded up decay: removing the body from contact with the hot, moisture-wicking sands. Since an ideology of preservation had become established, methods of mummification were developed to delay this process.

In the 1st Dynasty (3100–2890 BC), layers of linen bandages helped preserve corporeal integrity, as in the tomb of King Djer at Abydos (Spencer 1982: 34). By the 2nd and 3rd Dynasties (2890–2613 BC), the prior soaking of these bandages achieved an early form of ‘embalming’—literally meaning ‘to put into aromatic resins’ (Andrews 1998: 8). These were sculpted into an outer shell, preserving the semblance of a corpse (whose interior had all too often decayed due to natural combustion: a low-temperature reaction between surviving oxygen and these resinous fuel sources, which effectively ‘charred’ the inner bandages (Spencer 1982: 35, Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 100). By the 4th Dynasty (2613–2494 BC), evisceration was being practised, and recesses in tombs were made for the separately wrapped organs. In the case of Queen Hetepheras, these were steeped in natron solution before being placed in an alabaster box (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 101). The removal of the brain may even have begun at this stage, as suggested at Saqqara (Taconis 2005: 38), but it was not until the New Kingdom period (1550–1069 BC) that embalmers began to preserve the soft tissues that lay under the wrapped and painted bandages.

Natron was the key, derived from the edges of the Wadi Natrun (Andrews 1998: 9): a naturally occurring, water-absorbing, mildly antiseptic compound of sodium carbonate, bicarbonate, sulphate, and chloride, used to desiccate muscular tissue (Taconis 2005: 36). In addition, plant resins (including coniferous resin and Pistacia resin) and beeswax were applied to the skin as antibacterial agents (Sledzik and Micozzi 1997: 485), helping to seal and perfume the body (Buckley and Evershed 2001). Unsaturated plant oils and animals fats were often used as the base for more expensive treatments (Buckley and Evershed 2001): the exact method depending on status and cost. The most expensive and skilled mummification involved the washing of the body in the Nile and its treatment with dilute natron: symbolizing the rebirth of the dead (Andrews 1998: 16). The embalmers then removed the internal organs: extracting the brain through the nasal cavity using a metal hook, assisted by the vigorous use of a spatula (Taconis 2005: 35). The cranial vault was then packed with sheets of linen, sand or mud, and resin. Liver, lungs, stomach, and intestines were removed through an incision in the left-hand side of the abdominal wall, and separately embalmed and wrapped (though the kidneys and heart were often left in situ). They were placed in canopic jars made of pottery, wood, limestone, or calcite (Taconis 2005: 36) which by the late 18th Dynasty (1550–1295 BC) had stoppers shaped like the human or animal heads of the four Sons of Horus: deities entrusted with the successful restoration of each organ to the body (Andrews 1998). Later, organs were re-interred in the body, accompanied by wax models of these figures, and ‘dummy’ canopic jars were sometimes placed in the tomb. Alternatively, the viscera might be dissolved by the injection of fluids (perhaps juniper oil and an oleo-resin, Taconis 2005: 36) into the rectum or vagina, as is likely in the case of the 11th Dynasty princesses from Deir el-Bahri (c.2055–1985 BC, Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 101). The body was then covered in dry natron for a period of time: perhaps 40 out of the 70 days that Herodotus records were allotted for mummification, during which it halved or quartered its body weight (Andrews 1998: 26). Its cavities and openings were rinsed a further time, and then in-filled with sheets or rolls of linen, sand, mud, and resin. The site of the extraction wounds might be coarsely stitched, or plugged with linen, resin, or a metal embalming plate (often bearing the wedjat eye of Horus, Spencer 2007: 113). This was often made of gold in high status burials (Taconis 2005: 38). The exterior of the body was then washed with oils, perfumes, and aromatic resins, (and, according to Diodorus Siculus, palm wine and spices) to sterilize, seal and perfume the skin.

The next stage involved the creation of an exterior resemblance of the deceased. Hair (sometimes in the form of a wig) was arranged, artificial eyes were inserted into the sockets, and subcutaneous insertions of mud, sand, or sawdust helped resume the fullness of its features (sometimes resulting in the splitting of the skin). Fingernails were tied or strapped on, to prevent their ‘lifting’, and shaped gold finger and toe ‘stalls’ might also be used (Andrews 1998: Fig. 10). The body was then wrapped in strips of fine linen or more mundane cloth; separately wrapping fingers and toes, the head, and extremities before ‘spiral’ binding the whole corpse. The mummy named Wah, from Deri el Bahari, was wrapped in a total of 375 sq m of cloth (Taconis 2005: 37). At every stage, appropriate magical utterances and gestures were made, and a variety of amulets were interred within the layers, at vulnerable points on the body (Andrews 1998: Fig. 43). The body was further adorned with a variety of jewellery. By the 21st and 22nd Dynasties (1069–715 BC) leather ‘braces’ decorated some mummies, and in the 25th Dynasty until the Roman period (747 BC–after 30 BC) a ‘stola’ (a network of beads, knotted string, or painted version) embellished the final layers. A mask of linen stiffened with plaster (known as ‘cartonnage’)—possibly gilded—might be added for high status males. In the case of Tutankhamun and King Psuennes, these were of solid gold (Andrews 1998: 34). The final body was often further interred in a coffin: a vital means of ensuring safe passage into the afterlife (Spencer 2007: 127).

At the height of this mortuary craft (the third intermediate period, 1069–747 BC), the profession of embalmers was as ordered as the priestly class (Andrews 1998: 16). Their methods were recorded in tomb scenes, such as those of Tjoy and Amenemope at Thebes (Spencer 1982: Figs. 46 and 47) in which embalmers appear in jackal-masks—representatives of the god of embalming: Anubis. Roman period papyri and texts allude to an earlier source known as the Ritual of Embalming, which outlined their craft: the timing and duration of each stage, with spells to be recited from the Book of the Dead during particular phases (Taylor 2001, Taconis 2005: 35). Such texts, in the form of magical papyri, were often included in the grave or inscribed onto the mummy, as sacred guides for the safe passage of the deceased into the next world. Embalmers’ tools have also been recovered: at the Wahibre tomb at Thebes, a pair of forceps, a long hook, knife, and enema vessel were found (Spencer 1982: 133). Vessels containing left-over embalming fluids, excess natron and stained bandages, stuffing materials such as chaff, even boards on which the body was lain, have also been found (alongside remnants of feasting and drinking) near tombs such as Tutankhamun’s (Spencer 1982: 131–3). Their deposition close at hand ensured that minute traces of the deceased’s body (left on these implements) could be reincorporated upon regeneration, whilst also ensuring these tools could not be used by an enemy for malign purposes of bewitchment (Andrews 1998: 26).

By the Late Period (747–332 BC), when Herodotus described a variety of mummification techniques (Histories II.86–8), standards were in decline (Taconis 2005). More extensive use was made of resins, leading to their blackened internal appearance: the source of the word ‘mummy’, either from the Arabic word mumiya, for bitumen (a substance actually rarely used, Buckley and Evershed 2001: 840) or from the Coptic word for ‘wax’: ‘mum’. ‘Virtual unwrappings’ (using radiography and computer tomography) have also revealed possible embalmers’ errors, such as the probable bowl of resin ‘stuck’ to the cranium of Nesperennub (Taylor 2004)! The inclusion of reeds in Roman period mummies may suggest many were already in an advanced state of decomposition before embalming. Instead, attention focused on the exterior of the corpse, and the painted shrouds, stucco faces, cartonnage masks, or ‘living portraits’ painted in tempera or encaustic technique (Taconis 2005: 39, Fig. 26.4).

What lay behind these elaborate funerary practices? The body was preserved so that the Ba—sometimes equated with the soul or, rather, psyche—along with other aspects of the deceased, which were separated upon death (Andrews 1998) could all be reunited in the afterlife (Taconis 2005: 36). The process mirrored the mythology of Osiris (ruler of the re-born dead) who, according to later myths, was violently killed and dismembered by his jealous brother Seth. When Osiris’ soul departed into the underworld, his sister-wife Isis (assisted by Anubis) skilfully gathered together every piece of his body, apart from his penis, swallowed by the Nile perch (a fish which was accordingly never eaten by the ancient Egyptians). According to some texts, Ra also assisted in wrapping the reassembled body into its skin, thus restoring him to life. This cosmological narrative of separation and reincorporation underpinned the ideology of mummification. It also helped new rulers to legitimize their lineage and power, through the strategic use of the dead pharaoh’s corpse during the lengthy mortuary rites which eventually secured their succession (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 102). The continued powerful reputation of these bodies is evident in the use of ‘mummiya’—mummy powder—as a medicine to promote longevity and healing in the Western world, during the 17th to 19th centuries (e.g. Hertzog’s Mumiographica medica, Taconis 2005: 41).
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FIG. 26.4 Unprovenanced Egyptian mummy of a child: wrapped in linen with gilded plaster studs and cartonnage footcase, Roman Period © Manchester Museum, University of Manchester

OTHER PRESERVATION AND EMBALMING METHODS
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In temperate climates, various substances have been used to aid preservation (Sledzik and Micozzi 1997). In the case of the Spitalfields Roman lady, a lead coffin was used to slow putrefaction, nested within a limestone sarcophagus. The sealed interior preserved a pillow of bay leaves as well as fragments of textiles, including rare silk and gold threads (Thomas 1999). St Bees man (interred in a medieval Benedictine monastery) was wrapped in two layers of linen (coated in beeswax) and a lead ‘shroud’, which was then laid in a wooden coffin, stuffed with clay to seal the contents (Gilchrist 2005). Such remarkable treatment may have aided his repatriation from a foreign climate or distant place of death (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 88). Lead was considered to have magico-medical properties (Gilchrist 2008) and its evident ability to prevent the ‘corruption’ of the corpse increased its popular use in 17th–18th century burials, as discovered in the Spitalfields crypt (Molleson and Cox 1993, Reeve and Adams 1993). Even in 1919, the lead coffin burial of Sir Mark Sykes (who died of Spanish influenza) led to the hope that his preserved tissue would aid medical research into the current virus (Dyer 2007).

Embalming methods in the historic period are poorly understood, but they commonly involved evisceration, followed by the use of wadding soaked in vinegar solution or balming powders (Berryman et al. 1997), or ‘powder and tow’ (Tarlow 2008: 69). By the 18th century, the injection technique was being used to administer various embalming chemicals to the vascular system and visceral cavities (Tarlow 2008, Sledzik and Micozzi 1997: 487). Dr William Hunter used this method on Maria Van Butchell’s body in 1775, using a mixture of turpentine and vermillion (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 171). Her thoracic and abdominal organs were treated with camphor, nitre, and resin before re-interment, and the orifices filled with camphor before being re-stitched and washed in spirits of wine (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 171). Today, embalming has become a common stage in many Western funerary rites: arterial draining and cavity aspiration are followed by injection with modern embalming fluids, such as formaldehyde. The body is then washed, dried, moisturized, and restored to a ‘living’ resemblance using cosmetics and funeral dress. Even by the mid-20th century, this trend was justified as a way to enhance hygiene, assist viewings by delaying decomposition, aid cosmetic restoration, and permit more leisurely burial (Mendelsohn 1944). However, Chamberlain and Parker Pearson use the case of Lenin to argue that the well-preserved remains of national leaders or other cultural icons can be used as political or strategic capital in periods of crises, to help affirm new leadership or prolong established ideologies (2001). The display of embalmed bodies (or their lifelike effigies) helps refute the notion that the death of any individual poses a threat to stability or continuity (Tarlow 2008: 71). Such remains (whose preservation appears to secure a miraculous existence beyond the grave) continue to exert power over the living.

DISCUSSION
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This chapter has discussed the different ways in which marvellously preserved bodies were created—some by accident, but many through deliberate mummification and embalming techniques or skilled deposition—which sometimes enhanced the effect of the local environment. This pattern suggests that many of the societies discussed had encountered naturally well-preserved ancestral remains or other materials, which impressed and awed them. Their apparent ‘timelessness’ created an ideological principle of corporeal preservation, which was then fostered and honed in mortuary arts. In all three scenarios—the cold, wet bog, the frozen plain or mountain, and the hot, dry desert—morticians or funerary experts apparently drew upon contemporary culinary, craft, and medical knowledge: how to preserve perishable foodstuffs, or create durable organic materials and possessions, through submerging, wind or sun-drying, freezing, salting, stuffing, and packing, or a variety of chemical treatments. This reminds us to look for traces of preservative methods on all skeletal remains, even where such treatments are not self-evident (see Parker Pearson et al. 2007 and Bendezu-Sarmiento et al. 2008).

Why? What was the purpose of preservation? The man in the ice offers a clue, becoming a cultural icon in our own time: a ‘frame fixed in the flow of life’ (Pelligrini and Piperno 1991: 47). Put simply, these bodies interrupt time. They thwart death. They appear to offer the potent possibility of some kind of immortality, whether in this world or the next. They ensure the survival of an ageless ancestor, as intercessor, emissary, guardian, or guide. They prolong the deceased’s presence amongst the living, perhaps to facilitate their burial in a proper place and at an appointed time, or their continued display and celebration as cult figures, heroes, or saints. The number of different cultures who practice this art suggests a common desire to ‘extend the life of what was otherwise fragile and fleeting’ (Rosemary Joyce, personal communication): making the impermanent durable; yet the ideal of permanence is, in each case, culturally specific. In some societies, it was an honour reserved for important or wealthy individuals, or was sponsored by new leaders to legitimate their reign of power by reference to a glorious past. Rarely, it may have been used as a strategy to consign an unwanted or dangerous corpse into oblivion: to trap it indefinitely in limbo, or deal with a putrefying body which threatened social order. These methods were not simply practical strategies to deal with a rapidly decaying corpse: the well-preserved dead endure, providing important cultural, political, moral, and spiritual capital for the living.

CONCLUSION: THE AFFECTING DEAD—COMING FACE-TO-FACE WITH THE PAST
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Finally, we must critically consider our own relationship with well-preserved remains. As objects of both public and archaeological fascination, it is their near likeness to the living, yet evident otherness, which can both fascinate and appal. Preservation ensures they are co-present with us, yet they also project a visceral ‘past(ness)’ which can be unnerving (Sanders 2009: 223). This is the disquieting yet riveting power of the ‘uncanny’, described by Freud as something ‘familiar… which has become alienated’: that which ‘ought to have remained secret and hidden but has come to light’ (cited in Moshenska 2006: 92). As epitomies of the uncanny, well-preserved bodies therefore confront us with that which ‘should be dead [but] appears to be alive’ (Wallace 2004: 57). They have what McLean has dubbed a ‘metamorphic’ effect on the people who discover, analyse, or visit them (McLean 2008), ensuring their continued renown and inspiration—not only for archaeologists, but also for poets, painters, artists (Finn 2006). By rupturing time, they disturb our notion of the proper order of life, inevitably forcing us to confront mortality. During exhumation, this can create practical and psychological problems for those dealing with partially decayed, noisome, (and potentially contagious) corpses (Cox 1994). Whilst archaeologists frequently articulate their sense of privilege at such opportunities (Beattie 1999, Brothwell 2006), this often vies with feelings of horror or fear: a sense of guilt at disturbing such remains, of being ‘haunted’ by the deceased (Smoot in NOVA 1998, Kirk and Start 1999: 207, Grice 2006). Perhaps this is an appropriate and fitting reaction, particularly in the case of those who died violently: as Sontag argues, ‘let the atrocious images haunt us’ (2003: 102). We should not find this an easy encounter.

These issues have led to considerable debate over whether well-preserved bodies should be displayed in public, particularly in light of different cultural sensitivities towards human remains (Lohman and Goodnow 2006, Gill-Robinson 2004). In a UK context, I would argue that, whilst their exhibition may be disquieting, it remains an arguably vital (yet increasingly rare) part of the human experience to confront a corpse: as such, they have an important educational as well as ontological role in the present (Giles 2009). Yet we might want to think long and hard about how that encounter is managed and what interpretation of these remains we convey. Their contemporary significance additionally derives from their status as authentic, visceral testimonies from the past (Sanders 2009): a privileged form of bodily ‘evidence’ (Crossland 2009). Alongside the important scientific information they contain (Chamberlain and Parker Pearson 2001: 187), the exceptional insights we gain into individual lives and deaths encourage us to act as their ‘advocates’: their storytellers (Giles 2009). In coming face-to-face with the past, we are urged to restore a sense of humanity to these remains. And so, whilst their unstable, uncanny liminality continues to disrupt or threaten ‘social, sexual and historical order’ (Sanders 2009: 217), their ‘having been speaks to our being’ (Sanders 2009: 223). This is what Heaney describes as their ‘riddling power’ (1999), which will no doubt continue to stimulate both our research and our imaginations long into the future.
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CREMATIONS IN CULTURE AND COSMOLOGY
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TERJE OESTIGAARD

INTRODUCTION
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Hindu cremation is often seen as a classic type of cremation. The deceased is burnt on a pyre along a holy river, whereupon the ashes are immersed in the river when the cremation is complete. The cremation unites the micro and macro cosmos. The body and the world consist of five elements—air, water, fire, earth, and ether. During cremation the fire dissolves the body and the elements return to their origin. When the cremation is complete, the ashes are immersed in the holy river and the deceased attains salvation and liberation from the cycle of rebirth or he/she is reincarnated according to his or her past deeds. Although this type of Hindu cremation has shaped many perceptions of the nature of cremation as a funeral practice, Hindu cremations are nevertheless strikingly different from many cremation practices in European prehistory.

A characteristic feature of prehistoric cremations is the low frequency of burnt bones in urns or deposited in cremation patches where a grave or mound has been built. Based on several analyses, only 10–20% of the deceased’s bones are buried, and often the urns are intentionally made too small to contain all the cremated remains. Hence, not all the remains of the dead were intended to be buried in one context, and the rest has been used for other purposes. One reason for the general absence of cremated remains could have been that the bones were immersed in rivers in a similar way to Hindu cremations. Although this is a possibility, it seems that cremated bones were actively used in other complex, cultural, and cosmological spheres.

With fire as the medium in cremations, it has been possible to manipulate and use the body and the bones for cultural purposes and cosmological ends in numerous ways, which include both the deceased’s destiny as well as the re-constitution of society and cosmos. Through empirical case studies mainly from Northern European Bronze and Iron Age contexts, the chapter will discuss how cremation is not one, but many funeral practices. The chapter begins with an introduction to contemporary Hindu cremations, with an emphasis on the role of fire, before turning to European Bronze and Iron Age contexts, identifying the characteristics of cremations, highlighting the different temperatures at which the dead have been cremated. The focus will then shift from the dead to the living, finally presenting contemporary Hindu and Buddhist examples of the relation between cremation and other types of funerals, which may have implications for archaeological interpretations.

HINDU CREMATIONS AND THE ROLE OF FIRE

[image: image]

Fire and water are in most cultures and religions irrespective of time and place used as transformative mediums to express both complementary and contradictory ideas of humans, social relations, divine qualities, how interactions between humans and gods take place, and the creation and character of the cosmos itself. Fire and water are natural elements, but they are also cultural constructs used as metaphors for and even as proofs of various philosophical or religious explanations of cosmos, the world order, and human nature. Within certain religions and time periods people (and gods) have employed fire and water as symbols and agencies more pervasively and elaboratively than in others, and in Hindu cremations this symbolic pair is fundamental in the transformation of the dead to further life. Hindu cremations as ethnography are therefore a good point of departure for studying cremation not only because they are performed in open air, but also because they gives insight into technological processes, which may deepen understanding of prehistoric cremations and their uniqueness.

The most auspicious place for a Hindu to be cremated is along the banks of the Ganges in Varanasi, India at the Manikarnika and Harishchandra ghats. Some 40,000 people are cremated here annually, and other holy places along the tributaries to Ganges, such as Pashupatinath in Kathmandu (Fig. 27.1), Nepal, are seen as equally holy by devotees, who believe they will attain salvation if the cremation is conducted appropriately and the ashes immersed in the holy river.
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FIG. 27.1 Cremation at Pashupatinath, Nepal

Source: Photo: Terje Oestigaard.

Death and Hindu cremations are related to both birth and ancestors. The father gives the lineage a son and thereby pays his debt to his forefathers, and the son repays his debts to his father by conducting the funeral. Thus, although it does not always happen, it is the son’s ritual obligation to crack open his father’s skull in order to release the ‘vital breath’ or the soul. The father is not dead and the body is not a corpse before this happens and it is only after the cremation that his wife becomes a widow. A cremation is therefore life-giving and necessary, but still a human sacrifice, and it is the son’s duty to commit this symbolic homicide from which life re-emerges. The soul has been released, but since this is a ritual murder, the mourning period is a purification period for having killed and burnt a human (Parry 1994: 151–2).

Still, cremation as a sacrifice is cosmogony, and it is from the flames and the immersion in the river that life reappears or salvation is attained. ‘Do not burn him entirely, Agni, or engulf him in your flames. Do not consume his skin or flesh. When you have cooked him perfectly, O knower of creatures, only then send him forth to the father’ (Rig Veda 10.16.1, see O’Flaherty 1994). Agni—the Vedic God of Fire—is not burning the corpse during a cremation, but cooking it. Cooking is regarded as the opposite of eating and raises the corpse to a higher state (to heaven), whereas eating reduces the dead body to a lower state (to animals). Thus, Agni prepares the corpse for the gods by cooking it (O’Flaherty 1994: 49): The souls become the food of the gods (Brahma-Sutras n.d.: 3.1.7).

However, the cosmogony does not end there. The ashes after a cremation, which are immersed in the holy rivers, are often referred to as ‘bones’. Bones are seen as the product of the father’s semen and as a source of future fertility, and the fire destroys the sinful and female flesh (Parry 1994: 188). When the bones and ashes are immersed in the river, they unite the male and female qualities in a symbolic copulation recreating life. Ganga is eternally pure and concentrates the sanctity of all rivers: ‘Not only is the Ganges said to be present in other rivers, but other rivers are present in her’ (Eck 1983: 214). Ganges is the ‘nectar of immortality’, which brings life to the dead cremated on the banks of the River of Heaven (Eck 1983: 215).

Hence, the funeral is a cosmogonic and life-giving ritual, which ensures rebirth for the deceased by uniting him or her with the gods just as it restructures society by installing the son in his father’s place as a householder through the son’s ritual commitment to conduct the cremation. The Hindu cosmology is of course different from other religions’ cosmologies, and in particular those of prehistoric Europe, but there are still some structural similarities in the way a cremation takes place as a technological performance. In Hindu cremations all the cremated remains are immersed in the river a short distance from where the actual cremation took place, and the river can be seen as the final resting place for the cremated remains, which have important cosmological consequences. In prehistoric cremations not all of the cremated remains were deposited, and in many cases the final place where the bones were deposited might have been far away from the actual site where the pyre burnt.

CHARACTERISTICS OF CREMATIONS
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Throughout history a challenging question is how cremation relates to other funeral practices, and in particular inhumation, since different funeral practices often exist at the same time in a given community, which implies that variation in mortuary treatment sometimes relates to religion, ethnicity, gender, age, or other status categories, whereas in other cases it does not. Importantly, in many cases it is impossible to distinguish between culture and cosmology because what the descendants do, on the one hand, affects their future destiny in the other world, but on the other hand, their cultural practices are believed to be defined by religion and cosmology.

Cremation as a funeral practice has certain characteristics as opposed to other mortuary rituals and, in particular, inhumation. A large number of cremation burials are not deposited at the place where the actual cremation took place. Thus, it is possible to distinguish three stages or sequences in a cremation (Hertz 1960, Oestigaard 1999):

1. The place where a corpse was burnt.

2. The intermediate period in time and space. After the cremation was completed, the bones could be collected, cleaned, and deposited in an urn. This interval can be long in time and space; it is possible to carry urns or cremated remains over large areas, which is more difficult with a physical corpse because it will start to rot unless preserved in some way.

3. The place where the cremated bones were buried or deposited. This place could be the same site where the cremation took place, but most often the urn with the bones is transported to another place or cemetery, or used in other contexts.

The intermediate period in cremation as a funeral practice opens up huge varieties in ritual uses and manipulations of the deceased. Cremated bones may be deposited all together at one place as with the Hindu example, but cremated remains are also found in ceramics, post holes, hearths, cooking pits, property borders (Gansum 2004a), heaps of fire-cracked stones, and in cultivated fields (Kaliff and Oestigaard 2004) and in furnaces (Goldhahn and Oestigaard 2008).

The burial of the cremated remains may take place long after the actual cremation of the deceased and it opens up the possibility of double cremations (a second burning of the ashes as a ritual closing of the intermediate period) as well as other uses of the bones in ancestral cults. Cremation is not only the last funerary rite for the deceased, but the body and bones are also a means to other cultural and cosmological ends. Whereas an inhumation presents the body as a unit or a totality in the grave, unless it is mutilated in one way or another, a cremation may dissolve or separate the deceased’s social identities, and the remains can be incorporated in numerous spheres. From the perspective of analysing death as a cultural and cosmological process, cremation enables descendants to actively use and manipulate the dead in the reconstitution of society and cosmos. This is also evident in the amount of bones deposited in cremation burials.

Depending upon the size of a person, based upon measurements made by Per Holck at Asker Crematorium in Oslo, Norway (Holck 1987: 71–3), the average weight of the cremated bones was 3,075 grams (3,375 grams for men and 2,625 grams for women). Based on further analyses of cremated bones from 1,082 case studies from the Bronze Age and Iron Age in southern and eastern parts of Norway, the average weight of cremated bones, including those cases where it was impossible to determine the sex, was 269.7 grams. In those contexts where it was possible to identify the sex (generally where there were more bones), the average weight for men was 637.9 grams (with variation from 10 to 3,175 grams) and for women the average weight was 455.6 grams (with variation from 30 to 1,950 grams) (Holck 1987: 119). Similar patterns are visible in other places as well. From the Late Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age cemetery Ringeby in Östergötland, Sweden, cremated bones varied from 0.2 grams to 983 grams at a maximum, with an average of 159 grams (Kaliff 1997: 90). In Hungary during the Middle Bronze Age, the average from the Encrusted Ware Culture cemetery of Környe-Fácánkert was 307 grams (c.660 grams for men, c.300 grams for women, and 70–80 grams for children) (Sørensen and Rebay-Salisbury 2008: 58). In the latter case the amount of male bones deposited after cremation was twice that for women.

In general, the actual amount of the deceased’s burnt bones deposited and buried was only 10–20% of the complete body or skeleton. Although some parts of the bones may have deteriorated or not been collected by descendants or by excavators, the absence of the majority of the deceased’s bones in the graves must have been intended. The volume of the deceased’s bones cremated in modern crematoriums before they are ground is almost 8 litres (Holck 1987: 71–3). In both the Bronze Age and the Iron Age many of the urns are intentionally made or selected to be so small that they could never have been intended to contain all of the deceased’s bones. During the Migration period in Norway, for example, bucket-formed pottery is used as urns and the height of the jars varies between 4.3 and 15.5 cm, with an average volume of 1.5 litres (Fredriksen 2005: 188–9). Similar urn patterns are found during the Late Bronze Age (see Stjernquist 1961, Olausson 1987, Feveile and Bennike 2002).

Thus, what characterizes a cremation burial in European prehistory is the absence of the majority of the deceased’s bones in the actual deposit. On the one hand, this opens up the possibility that the deceased’s remains are buried in several places. On the other hand, which does not contradict the practice of multiple burials, it indicates that the corpse was intentionally used for other purposes. Together, this stresses that cremation opens up a wide range of ancestral and funeral practices. In order to understand these cultural and cosmological processes one has to address the actual temperatures the dead have been exposed to.

CREMATION AND TEMPERATURES
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A striking feature of cremations is the huge span in temperatures at which the deceased has been cremated. In modern crematoriums the cremation starts at around 700 degrees Celsius. In a closed oven, the body will self-combust at this temperature and the temperature increases up to 1,000 degrees (Fig. 27.2). Returning to Per Holck’s analyses of the 1,082 cremation contexts from southern and eastern Norway, there are some striking features. He classified the cremated material in five categories according to the temperatures the bones had been exposed to based on the character of the bones after burning and not on colour variations as such, since the latter classification is encumbered with several possibilities of errors (Holck 1987:131–46):

• Grade 0: Apparently unburnt. The bones have been on the pyre and exposed to fire, but they are so slightly affected by the heat that they show no signs of being burnt. Therefore, the temperature has probably not reached more than 200 degrees Celsius.

• Grade 1: Sooting. The bones are very slightly and imperfect cremated due to lack of oxygen. The temperatures have probably hardly exceeded 400 degrees Celsius because changes in the bone substances occur at these temperatures.
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FIG. 27.2 Inside a modern crematorium, Møllendal, Bergen, Norway

Source: Photo: Terje Oestigaard.

• Grade 2: Slight burning. The bones are clearly burnt, but have a pale colour. These cremations have reached a maximum temperature of approximately 700–800 degrees Celsius.

• Grade 3: Moderate burning. The cremated bones appear more or less as in the previous group, but they are somewhat paler in colour. The bones have been exposed to temperatures of 1,000–1,100 degrees Celsius.

• Grade 4: Hard burning. The bones are almost white and have porous, chalk-like consistency. Bones burnt at grade 4 have probably been exposed to temperatures of between 1,200–1,300 degrees Celsius.

Based on the analysis of these 1,082 finds, the percentage of cremated bone material at extremely high temperatures is striking (Holck 1987: 134–46):

• Grade 0: 6.5%

• Grade 1: 11.9%

• Grade 2: 28%

• Grade 3: 73.5%

• Grade 4: 37.5%

The reason why the total percentage is higher than 100% is that a single bone may have been burnt at for instance both grades 2 and 3, and consequently classified in both groups. Therefore, in this case the total percentage is 157.4%. The most intriguing aspect of this statistic is that the majority of the dead in prehistory were cremated at grade 3 or 4, or in other words: almost two-thirds of all the cremated remains were exposed to temperatures equalling the maximum of modern crematoriums (c.1,000–1,100 degrees Celsius) or at grade 4 (1,200–1,300 degrees Celsius), which exceeds modern crematoriums. It is not possible to obtain such temperatures at open-air pyres because, even though oxygen nourishes the flames, the air will also cool the pyre, and in general it is very difficult to keep the body burning at open-air pyres as is evident from Hindu cremations (Oestigaard 2005).

Thus, by exposing the dead to different temperatures, cremation is not one, but many funeral practices, because these differently cremated bones open up further possibilities for use in culture, ancestral cult, and cosmology. On the one hand, in some prehistoric cremations the deceased have been exposed to such low temperatures that they can be described as ‘cooked’, ‘roasted’, or ‘toasted’ (Oestigaard 2000a). In other cremations, the dead are burnt at temperatures exceeding modern crematoriums. Consequently, the different funeral practices relate to what the cremated bones were intended to be used for in a wider cultural and cosmological context. This emphasizes a shift from the dead to the living by analysing what the cremated, human remains have been used for, by whom, and why.

THE TRANSFORMATION FROM THE DEAD TO THE LIVING
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Corpses decay and in all cultures the problem of rotting flesh has to be solved. The soft parts of the body are perishable and in many religions the transformation from the living to the dead has been seen as an impure process (Hertz 1960: 43). Apart from mummification, which is a special treatment of the flesh, most funeral practices aim to solve the problem of the flesh by destroying it. In particular a cremation is a very rapid way of decomposing the flesh, and fire is often seen as a purifying agent or medium. Still, the flesh is literally embodied with identities and qualities, and these powers have been actively transformed in cremation funerals.

Cremations at low temperatures may indicate that the dead were prepared and sacrificed to the gods as a meal, which the gods devoured, and many of the urns were food jars in one way or another. Thus, it was possible to sacrifice and eat humans raw, cooked, or burnt (Oestigaard 2000a), which could have included endo-cannibalistic practices by the descendants (Hertz 1960). Moreover, cooking of corpses can be a metaphor, a symbolic aspiration, and an actual practice stressing social relations between the living and the dead, although it may be difficult to distinguish these practices in the archaeological record. In any case, the preparations of the dead put the emphasis on the flesh as culture and cosmology.

As indicated, it is difficult to achieve extremely high temperatures at open-air cremations and, therefore, these must have taken place in a closed oven. The one person who controlled such locales and high temperatures was the smith, and the furnace was a place where people were cremated (Goldhahn and Oestigaard 2007, 2008). The corpse is both technology and cosmology. When the flesh combusts at around 700 degrees, there is a rapid increase in temperature and, with successive additions of flesh, the temperature rises to temperatures at which it is possible to smelt and cast bronze and iron:

… a corpse creates a considerable surplus of heat… the measuring begins after the oven has been ignited, and we see that the temperature rises slowly to 700°C. From the moment the corpse is put in a steep rise in temperature occurs (exothermal reaction). This is caused by the ignition of the most combustible parts of the body (and the coffin), despite a constant supply of energy to the oven. After about 4–60 minutes the temperature will decrease during the cremation of the less combustible parts of the body… (Holck 1987: 38)

The temperature of a furnace in which a human body is being burned can easily reach 1,100 degrees and more. Copper melts at 1,083 degrees Celsius, but experiments indicate that the preferred temperature for casting is around 1,300 degrees Celsius. Bronze containing 8–13% tin smelts at around 830–1,000 degrees Celsius, carbonized iron smelts at 1,145 degrees Celsius, whereas pure iron smelts at 1,537 degrees Celsius. The slag of iron, however, smelts at 1,200–1,300 degrees, which fits well with cremations at 1,200–1,300 degrees and early metallurgy of both bronze and iron. Thus, the flesh as a fuel smelts together technology and cosmology. The cremator and the smith became ritual specialists who controlled the fire and the procreative forces transforming death into further lives and existences, which also included material objects. In the Scandinavian Bronze Age there are finds of human remains in furnaces at sites such as Stum and Hjälm in Halland and Hallunda in Södermanland, and from the Iron Age there are finds from Gavleån in Gästrikland and Bo Gård, Östergötland, Sweden. Burnt bones, graves, and hearths have been found in the vicinity of these metal production sites, and only small quantities of bones have been found within the furnaces (for details, see Goldhahn and Oestigaard 2007, 2008).

Not only humans, but also animals were used in this process. Animals have often been sacrificed in cremations and may symbolize the transcendence of borders between the living and the dead. One reason why humans and animals were cremated in the smithy can be found in the use of the flesh of the deceased as fuel, but more importantly, in the control and power of the deceased’s identity. The deceased and his or her powers have literally been incorporated in ancestral cults by smelting them into objects such as swords and brooches. In the process of making steel from iron, bone-coal from humans and animals has been used to carbonize iron. In this process identities have been smelted into objects and, in the Viking period, for instance, swords had immanent powers, identities, and names such as Tyrving, Gråsida, Kvernbitt, Gram, Fetbrei, Bastard, and Skrep, among others (Gansum 2004b). This may also explain why weapons were ritually destroyed and (re)created in cremation burials; if personhood was smelted into weapons, these had separate lives and the identities could be smelted out of them if the objects ‘died’ or when the owner passed away.

Thus, death is not limited to the dead, but the deceased is equally important for the descendants and the social reconstitution of society and cosmos. The dead are used as transactions in renegotiations both within society but also on a wider cosmological scale (Oestigaard and Goldhahn 2006). Cremation enabled the dead to be used as agents in culture and cosmology (Williams 2004, 2008).

In this process, since cremation is a highly complex, technological process (e.g. Kaliff 1997, Williams 2004), in some cases cremations were conducted by ritual specialists. The smith as a cremator is just such a ritual specialist, and many cremations were conducted by experienced cremators because the material culture left after the cremation often shows a high degree of uniformity. The descendants or relatives as inexperienced cremators would typically have had difficulty cremating the corpse at a high or equal temperature because pyres are uneven and bodies burn at different temperatures (cf. Holck 1987), leaving a highly heterogeneous material culture after the funeral (Oestigaard 2005, Goldhahn and Oestigaard 2007, 2008).

Whether the cremations were conducted by ritual specialists or by laymen as relatives does not necessarily have any cosmological consequences because there is a ‘paradoxical character of the prescription of ritual. Ritual is prescribed action, you have to get it right, and yet sometimes it seems that as long as you try, as long as you accept the ritual commitment, it is almost impossible to get it wrong’ (Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994: 128). Therefore, cremation as a ritual practice opens up a lot of different uses of the dead for the living within their worldview of how culture and cosmos are constituted. This will be exemplified with two case studies from Hindu and Buddhist cremations. These show how and why the relationship between cremations and other types of funerals may be actively used in cultural and cosmogonic processes by the descendants.

CREMATION IN CONTEXT: HINDU AND BUDDHIST EXAMPLES
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In Nepal, whether the deceased is buried or cremated depends upon which life-cycle rituals they are initiated into. Before boys have been initiated into manhood, which enables them to read the sacred texts and consequently to become responsible for their own ritual purity, they should be buried, but if they have gone through this ritual, they are cremated. Women, on the other hand, only achieve this socio-religious status by being married; unmarried women are buried and married women are cremated. Thus, marriage is a cultural status with cosmological implications. If the wife’s husband dies before her, she leaves one social position in society and becomes a stigmatized widow, who is partly blamed for her husband’s death because she has allegedly not been obedient enough. Consequently, she marks this transition by disposing of all the things she was given by her husband, symbolizing and marking the wedding. In the house she takes off her jewellery and breaks her bracelets, which she places upon her deceased husband’s chest (Fig. 27.3), and the husband is cremated together with her former, social position. Since the life-cycle rituals in Hinduism are religious by nature, one’s personal and social status is part of the cosmological order. Hence, death is as important for the living as it is for the dead because the descendants also change their social and religious status (Oestigaard 2000b, 2005).
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FIG. 27.3 A widow has disposed of her jewellery on her husband’s chest before he is cremated, Nire Ghat, Western Nepal

Source: Photo: Terje Oestigaard.

Among Buddhists in Manang village in the High Himalayas in Nepal, air-burials were the common practice until three decades ago, and these funerals included culture and cosmos in another way. It was believed that the gods would be angry if they cremated their dead and as a penalty the gods would refuse to give humans the life-giving and precious water in the form of rain. Consequently, cremation was forbidden and air-burials were part of rain-making ceremonies. All funerals were air-burials during the spring, summer, and autumn. However, during the winter, cremation was the common practice because the funerals would withhold the precipitation, which would come as snow. Therefore, funerals were part of the process of controlling the weather; as little snow as possible during the winter was desirable because harsh winters were a threat to society and the people; and as much rain as possible was required during the rest of the year because the life-giving water was a prerequisite for health, wealth, and successful harvests (Oestigaard 2005).

Due to tourism, contamination, and globalization, the practice of air-burials has declined, and today cremation is the dominant type of funeral. Some days after the cremation the cremated bones are ground to powder together with ingredients like wheat, buckwheat, chilli, garlic, rice, and ashes (Fig. 27.4). This powder is mixed with clay and made into 108 small figures called chatafars, which symbolize the original stupa where Buddha’s bodily remains were buried. The chatafars are placed at different natural and holy places and in family memorials (Oestigaard 2005). Thus, the deceased’s bones are incorporated into statues which symbolize the origin of Buddhism and thereby the dead partake in Buddhahood.
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FIG. 27.4 Bone-grinding of cremated bones before the cremated remains are mixed with clay from which figures are made, Tore cemetery, Manang, Nepal

Source: Photo: Terje Oestigaard.

CONCLUSION
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Cremation presents complex funerary practices involving various interactions with and pro-creations on behalf of cosmology, with implications for ancestral cults in society and cultural re-constitutions. The deceased is both a means and an end, and cremation enables the body and the bones to be used in multiple ways in culture and cosmology, which is more difficult with inhumation or other burial practices. The intermediate period in time and space and the different temperatures the corpse can be exposed to render possible a huge variety of opportunities to incorporate death in spheres transcending the actual grave. Whereas an inhumation has practical limitations due to decaying flesh and the totality of the body, even if it is partly dismembered, a cremation enables the dead to be used by the descendants in numerous ways where the grave as the last resting-place is but one sphere. Thus, cremation is not one, but many funeral practices, with different cultural and cosmological implications in various contexts. The complexity of cremation may in the future enable identification of new types of funeral practices based on actual finds in the archaeological record. In order to increase our knowledge of complex cremation contexts it is therefore important to use a wide range of sources, including osteological, experimental, and ethnographic data. With such a background one is also better equipped to understand the uniqueness of the past in general and cremation practices in particular.
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IDENTITIES IN TRANSFORMATION

Identities, Funerary Rites, and the Mortuary Process
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CHRIS FOWLER

INTRODUCTION
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Funerary evidence—and evidence for the manipulation of the dead in other mortuary practices, not discussed here—has long been deployed in interpretations of identity in the past. This chapter will consider two important factors in analysing past identities from funerary evidence. The first is the recognition that identities are negotiated relationally and contextually, and the second is an anthropological understanding of funeral activity as a mortuary process consisting of a three-stage ritual transformation of the dead. The aim is to bring to the fore two issues responsible for some of the complexities we face in understanding the interaction between identity and mortuary practices by examining a particular paradox in the interpretation of identity from funerary remains: the fact that the deceased whose identity we may wish to interpret underwent a transformation in identity during the very mortuary process that provides archaeologists with their evidence.

There are many analytical dimensions we may perceive in examining mortuary activity, and each of these tints our perspective on the relationship between identity and mortuary practice. I start by outlining a problem with some conventional approaches to the mortuary sphere as an arena for the expression of identity before exploring perspectives that combine a social perspective with a political one, and that emphasize ritual transformations as transformation in social and political relations and ontological status (the kind of entity in question as it is understood by a given community; e.g. living, dead, ghost, ancestor), considering how these provide solutions to that problem and grapple with the paradox outlined above.

SOCIAL PERSONA AND THE IDENTITY OF THE DECEASED
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Archaeologists are interested in a wide range of aspects of identity: for instance, ethnicity, age, sex and gender, sexuality, personhood, kinship, wealth, prestige, and rank (Jones 1997, Voss and Schmidt 2000, Fowler 2004, 2010, Diaz-Andreu et al. 2005). Such aspects of identity are grounded in relationships—identities are relational, tenuous, impermanent, and reliant on the recognition of others. Sociologist Ward Goodenough (1965) was concerned with the duties and rights of each person (ego) of specific status in relation to the duties and rights of any other person (alter) and his approach was designed to understand whole systems of relationships of duty and status, and to locate individuals within that system based on particular interactions. He saw these interactions as mutually constituting the status of both persons in the interaction. He used the term social identity to refer to aspects of identity that depended on social relations with others, relations that came with duties and rights. As he acknowledged, each person has numerous social identities. He used the term social persona to refer to the social identities that were selected as the basis for interaction in any given situation: ‘[t]he composite of several activities selected as appropriate to a given interaction constitutes the selector’s social persona in the interaction’ (Goodenough 1965: 7, emphasis added). These personae must be coherent and intelligible, and to that extent they must both draw on biographical reality and fit with conventional social roles (e.g. a mother should be an adult female parent—an adult male parent would be a father). We might query how the selection of activities (e.g. forms of address, presentation of appearance, body language, giving of gifts, etc.) occurs through the interaction, how much latitude those interacting have in that selection, and how biographies are constructed, but the principle that identities are presented in contextual interactions is generally accepted.

In the 1960s and 1970s some of the ground-breaking archaeological studies of identity based on mortuary activity drew on the concept of social persona. These approaches anticipated that identities were reflected in mortuary rites. Arthur Saxe (1970) argued that the relationships composing the social persona would be referenced in the mortuary rites, while Lewis Binford (1971: 17) defined social persona as ‘a composite of the social identities maintained in life and recognized as appropriate for consideration at death’. Here the ‘recognition’ of social persona depends on selecting from the accumulated social relations exercised during life. Yet both Saxe and Binford were primarily concerned with which aspects of the social persona were recognized in which mortuary practices, rather than with considering how the mortuary context may affect (and even transform) the social persona. Goodenough did not use the term to refer to an enduring accumulation of social roles, but to identities relative to event and context. Social persona depends upon the ‘selectors’, the agents asserting particular aspects of their identity in a given context—the interaction between multiple ‘selectors’ in mortuary contexts is clearly important, as is an understanding of the kinds of identity brought to the fore within those contexts. Binford effectively treated the whole sequence of mortuary activities as a single context: all of the evidence relating to the disposal of the dead was assembled to produce a singular picture of a social persona. Binford’s analyses therefore provide a unitary view of a single social persona for each deceased person, rather than examining how the portrayal of social persona might change throughout the differing contexts of the mortuary process. As I will argue later those contexts are ritual contexts (as well as social, political, and material contexts), contexts focused on bringing about the transformation of the person. These contexts may be quite diverse and present the deceased in different ways: for example, primary and secondary funerary rites may present the person in dissimilar ways as they pass through differing states of physical composition and stages in a ritual process.

From reading Goodenough, it seems to me that social persona is best used to refer to an active projection of particular aspects of identity as these are brought to the fore in a specific interaction (i.e. identity relative to context). Binford, Saxe, and others made enormously important contributions in considering which aspects of social identity influenced which features of mortuary practices in their sample of ethnographic information: for example, which features of identity affect grave orientation (sex or social affiliation such as lineages or moieties) or type of grave goods (sex, sometimes social position) or method of bodily disposal (anything except sex). On the other hand their sample of ethnographic studies is small and we may query the extent to which general patterns of behaviour may be reliably extrapolated from them (see Chapman, chapter 4 this volume). The studies by Saxe and Binford enshrined a number of interpretations regarding identity commonly made of funerary evidence (see also Tainter 1978), but which may lead to assumptions about identity that are not always borne out. For instance, Binford (1971: 22) indicated that variations in the quantity of objects in the grave might be an indication of hierarchically arranged statuses. But this would not seem to be so among egalitarian communities where personal adornment does not necessarily relate to status (Spikins 2008). Saxe, Tainter, and Binford ultimately considered the mortuary context as a ground for displaying social identity more than a context of ritual transformations. Binford and Tainter were especially interested in interpreting the identities they saw as reflected in mortuary practices as indices of social ranking and cultural complexity. They saw mortuary rites as affirming pre-existing identities fixed at the point of death, and as such provide a weak appreciation of how social relations are negotiated through mortuary practices and of the mortuary process, including the transformation of the social person which occurs repeatedly through that process.

THE SOCIAL POLITICS OF DEATH: NEGOTIATING IDENTITIES THROUGH MORTUARY PRACTICES
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Saxe (1970: 235) explicitly recognized the possibility that ideological ethoi such as egalitarian ideals might shape mortuary activity. Numerous studies have since examined how communities use the mortuary arena in making socio-political statements about identity (e.g. Shanks and Tilley 1982, Shennan 1982). Mortuary rites may naturalize certain (contentious) social relations or mask inequalities, and can thus be misinterpreted by archaeologists if we attempt to infer ‘real’ forms of social organization from them. Parker Pearson (1982) importantly illustrated that mortuary rites are elements in strategies of social identification which need to be put in a wider cultural context. Thus, ideological statements are made in mortuary activities as they are in other arenas such as daily productive and consumptive activities.

In funerals, statements (which are ideologically charged, as all statements are) are arranged within a narrative linking different points in the mortuary process, different stages in life and death. Such narratives require careful reading: identities of one kind can be set up at one stage in order to be knocked down or replaced at another. McGuire’s (1992) study of mortuary practices in Hohokam society exemplifies what can be gained by appreciating the narrative nature of the funerary process when considering socio-political relations. McGuire (1992: 180) established that

[t]he mortuary ritual mediated tensions within Hohokam society between the egalitarian ideology and the existing inequalities of the social order by revealing and then destroying the material symbols of these inequalities.

Based on strong correlations with an ethnographic study, McGuire concludes that the presentation of the Hohokam dead and provision of goods with the body prior to cremation did reflect their social persona as it was portrayed in the funerary episodes during the Colonial and Sedentary periods (AD c.725–1100). However, other than the memory of the event, there was no indication that the same social persona was marked in the enduring memorials at the grave site. McGuire establishes that in everyday life in these periods social relations were relatively equal within a predominant egalitarian ethos, and that displays of the extent of social relations that supported a person were focused on the funeral event. Thus, after the ritual sequence ended, the normal egalitarian ethos was restored. We could argue that (at least) two different versions of the social persona of the deceased can therefore be seen across the span of this mortuary process: one stressing status differences and distinctive identities, the other status similarities and a shared identity. As McGuire argues, during the mortuary process, in these periods, inequalities were established only then to be removed during the next stage of the rite. Yet within this period where inequalities were asserted only temporarily lay an incipient inequality which McGuire argues was extended into formalized hierarchy as the material conditions of daily life changed and social relations in other arenas became enduringly unequal in periods after AD 1100. Mortuary rites became divided into two groups: those of households living and buried with grave goods on settlement mounds which could not be observed from outside or below (and who were involved in claims to status within their sub-community, claims that may have been elevated through the funeral), and households living in open complexes who cremated their dead and buried them without claims to status inequalities. McGuire suggests that these narratives naturalized an emergent social order—the narrative embedded in funerary rites was presumably part of the cosmological legitimation of that order, and an appreciation of each funerary narrative requires an appreciation of the relationships between and within the two sub-communities.

All social relations are relations of power, of one kind or another, and power, like identity, is contextual, with some power relations bridging more contexts than others. Archaeologists may not be able to ascertain exactly what relations of power a particular person was engaged in throughout their life based on their funerary treatment, but we can consider the mortuary sphere as a good example of a context in which power relations and social identities were being negotiated. It passes beyond the scope of this chapter, but power relations are not simply either egalitarian or hierarchical but complex, drawing on a range of mechanisms, institutions, and trends in behaviour. Beyond ideas of ‘rank’ and ‘complexity’ we can examine power relations not only in terms of different forms of hierarchies but also of various heterarchies (and hierarchies and heterarchies may coexist within a single community—(see, for example, Brumfiel 1995, Crumley 1995, Rautman 1998), personal esteem (what Spikins (2008), following Heinrich and Gil-White (2001), refers to as prestige), different forms of leadership and authority (Spikins 2008), relative egalitarianism involving the possibility of some hierarchy including formalized arenas of prestige, and different types of egalitarianism (Boehm 1993, Roscoe 2000: 97). Persons may be held in high regard in one respect or another (e.g. for their skill in a certain area, because of their generosity, or because they died in a notable way), and this might affect their mortuary treatment in some communities (e.g. where there are not rigid rules about ranked categories of person in life and after death) more than others. Part of the challenge we face is determining the relationships between the funerary narratives and the forms of power relations invested in the identities being transformed through the funerary rites. Analysis of mortuary remains alone may be insufficient to this task, but we can reasonably expect that some aspects of the ethos (or ethoi) of the community conducting the funeral underpin the mortuary narrative structuring the funerary practices.

TRANSFORMATIONS IN PERSONHOOD THROUGH MORTUARY RITUALS: CHANGES IN ONTOLOGICAL STATUS
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Funerals, and other mortuary activities, are media of specific belief systems concerning the nature of life and death, just as they are media where social relations are renegotiated. The ontological status of the human being within the course of life, death, and beyond is a vital issue addressed at funerals and other mortuary events (cf. Robb, this volume). Death radically alters the nature of any human being, changes their ontological status. Personhood is reconfigured irrevocably through the process of death—the dead become some kind of being other than what they were. That process of death and dying always has social, cultural, and political context, but even though it is contextually varied, commonalities between historically attested contexts allow for some general observations which may carry for other contexts only accessible through archaeology. Aspects of the person and things inalienable from their relations with others may be curated or destroyed, remembered or forgotten. Bodies may be so grossly transformed we may understand them to be destroyed by death either temporarily (e.g. in the case of Resurrection) or forever, or be preserved, ceasing to age like any living body, or be decomposed into constituent elements. Whatever the physical transformation, whatever the beliefs about life and death, the process of death and dying transforms most human beings from one ontological status to another, fully or partially (some of those human beings believed to be divine and immortal may form an exception).

The anthropologists Arnold van Gennep and Victor Turner have identified a basic structure common in the mortuary process, a structure deployed in many varied narratives of dying, death, mourning, and ontological transformation (see also Gramsch, this volume). Van Gennep (1960) argued that rites of passage, through which identities are transformed, involved three sets of rites: pre-liminal, liminal, and post-liminal. In deploying the tripartite structure to mortuary rites as an anthropological construct there is a danger of prefiguring the context we wish to interpret. However, by accepting that this structure exists in order to transform the ontological status of the dead, among other things, we can examine the detail of the ritual actions involved and deduce not just isolated statements about idealized identities but coherent narratives of transformation from one kind of being to another, one social persona to another, in the specific archaeological contexts we study. In doing so we need to reflect on how all phases of mortuary rites affect the mortuary evidence we have in the first place in order to appreciate the implications for studying identities within the mortuary sphere.

In the context of mortuary practices, pre-liminal rites culminate in rites of separation as the deceased makes the transition into a liminal state. Van Gennep identifies that rites of separation are usually ‘few and simple’ (1960: 146), but some of the examples he provides are instructive—the washing of the body, movement of the body from the house, and the burning of the house, associated objects, and body of the deceased, placing the body in a coffin or grave (1960: 164). The body is physically transformed (e.g. by fire or putrefaction) during the liminal, transitional phase, which may be brief or last for years: indeed, it could be argued that, for those believing in Resurrection, reintegration is deferred until the end of the world. Yet the dead must be prepared for this reintegration through the mortuary rites, with events earlier in the mortuary sequence setting up conditions allowing further transformation at the end of the sequence in which the key agents may well not be the mortal mourners (discussed later).

Mortuary rituals seem to have two crescendos: the first surrounding the removal of the deceased from the sphere of the living (rites of separation culminating in the physical transformation of the body) and the second as the deceased enters the sphere of the dead, which is also often when those close to the deceased end their period of mourning and return fully to the world of the living in rites of reintegration. Van Gennep (1960: 146) describes rites of reintegration as complex and of long duration: ‘… those funeral rites which incorporate the deceased into the world of the dead are most extensively elaborated and assigned the greatest importance’. In some cases they involve the physical manipulation of the human remains. The dead may be commemorated or venerated long after the funeral in other mortuary rites such as mortuary feasts or exchanges, or by the construction of shrines, for instance.

Funerary rites transform the dead, and present a new identity for the deceased in relation to a transformed community of both the living and the dead. There is much diversity in beliefs about what happens to the person after death (see Fowler 2011 for one discussion of religious beliefs), and there are many forms that mortuary practices take in assisting that transition, but mortuary rites are major events in the life-course and in attaining a new state of personhood. This is not always a unitary state. Regarding the transformation of the body, van Gennep (1960: 164) adds: ‘[a]s for the destruction of the corpse itself (by cremation, premature putrefaction, etc), its purpose is to separate the components, the various bodies and souls’. Van Gennep here recognizes the complex, multiply faceted nature of the person. In some cases the different aspects of the person are divided and have different fates (see Fowler 2004: 84–97, 2008, 2011). For instance, Madagascan Merina mortuary rites involve the primary burial of the body near the village of the living, where the fleshy substances enrich the soil during the liminal phase, then the exhumation of the dried remains, which are taken to a distant ancestral tomb and integrated into a community sharing a male line of ancestry—the bones kept here are the conduit of male ancestral essence and equivalent to semen, which is transmitted progeneratively as the lineage continues (Bloch 1982). Desiccation, exhumation, and secondary interment separate these aspects of the person and direct them to appropriate locales in ongoing cycles of life and death. Even when the body is kept intact after death the possessions of the dead or other extensions of their personhood may be dispersed, and aspects of the dead retained or recirculated among the world of the living.

The intentional preservation of the body might also be part of its transformation, arresting the changes a living body would undergo. In the case of Bronze Age Egypt (c.1500–1000 BC), mummification prepared the deceased for their transition into the afterlife (Meskell and Joyce 2003: 128–36). In this case various components of the person were preserved and magically bound together through the mummification process so that the person could be properly integrated into the world of the dead (see also Giles, this volume). Even though the human body was not itself left entirely intact as this process physically removed organs from the body, the organs were placed under the protection of deities associated with canopic jars and entombed with the rest of the body. The mummified body itself was idealized and transformed from mortal life towards eternal life (Meskell and Joyce 2003: 130). The dead were adorned with many ornaments that both identified the deceased (e.g. conveying aspects of the person like their name (rn) and personal magic (heka)) and protected other aspects of the person that survived death (such as the ba and ka) in their journey to the next life (Meskell and Joyce 2003: 58–74). A knife (psesh-kef) that was placed with the dead provided a tool for the next world parallel to the knife that cut the umbilical cord following birth into this one (Meskell and Joyce 2003: 72–3). Egyptian tomb contents may be seen as things desirable for a journey to and integration into the afterlife as a desired status, whether or not these objects were used in a ritual of integration by the living mourning the dead. In the Ancient Egyptian narrative, divinities judge the dead before they can be admitted to the afterlife and, indeed, we could suggest that in this and other contexts the agents of reintegration may be the deceased and the divine rather than just the living carrying out rituals on behalf of the dead.

The various treatments of the body following its separation from the living may relate to how the deceased is prepared for another state of being (again, among other things). In part, and while the person is in a liminal state, this is achieved by decomposing the person, who was composed through conception, birth, and the events of their lifetime. Persons are members of communities (families, clans, castes, etc.), and are arguably composed by the actions of others (e.g. their parents) as well as their interactions with others. While funerals might cite those relations, they also undo those relations, undo the constitution of the person, often over an extended period of time. In order to understand mortuary practices it is therefore necessary to consider how persons are constituted in that cultural context (cf. Bloch 1989: 15), though the archaeologist must often turn this on its head and consider what the mortuary evidence suggests about how the person was constituted since textual information may be lacking. There is no simple relationship between types of mortuary practice and beliefs about personhood, but a number of recent studies have examined how specific mortuary practices might have related to concepts of the person (e.g. Thomas 2000, Fowler 2001, 2003, Gillespie 2001, Jones 2002, Brück 2004).

Turner (1969: 166–9) argues that the mortuary transformation of the person is also usually a form of status elevation as the (properly transformed) dead are held in special regard, and it seems that in many communities such status elevation is possible through death either for a few, many, or all. For instance, the standing of dead persons can be enhanced by those who perceive them as their ancestors building shrines to them, or there may a belief that existence after death is better than during life (at least for the deserving), or some may be able to offset a bleak fate after death with knowledge that they may be commemorated in song as heroes, or it may be possible to escape constant reincarnation. Attaining a morally desirable state of personhood, including through proper conduct in life (and/or perhaps the proper performance of mortuary rites), is often an important prerequisite for the transformation of the dead into a desired elevated status following death (e.g. through reincarnation, Resurrection, or attaining nirvana (cf. Fowler 2011)).

I would therefore argue that much activity in a funerary sequence is concerned with transforming the person in an idealized way for another state of existence. This may well vary according to their perceived (social, political, spiritual, ontological) status at the time of death, but it should be acknowledged that mortuary activity is directed towards attaining a desired identity following death which is a transformation of the identity of the living. As such the mortuary sphere offers various contexts where a social persona of the dead is presented, potentially differing slightly or significantly in each context, and finally projecting a social persona or aspects of it for that dead person towards whatever lies beyond life. This projection may take various forms from completely dissolving the body to burial with an array of grave goods. Clothing, bracelets, necklaces, and other personal ornaments may be used to protect the body and person in life or death: among the Beng, children who are vulnerable to slipping back to the world of the ancestral dead from where they were born wear many beaded ornaments in life (Gottlieb 2004). Dress items, ornaments, grave goods, and containers for the dead may all perform ritual, metaphorical, and/or magical purposes to protect the dead and aid in their transformation or provide them with equipment necessary to be effective agents in an afterlife.

The pre-existing status of the deceased (e.g. their acts in life, their means of death, their social standing) may put them in a position whereby specific new statuses can be attained after death, or deny them access to those statuses: clearly there are key junctures between identity at death and mortuary activity. Aspects of identity or status that may make the most difference in the mortuary sphere may relate to previous rites of passage, previous ontological status typified in, for instance, place in the life cycle, or means of death. Thus, Finlay (2000) illustrates that unbaptized children and suicides could not receive the same full funeral rites as ordinary adults in medieval Ireland, while Sofaer (2000) identifies the changes in the dress of the deceased and their provision with goods as relating to age grades in Chalcolithic Hungary. In other cases aspirations to a desired identity may outstrip factors like age at death, perhaps suggesting either that some went through a different sequence of statuses in life or that mortuary rites could attempt to refigure the status of the dead in a profound way. Some child burials from the Beaker period and Early Bronze Age in Europe have been found with ‘adult’ goods in burial grounds with adults—the community may well have hoped these children would become esteemed members of their community (great hunters, warriors, or roles of other kinds—Heyd 2007) and/or have attempted to protect them or transform them, readying them for such roles in another life.

We may be able to identify categories of funerary deposits, observing patterns in the extent of latitude and diversity in such categories. We may discuss the nature of categories of living persons within a community based on these categories of the dead. Yet those funerary deposits are a product of the recategorization and transformation of persons through the mortuary process. How should our interpretations of identity from funerary deposits accommodate the nature of these deposits as media of identity transformation? It is worth considering an example in greater detail. Roberta Gilchrist (2008) has identified a series of British medieval (AD c.500–1000) grave goods as magically effective objects placed in the grave alongside the dead to ensure a smooth transition through the process of death and Resurrection both for the dead and the living. Wooden staves were buried with the dead to ease the journey to the afterlife, while charms, amulets, fossils, and beads (sometimes antique) apotropaically protected the body and/or were intended to heal an afflicted body part. In some cases the dead were provided with prosthetics to help them rise at the Resurrection and meet their judgement. Ash from domestic hearths was placed in some coffins, apparently to prevent the dead from returning to their home fires and effectively aiding separation of the dead from the living (2008: 145–8). These objects and materials were all placed close to the body, during the preparation of the body for the grave (2008: 152), and Gilchrist points out the role of the family, particularly women, in selecting these ‘grave goods’ to suit the needs of the dead, remarking that children were perhaps highly represented among the graves with such goods because they were seen as the most vulnerable. Indeed, these practices were not ‘employed routinely in medieval burial rites, but [were] instead directed towards the particularly vulnerable, the young or physically disabled, or during times of heightened fear of the dead’ (2008: 153). At the same time some objects were symbolic of features of (or material metaphors for—see Brück 2004) their personal identities that the deceased or the mourners might wish projected: quartz pebbles placed in graves perhaps signified purity and baptism (Gilchrist 2008: 139); padlocks placed on the pelvis of women symbolizing chastity, and papal bullae signifying charity (Gilchrist and Sloane 2005: 225). Other indicators of identity based on profession denote identities projected through death (e.g. clerics buried with chalices or croziers, nuns buried wearing headdresses—Gilchrist and Sloane 2005: 225), directed towards the recognition of the identity of the dead in the next life (or at least at the Final Judgement, from whence the worthy would enter heaven). Gilchrist and Sloane (2005: 226–7) illustrate that among the medieval dead the secular community were not always buried with symbols of their status, or that these symbols were ‘destroyed’ at the grave:

[o]fficers of royal and artistocratic households broke their staves of office at the funerals of their lord and threw them into his grave… The most powerful symbols of lordship were weapons but their burial was prohibited from consecrated ground… replica emblems for use in the procession, including armour and weapons… were displayed subsequently at the tomb, rather than interred with the deceased individual.

The identity of the medieval nobility arguably shifted throughout the mortuary process: temporal Christian lords armed with weapons and insignia were separated into Christians directed towards heaven without the trappings of worldly status, and the material commemorations of their temporal status, left on display to the living. Turner (1969) argues that during the liminal phase of any rite of passage the normal order of things is reversed before status is elevated so the traces of activity from this phase may negate the ordinary status of the deceased at the point of death. Thus, symbols of identity may be destroyed, removed, or inverted during the funerary sequence. The dead may be presented at some stage of the funeral as a sum of their relations and identities (at least, one imperfect version of this), but subsequently be decomposed into aspects with different fates. The funeral must be taken as an entire sequence providing different opportunities for narratives about identity, while even equivalent kinds of identity (e.g. profession, class) might not be commented on at equivalent parts of the process. The interpretations produced by Gilchrist and Sloane inform us about categories of identity and about identity transformation simultaneously, while also identifying the media through which the dead were separated from the living and projected towards the Final Judgement.

Overall, in approaching the contextually relevant identities of the dead we need to attend to the whole sequence of mortuary practices, and attempt to piece together the previous biographies of the deceased as Gilchrist and Sloane (2005) have done for those buried in medieval monastic cemeteries. Their approach details each step of the mortuary process from considering the age, sex, and curriculum vitae of the dead and causes of death through the rites preparing the dead for burial, through the preparation of the grave, to the burial and accompanying activities, to grave markers and acts of commemoration. Through this approach identity can be considered from many angles, as identities were negotiated and renegotiated through each step in the process of dying, death, burial, and commemoration.

Elsewhere I have adopted a similar approach to Beaker period/early Bronze Age mortuary practices in prehistoric Northumberland, c.2400–1500 BC (Fowler forthcoming). Pre-liminal rites have left little trace: only a few bodies were adorned with enduring ornaments prior to cremation or burial, and much of the material culture associated with the deceased in one way or another may have made an appearance in pre-liminal rites without making it to the grave. It is possible that some bodies were placed in shrouds held with pins or buttons. Jet beads were more commonly found with women than men, but only in one or two cases could these have composed necklaces worn by the corpse. The selection of suitable burial sites and preparation of cists or grave pits also relate to this phase. The body was then laid on the pyre if cremated (though we have no evidence of how it was laid out), which was common after c.2000 BC, or in the grave if not: both male and female bodies were generally laid out in crouched positions throughout the period, although the orientation of the body in the grave changed over time and the orientation of later graves was more diverse (Fowler forthcoming). Rites of separation are most evident in the physical sequestration of the body in shroud, coffin, cist, or grave and/or its burning on the pyre. Beads and buttons were sometimes placed singly or in small numbers with burials of both corpses and cremated bones, with one instance of a complete necklace and one of a partial necklace. Flint and bronze knives were found in some graves (and in one case within boulders covering a cist), but where found with cremated bones it appears most knives had not passed through the pyre. I suggest that knives both served to cut away the dead from the living at the end of the first phase of the funerary process as the grave was closed and were also provided for some of the dead as an emblem of a desired sociable identity directed towards their integration into a community of the dead, marking the deceased as one who cut; perhaps cut and shared food. The other key object found in graves, indeed the most common grave good of all, was an intact ceramic vessel—an enduring vessel replacing the body of the dead which would either decay or had been rendered into substance by cremation. These vessels could also be seen as emblems of consumption and bodily maintenance through that consumption. Charcoal, ashes, and other signs of burning have been found within a small number of cists and graves, suggesting either an act of burning or the introduction of burnt material into the grave before it was closed. This may have reiterated the separation of the dead from the living during a dramatic event and/or referred to the use of fire for warmth and food preparation. Increasingly after 2000 BC cremated bones were placed inside large ceramic vessels before burial, these domestic vessels that fed the living now contained their physical remains and were removed from the world of the living.

Once placed in the grave, the deceased and their remains may have entered increasingly liminal states and it is difficult to say how quickly they were considered to be integrated into a community of the dead. The marks of liminality may have been lived out on the bodies of mourners and in everyday life more than through the transformation of the corpse, but the dead may already have been prepared for a further transformation prior to and at the emergence of this liminal phase before the grave was actually closed through provision with selected items before they were buried. Some of the urns contained cremated remains from more than one deceased individual, and while in some cases this is probably due to incidental inclusion of a scrap of bone from re-using a pyre site, in other cases this physical conglomeration of the dead prior to burial seems to have been intentional (Fowler forthcoming). Perhaps some rites of reincorporation also took place when cairns and barrows were built covering the dead. In some cases mounds covered a single burial and saw no later burials, but these statements of singularity were unusual and mounds did not always spring up following the first burial in a locale—some cairns and barrows were built to cover two or three graves. Whether they covered a single grave or several, many of these mounds came to accumulate later burials, some after a short time and some only in later centuries, building a community of the dead through successive mortuary practices. If the pre-liminal funerary activities involved a projection of the deceased person’s social persona among the living or towards the dead, post-liminal activities stressed their incorporation into relations with other dead persons at specific places. Cremation deposits in particular accumulated into cemeteries, which now presented the dead as a single community embedded in place. At the same time mound-building may have held other significances not related to funerals (cf. Owoc 2005) and these mortuary deposits may have had a votive character as, based on their number, the deposition of remains probably did not follow every funeral. This leaves questions about diversity in mortuary practices and the treatment of human remains during later stages of the funerary rites for those dead whose remains were not buried.

While we could see the identities of the dead as a presentation of their status in life, and use this approach to explain the presence of knives, beads, an arrowhead, or a necklace, we could also interpret these objects as deployed in presenting or producing desirable identities following death, in the projection of the person towards the community of the dead or the world after this one. Categorization of the bodies of the dead is evident to some degree in these deposits, mainly in terms of sexual division in some grave goods during the pre-liminal rites, but not seemingly in the choice of location or architecture of any memorial above ground. There are a small number of child burials, including a 2–3 year old whose cremated remains were accompanied by a single burnt flint arrowhead at a small cremation cemetery—this might be indicative of a desired identity for the dead child, could have killed the child, or be an apotropaic item or refer to an event in a ritual sequence. The arrowhead is arguably not an incidental marker of identity, not an identifier of social persona: it is rather a medium of personal transformation, perhaps relating to the means of death or directed towards the community of the dead receiving the child. No children seem to have been buried before c.2250 BC, and while relatively few burials date from this period, suggesting that burial was not widely practised until later, even after that fewer children’s remains than adults’ were deposited following funerals. Age and sexual differences may therefore have been important to those burying the dead, especially in the earlier half of the period, and were sometimes projected through the mortuary process from the pre-liminal rites towards the reintegration of the dead. By contrast the later stages of the funerary narrative do not seem to have varied significantly between the sexes, but may often have distinguished between child and adult identities especially earlier in the period. As with Early Bronze Age mortuary practices elsewhere, we could suggest these served to locate the person within a carefully ordered cosmos, from the decision whether or not to deposit the remains to the selection of burial site to the orientation of the dead and the placement of selected objects around the body to the construction of mounds over the burial site (e.g. Thomas 1991, Brück 2004, Owoc 2005).

Based on the evidence we have from mortuary deposits, Northumbrian Early Bronze Age mortuary narratives were complex, and addressed a range of concerns about identity. There is not space here to discuss change over time in detail (see Fowler forthcoming), but some general inferences about the relationship between identities and funerary rites in the period in this region can be made. Anxieties about separating the dead from the living might be alleviated by the containment of the dead in coffin, grave, or cist, and even by the increasing trend towards physical transformation by cremation before burial. Senses of community (or communitas—Turner 1969) might be evoked at successive stages of the rites, binding together the community of mourners and projecting the deceased into a community of the dead. Rituals of death might refer to the ‘habitual rituals’ of the everyday—convivial acts of food procurement, preparation, consumption. If so I would suggest that these values were being projected on the behalf of the deceased towards the afterlife—or at least, if the dead shared the everyday world with the living, the dead. Many of the dead who were buried were accompanied by a key medium of everyday consumption, a pot. The degree to which certain patterns (e.g. in bodily orientation) were repeated suggests a strong sense of social mores or even ritual authority, perhaps within a community largely stressing an egalitarian ethos. I would suggest that these various mortuary practices each produced a sense of orderly belonging (as well as an arena for social competition, which is far more frequently discussed in readings of identity based on Early Bronze Age mortuary deposits), and that the funerary narratives emphasized the social (moral) ideals of good conduct that lay behind the ‘meaning of life’ and death in that context.

CONCLUSION
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The mortuary process may present the deceased person in a succession of different lights, eventually directing various and changing aspects of their identity towards communities of the dead, deities, or another world as well as towards the living. We can perceive the entire process, the whole narrative sequence, as providing different angles on the personal identities of the dead and of their mourners, social ideals about appropriate relationships and identities, and the nature of personhood, life, and death. During mortuary practices the identities of the living and the dead, the deceased person and their significant others, are recast alongside one another. The idealized forms of those identities (e.g. gendered identities) may be enmeshed in narratives like origin myths and cosmologically sanctioned narratives of proper conduct. The narratives may be ideologically invested and shaped and reshaped to support distinct interests, and they may differentiate between different idealized categories of person. Mortuary practices are not usually concerned with (or capable of) materially representing the entire biographical identity of the deceased in a totalized singular form. Rather, funerals may commemorate the deceased person while drawing on idealized, desired identities, as Treherne (1995) illustrates in exploring the role of funerary practices in the construction of the image of the heroic warrior in Bronze Age Europe. The dazzling, armed, and armoured body that was given an impressive cremation was something to be aspired to, and an important image in the construction of warrior identities. The funeral presented the deceased as a warrior whose memory should not be tarnished, and also then assured that status by destroying the body, thereby denying the possibility of bodily decay as well as ensuring swift transition through liminality into the afterlife. Interpreting identities by examining the remains of the dead necessarily involves considering narratives of death as well as biographies in life (where features of those biographies can be reconstructed). Funerary narratives may present the dead in an idealized light as either successfully achieving a desired state of being in life, or being ready to assume it after death. Of course, conflicting and diverse beliefs about death and about how to prepare the dead for their transformation may exist within any community, and some persons may be actively denied the same kinds of transformation extended to others and treated in ways that deliberately diverge from the normative funerary process. Yet these instances, providing a counterpoint to normative practices, further serve to highlight the range of concerns surrounding death, identity, and the dead in that context.

Mortuary practices provide a range of such contexts where identities are recited and renegotiated. While not reflecting identity in daily life, either for the deceased or those treating them, grave goods and mortuary practices may provide an indication of what is held to be important in daily life. Mortuary practices also provide a series of contexts that can be compared with evidence for the negotiation of identities in other contexts. At the same time mortuary rites often stress the assumption of new identities, new kinds of entity, that are believed to follow death. Archaeologists can attempt to reconstruct successive mortuary practices from archaeological remains and to consider how they were articulated in a narrative about life and death, a narrative conveying important information about the features of lived identities idealized by the past community at times when the identities of the dead were sequentially transformed.
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DEATH AND GENDER
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JOANNA SOFAER AND MARIE LOUISE STIG SØRENSEN

INTRODUCTION: WHY IS GENDER IMPORTANT IN MORTUARY STUDIES?
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Gender is an important aspect of any society. It is fundamental to how people relate to others and understand themselves. Gender therefore has significant implications for the organization of society, ranging from its labour division to wealth consumption. It influences the assumptions that underlie any organized differentiation of people, whether that is at the level of the household or the state. It is also part of the living of individual embodied lives shaped through biology as well as culture.

Gender is also part of death, and for archaeological analysis this matters in two significant ways. The first is related to how the deceased body carries the imprint of life, including the impact of gender, and the second is the ways in which differences between people are articulated—ranging from them being reinforced to being negated—through the treatment of the dead body. The former is important because it is only through the deceased that we gain access to people’s actual bodies rather than representations or other proxies. This opens up the possibility of exploring evidence about how people lived, including their age, sex, physical health, or diet; evidence that is not shaped through cultural norms about how to present the individual in death. The latter, on the other hand, gives us access to precisely this other dimension—how people are perceived in death, and whether and how their identities in life matter. Such data may reveal specific cultural norms about people, or deviations from such norms, including behavioural codes that resulted in bodies being treated differently in death or presented in particular ways because of their perceived sex or gender identities. Both kinds of evidence are of central importance as they provide us with means of investigating the individual as a particular person and of comparing individuals; they are therefore central to the study of gender relations within past societies. This close link to the individual means that in many countries burial archaeology was one of the strongest expressions of gender research during its earliest stages (Sørensen 2000).

Furthermore, whereas other aspects of the archaeological record, in particular settlement evidence, may be seen as a palimpsest of activities, burials are usually intentionally and explicitly choreographed and staged activities. As a result, the construction and performance of burials provide us with a particularly focused and self-conscious reflection on gender; in these contexts gender was both part of the discursive construction of the deceased and part of the renegotiation of social relationships that took place during these events. Hence one can argue that gender often comes to the fore within the kind of social scenes that burials represent.

The study of burials, and of the deceased body within them, therefore offers archaeologists a particular opportunity to explore the construction of gender, including the relationships between specific individualized bodies. It also provides a means of analysing how societies categorized and treated their deceased members and what role gender had in this. The investigation of gender within mortuary contexts therefore offers the possibility of supplementing research that investigates gender through other aspects of social life. In the following, we provide a brief historiographic review of gender within mortuary studies, as well as considering some of the most significant methodological and theoretical challenges, and opportunities, when investigating gender in death. Our examples are mainly drawn from prehistory, but the issues raised are not specific to particular periods.

HISTORIOGRAPHIC REVIEW
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The assignment of male or female identity to dead bodies discovered during excavations has been made since burials first began to be investigated. Based on the objects found in the graves, and supported by assumptions based on modern analogies about which objects belonged to different genders, the gender identity of the deceased was often explicitly stated and commonly included in the description of the burial, such as ‘A rich woman’s grave’. This was particularly the case for the more spectacular burials, such as the Egyptian mummy graves, the royal tombs at Ur, or the rich shaft graves of Mycenae, where Schliemann famously stated he had recovered the burials of named, and by implication, gendered individuals, including Agamemnon (Dickinson 2005). It was also true, however, of sites where there was no presumption about the identity of the individuals. For example, Sir Thomas Browne writing in the mid-17th century about some cremation urns found in Walsingham, England, surmised that many of these were for children and women due to the ‘exility of bones, thinness of skulls, smallness of teeth’ and that this was ‘Confirmable also from things contained in them’ (Browne 2005: 15). Another example is the preoccupation with the rich male graves in the Iron Age cemetery at the Hallstatt salt mines, Austria, which have spurred various interpretations from its excavations in the 19th century until now. Here, the rich equipment of weapons and luxury goods led to the interpretation that this was the cemetery of the rich overseers of the salt mines and their workers (Hodson 1990). Even for graves with very few objects, such as a single bead or a small knife, it was common for the body to be assigned gender identity based on assumptions about who was buried.

With the so-called New Archaeology, a positivist-orientated theoretical approach which developed in the 1960s and which saw its most explicit expressions in America, this haphazard assignment of gender changed. With its focus on hypothesis testing, emphasis was put on the systematic and transparent investigation of sex as a variable of the social persona given recognition in the burial (e.g. Binford 1972). It also involved the development of criteria through which differences in roles and status, such as those presumed to characterize relations between men and women, could be measured (e.g. Tainter 1978, Chapman et al. 1981). This often led to analyses of differences based on the measurement of wealth within presumed male and female graves, including differentiation based on quantitative comparisons of variables such as energy expenditure in the construction of the burial or of the objects used in the graves, including their weight, materials, and scarcity. A well-known example of such an analysis is Susan Shennan’s investigation of the burials at the Early Bronze Age cemetery at Branč, Slovakia. In this she argued for differentiation between men and women, as well as among women, suggesting that the ornaments worn by the women in the wealthier graves should be seen as a vehicle for the expression of their husband’s status (Shennan 1975). Through such studies mortuary archaeology became much more aware of the particular challenges of investigating dead bodies and their burials, but this work neither challenged nor problematized traditional understandings of gender. Nor did it critically engage with the question of death and burials.

During the 1980s, two developments took place. On one hand post-processual archaeology, with its focus on the active role of material culture and the rejection of universal explanations, inspired a range of new approaches to the investigations of burials (see Kus, this volume). Typically, burials were interpreted in ideological terms, and their importance as social ceremonies was increasingly stressed, with much emphasis given to the statement that the dead do not bury themselves (Parker Pearson 1999). The assumption of a close relationship between the living and the dead was rejected. At roughly the same time, the growing influence of gender and feminist archaeology caused the concepts of gender and sex to be critically re-evaluated. As the post-processual critique had challenged established procedures for assigning identities to the dead person, and had opened new avenues of discussion, mortuary archaeology from the 1980s became one of the most prominent areas for the investigation of gender; within Europe many of the earliest explicitly gender-orientated studies were based on mortuary analyses. For instance, half of the contributions in the volume Were They All Men? (Bertelsen et al. 1987), a volume often highlighted as the first gender-specific publication, are based on burial data.

The important challenge to mortuary studies was that gender was being problematized rather than simply assumed. Of fundamental importance, gender and sex were seen as different albeit interconnected aspects of the individual, and gender was emphasized as a cultural and social construction. In this process, archaeologists also became increasingly concerned about the problem of circular and frequently androcentric arguments affecting the identification of sex and gender. The existing practice of assigning gender based on grave goods or even just assumptions ‘that of course such graves were of males’ was challenged in this process. It became clear that gender, as a part of the social and cultural understanding of the differences between bodies, could no longer simply be assumed to have certain correlates, such as particular kinds of grave goods. This had interpretative as well as methodological implications. Amongst other things it meant an increased emphasis on the biological sexing of skeletons in order to make it possible to investigate the sex separately from, or as well as, the gender of the buried body. This resulted in a renewed focus on the skeleton per se, and thus the materiality of the dead. It also led to a critique of the presumption of sex as a simple binary distinction, and the idea of a spectrum in the characteristics of sex was put forward (e.g. Nordbladh and Yates 1990). Although these arguments are not directly reflected by contemporary case studies, they did make researchers more cautious in their assignment and interpretation of sex and the relationship between sex and gender.

The interest in variation was initially mainly expressed in terms of a third gender (e.g. Lesick 1997, Nanda 2000). More recently, however, assumptions regarding the relationship between sex and gender have been directly challenged through arguments that identify both sex and gender as cultural constructions (Meskell 1998, 2001, Gilchrist 1999, Gosden 1999, Joyce 2000a, 2000b, Bachand et al. 2003). An emphasis on ‘queerness’, or the idea that what people make of sex is not just reproductive, has to some extent replaced the earlier focus on a third gender (e.g. Voss 2000, 2004, Meskell 2002, Gilchrist 1999, Hollimon 2000a). This perspective suggests that categorizing people as male or female based on biological sex characteristics does not allow for potential fluidity and choice in the expression and experience of sex. It argues against sex being fixed at birth and instead discussions focus on the ways that people are able to manipulate and change others’ perceptions of their bodies, alongside an emphasis on sexuality as an aspect of individual sexed experience (e.g. Voss 2000, 2004, Meskell 2002). Although much of this work has focused on iconographic representations of the body and the use of space by living bodies, queer approaches have been influential in, for example, Viking Age studies (e.g. Solli 2002) and in the investigation of shamanism, transvestism, and practices aimed at reifying and enacting sexualized cosmologies (e.g. Schmidt 2000). There has also been increasing interest in the temporality of the sexed body and the notion of multiple and changing identities as the body’s sexual characteristics and experience of gender and sexuality change through the life cycle (Casella and Fowler 2004, Wilson 2007).

Alongside the emergence of these theoretical reflections on gender, two main concerns in the development of an explicit interest in gender within burials can be detected. The first, which has dominated many of the methodological discussions, is the question of how gender can be identified within mortuary contexts. This has frequently been linked with discussions surrounding the role of the body in the construction of gender, and the relationship between sex and gender. It is of special relevance to mortuary contexts because of the physical presence of the dead body. The second concern is the question of what it means that gender is articulated or reflected in death. This is of importance because it raises issues of the social nature of burials in terms of the cultural and contextual specificity of the construction and performance of gender. Each will be considered further below.

METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS ON THE IDENTIFICATION OF GENDER IN BURIAL CONTEXTS
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The traditional and most common method for the analysis of gender in mortuary contexts has been the investigation of grave goods; only recently has it become routine practice to sex the human skeletal remains separately. This method is, in essence, the same as that used to infer other social variables such as status, age, or ethnicity and, like these, it has been subject to scrutiny and critique (Sofaer 2006a). This is because of the tendency to make universal generalizations regarding gender and the kinds of objects or ‘wealth’ archaeologists expect to be associated with men and women respectively. One of the best-known examples of this is the interpretation of the exceptional burial from Vix in France (Arnold 1991). Dating to the Iron Age, the grave contained the bones of a female approximately 35 years old, as well as an unusually rich assemblage of objects, including an outstanding wine krater made of bronze and imported from the Mediterranean, numerous pieces of ‘women’s’ jewellery, and a gold torc (usually associated with males). This led to an apparent conflict between expectations that such rich Iron Age graves were for males and the sexing of the skeleton. Since its excavation in the 1950s interpretations have consistently focused on arguing for the special status of the deceased (e.g. Arnold 1996, Knüsel 2002). Some have argued for a unique social status, but others have attempted to argue for a male gender identity either by suggesting this was the burial of a transvestite priest (Spindler 1983) or by referring to the person as an ‘honorary male’ (Arnold 1991). The investigation of the human remains from the grave continues, however, with recent work emphasizing the unusual physical condition of the body that suggests she had ‘a waddling gait and a wry-neck deformity’ and that she was probably a person with ritual knowledge (Knüsel 2002: 299).

Archaeologists are now very aware of the pitfalls of imposing expectations about the gender association of objects onto the past. It has become clear that a universal a priori assumption that grave goods can be divided into two categories corresponding to male and female takes little account of the potential complexity of gender identities in life and death. Several studies have emphasized the culturally specific nature of associations between people and objects, including the possibility of weapons in female graves and domestic artefacts in male graves (Wadley 1997). For example, in a discussion of studies on the Indian Knoll shell midden site in Kentucky, USA, Doucette (2001) considers a range of possible interpretations for the atlatls (hunting tools) found in both male and female graves.

At the same time, reactions against the early use of grave goods alone to infer gender have led to greater emphasis on the osteological study of human skeletal remains in an attempt to lend security to interpretation. In this development, osteological determination of sex is used as a hook on which to hang archaeological analysis (Sofaer 2006a). In turn, this has led to a common distinction between ‘sexed bodies’ and ‘gendered objects’ (Whitehouse 2002). Using the skeletal body as the methodological key to mortuary studies of gender is, however, deceptively simple since neither sex determination nor the process of gendered interpretation is straightforward. In the case of the former, sexual dimorphism varies between populations and with age (Boldsen et al. 2002, Kemkes-Grottenthaler 2002). Thus, while osteological analysis sets out to describe biological differences between men and women, this description is based on probabilistic assumptions that are embedded in a complex and multi-factorial knowledge base that explicitly recognizes a wide range of variation in the expression of sexually dimorphic traits. In the case of the latter, whereas the concept of gender appears to set out a cultural agenda, in practice, establishing the gender of objects through their association with sexed bodies de facto conflates sex and gender and so returns to biology (Sørensen 2000, Sofaer 2006a, 2006b).

Recently scholars taking a queer perspective and those concerned with sexuality and sex as a cultural construction have argued for a move away from the deployment of biological categories of male and female in a radical manner (Marshall 2008). For other scholars working with gender, however, sex remains an important axis of analysis (cf. Houston. and McAnany 2003). For them, osteological determinations of sex allow them to explore how societies articulate or suppress notions of sex and sexuality, and therefore how societies use the body to create social categories (Sørensen 2000: 48). The difference between essential biological qualities and the social perceptions of these is, however, not a simple matter. The latter is often formulated though social conventions, but, rather than referencing the body directly, conventions may use the body more indirectly, for example through codes that express social views about bodies in terms of morality (Sørensen 2004b). It is with regard to such concerns that studies of mortuary patterning have unique potential.

There is therefore substantial methodological uncertainty, as well as several methodological issues at stake, as to how to locate and investigate gender in mortuary contexts. Lacking the direct ethnographic observation of person-object interaction, archaeologists can neither disassociate objects from the biology of the individual without losing a point of reference, nor associate objects with the body without falling into the trap of biological determinism (Sofaer 2006a and 2006b). Solutions to these issues turn around not only how we understand the role of the body and the relationship between sex and gender, but how we think through the ways that the material world is crucial to the construction of gender, and the interplay between the meanings of people and of objects.

THE CONSTRUCTION AND PERFORMANCE OF GENDER IN BURIAL CONTEXTS
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Thinking through the ways that the material world is involved in the construction of gender, and the interplay between people and objects and events, also poses distinctive challenges in mortuary contexts. The implied simple distinction between people and objects in many mortuary studies is problematic. It assumes a dichotomy between people and the material world whereas they are intimately connected in terms of meaning-making (Sørensen 2010). While there has been a great deal of focus on mapping associations between people and objects, the mechanisms and processes through which gendered meanings arise, including dialogues between people and their interactions with objects, should also be of interest; burials are one of the contexts in which such dialogues take place. Ultimately, it is the gendering of individuals, as well as the formation of gendered social meanings and challenges to these, that underpin gendered patterning in the mortuary record. When we investigate the deceased and their burials, our questions must be about how these identities remained a meaningful part of death, and what this tells us about the past society.

Some of these concerns are partially met through discussions within British archaeology that focus on the formative social impact of burials, in particular how they provoke the restructuring of social relations and identities (e.g. Barrett 1990). This has made us aware of the important impact of death on the survivors, making it relevant to argue that the significance of gendered displays during funerals concerns, in part, its implications for the realization and confirmation of the gendered identities of the people left behind. This adds an important ‘rite de passage’ dimension to the funeral events and links discussions about death and gender to arguments about socialization and the development of the gendered person over time. The gendering of people involves learning to be a particular kind of person and this takes place through interaction with other people and with material culture; as Bourdieu points out, the mind is ‘born of the world of objects’ (Bourdieu 1977: 91). Some attention has been paid to the process of gendering people through their engagement with the material world (Sofaer Derevenski 1997) and a few case studies have attempted to tease out some of these complexities in mortuary contexts, among these Sofaer Derevenski’s (1997, 2000) study of the Copper Age cemetery at Tiszapolgár-Basatanya, Hungary. Here men and women were differentiated according to side of burial but were also linked with distinct ranges of objects found with different age groups. The objects therefore expressed contrasting gendered representations of the life course. One of these—spiral copper arm rings found on young men—appears to have been specifically designed to accommodate the growth of the individual and to have been removed upon physical maturation. The investigation of the relationship between gender, age, and other forms of identity has been particularly fruitful within large cemeteries that make it possible to explore how the relationships between several aspects of identity were articulated. Lucy’s (2000) discussion of Anglo-Saxon cemeteries is a good example of such analysis as it illustrates the interconnection of different identities and how this is expressed within different regional traditions.

The material constructions around the deceased body are also often effective aspects of the construction and performance of gender. Arwill-Nordbladh’s gendered exploration of the choreography of the Viking Age ship burial at Oseberg, Norway (1998) is a very interesting example of the potential for analysing gender through objects. The analysis uses the idea of ‘context-of-action’ (which refers to how meaning is situated and constituted through interaction between intentions, objects, and actions) to show how different pre-existing gendered understandings of activities are brought into play in the choreography of the burial as assemblages associated with distinct spheres of meanings are placed in particular spaces.

The use of grave goods is not, however, the only way that gender categories can be created. Bodies themselves, as well as the material constructions around them, may also have been used to make gender visible in mortuary contexts. One of the most striking examples of the explicit use of the body to represent gender categories is found in many parts of Europe during the Late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age. In cemeteries from this period, the placement and orientation of skeletons, which are placed on their side in a hocker position in the graves, follow clear rules which result in two main categories of bodies being presented: one on the left side and one on the right. Moreover, osteological sex determination shows a very high degree of correlation between the orientation and the biological sex of the deceased (Neugebauer 1991, Harding 2000, Wilson 2007). It seems that these communities practised a burial rite through which people were materially constructed as belonging to one of two categories of people through the differential placing of the dead body within the grave pit. In death gender was expressed through a rigid and binding construction that affected the perception of all, insofar as clear exceptions are few and often differently treated so that they appear as deliberate departures from the norm (Sørensen 2004b, Wilson 2007).

It is also important to investigate the construction and performance of gender within burial contexts in terms of the specific needs and desires expressed during these events. In a discussion of the mourning ceremonies of the Chumash people of southern California, Hollimon (2001) discusses the important role of gender. She suggests that, while gender was not of critical importance in the treatment of individual burials, it was played out in mourning ceremonies through mortuary symbolism, actors such as deities and ritual practitioners, and the mapping of cosmological space, some of which may be archaeologically reconstructed (Hollimon 2001). We usually think about gendering processes as taking place in life, but mortuary contexts can provide insights into how these concerns and processes may stretch beyond the living. Attention towards the engendering of people after death can, therefore, provide us with insights into the fundamental significance of gender in particular societies. In a classic ethnographic study of 20th century mortuary ritual in Transylvania, Kligman (1988) examined the need for deceased unmarried people to undergo the rite of passage of marriage prior to burial. These weddings of the dead are important because, like those of the living, they establish gender relations between men and women, which lie at the heart of the organization of Transylvanian society (Kligman 1988). Gender relations can also link the living and the dead in other ways, for example where the deceased play a crucial role in the lives of the living through the presence of the ancestors (Bloch and Parry 1982). This creates extended kin networks between the living and the dead in which gender relations can play a critical role. Based on similarities in corporate burial traditions, models involving the role of the ancestors derived from Melanesian ethnographies have been proposed for the megalithic tombs of the British Neolithic (Thomas 2000). Although such interpretations have focused on notions of lineage, it has recently been argued that Neolithic kinship cannot be understood without reference to how the body was valued, and that this is related to concepts of personhood that include a variety of social identities, including gender (Fowler 2004).

Looking through the vast range of burial arrangements, it becomes clear that gender is constructed and represented in a variety of ways, and that these are differently focused on the deceased, the mourners, and more abstract concerns such as the ancestors or the afterlife. There is no single method that can be used to locate and investigate gender within these varied contexts, nor are there any valid pre-existing explanations for why gender may be erased or highlighted, elaborated or normalized within particular burial traditions. It is, however, possible to discern certain typical practices through which gender becomes articulated during mortuary events. One is the construction of a particular place and the employment of objects, the second is the preparation and manipulation of the body itself, so that the materiality of the body acts as the focus of interpretation and categorization, and, thirdly, we have the rituals taking place, such as the previously mentioned wedding of the dead. Although the latter is usually difficult to trace, the first two leave substantial traces archaeologically (Sørensen and Rebay 2008). Such traces can be used to investigate the construction and performance of gender within mortuary contexts.

LOOKING AHEAD—NEW ADVANCES AND AVENUES
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There has been distinct theoretical and methodological progress in the analysis of gender in mortuary contexts, but much of this has been based on modest changes to traditional ways of investigating the archaeological record. Recently, however, the archaeology of gender in mortuary contexts has begun to explore the use of scientific analyses of human skeletal remains. This has included stable isotopes, investigation of skeletal morphology and pathology to give insights into social identity and lived gendered experience of individuals, as well as to provide comparisons between people (e.g. Saul and Saul 1989, Hollimon 1992, 2000b, Grauer and Stuart-Macadam 1998, Sofaer Derevenski 2000, Peterson 2002, Robb 2002). Work has tended to focus on differences between men and women in lifestyle and health, including the division of labour (Sofaer Derevenski 2000, Agarwal 2001, Peterson 2002, Eshed et al. 2004, Sullivan 2004, Weiss 2009), diet (Schulting and Richards 2001, Ambrose et al. 2003, Cucina and Tiesler 2003), migration (Price et al. 2001), and deliberate modification of the body (Robb 1997, Lorentz 2007). The insights offered by such techniques invite archaeologists to consider the relationship between bodies and objects in new ways, and the body as a form of material culture that is created through human action (Sofaer 2006a). Furthermore, since such approaches focus on the body itself using a new range of techniques, they offer particular potential for the investigation of gender in ways that can complement the study of grave goods. The use of these scientific techniques is also interesting because they are not linked to pre-existing assumptions about the gender association of certain objects or those affecting the sex determination of skeletons, although the level of specificity that can be achieved in interpreting lifeways and the lived gendered experiences of individuals is not unproblematic (Knüsel et al. 1997).

The analysis of DNA has also been suggested as a profitable avenue of research both to eliminate uncertainty of sex determination in conventional morphological methods (especially for immature skeletons) (Brown 1998, 2000, Schmidt 2004) and to deconstruct binary categories of sex as male and female (Hodder 1999, Arnold 2002). Molecular analysis appears to support arguments about the existence of several sex categories or a sex spectrum because of a range of variation at the genotypic level. Yet DNA research also poses new challenges to our understandings of the constitution of sex and gender that have to do with the nature of the categorization of personal identity. Although DNA seems to offer an unambiguous categorization of individuals, the relevance of chromosomal variability in archaeological contexts is uncertain inasmuch as genetic identity is a modern notion. Past people did not see each other as genes but as bodies in the world and the skeletal implications of chromosomal variation are unclear, so it is difficult to know how they might have been recognized (Mays and Cox 2000). Furthermore, there is a wide range of phenotypic variation in the skeletal expression of sexually dimorphic traits even within normal XX or XY chromosomal combinations. The application of DNA research to the study of gender therefore requires further development and critical reflection if it is to be used to offer windows into social relations between people or into the lived experience of gender.

Mortuary contexts bring concerns about gender into particularly sharp relief because, in contrast to other kinds of archaeology, we have here the presence of the human body. While this offers distinctive opportunities, it also raises difficult questions about the relationship between sex and gender and how identity was recognized and performed. The tensions in the study of gender within mortuary studies have been increasingly recognized, including the danger of circularity in arguments and the tendency to use preconceived expectations about gender associations, but challenges remain in the development of methods for the investigation of gender. Doubtless, the investigation of skeletal remains will be an important line of investigation that will develop further as the potential of the human body to reveal gendered lives and experiences becomes increasingly refined. Alongside this, there is a need to explore the ways that material culture takes on gendered meanings in more sophisticated ways that take account of the complexity of gender and recognize mortuary contexts as unique areas for social communication. Burials possess enormous possibilities for the study of gender, but, because of the challenges of understanding the body, they also hold particular pitfalls. It is this combination of potential for the investigation of past identities and methodological challenges that makes them such rewarding and exciting locations for the investigation of gender.
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ANCIENT IDENTITIES

Age, Gender, and Ethnicity in Ancient Greek Burials
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GILLIAN SHEPHERD

INTRODUCTION
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This chapter investigates the articulation of three main social identities—age, gender, and ethnicity—in burial practices in the ancient Greek world from the Geometric to Hellenistic periods. These three forms of identity are now recognized as playing important roles in the formation of the archaeological burial record of the ancient Greeks, but the nature and degree of the deployment of material culture to express these identities could also be very varied across time and place, reflecting changing social priorities. In the limited space here, it is not possible to provide a complete synthesis for the time period, nor to provide a diachronic overview; instead, an illustration is provided of the ways in which these sorts of identities could be articulated at burial through a range of case studies drawn from different periods of Greek history and from different parts of the Greek world, including not only mainland Greece but Greek settlements—often referred to somewhat misleadingly as Greek colonies, but in fact politically independent entities—elsewhere in the Mediterranean region.

AGE AND INCLUSION: IDENTIFYING THE YOUNG
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The ancient Greeks regularly highlighted age distinctions in their burial practices, usually between broad categories which we label ‘child’ and ‘adult’. More subtle distinctions—such as the identification of old age, for example—are harder to detect and adults are not often characterized by age, although occasionally gravestones depict aged individuals (Stears 1995). The various stages of childhood have however been identified (discussed later in the chapter) and the basic distinction between ‘child’ and ‘adult’ is very often and most obviously made through the burial method, where receptacles and technique are often clearly differentiated on age grounds.

As for any ancient society, mortality rates for ancient Greek children were high: it has been estimated that perhaps 42.47% of a population would die before the age of 15 (Weiss 1973). There was a general tendency for children to be inhumed rather than cremated, even in places where cremation was regularly practised for adults, which may be related to the practical difficulties of incinerating a small body with low body fat (cf. Shepherd 2007: 94 n. 4). Lately, analyses of ancient Greek cemeteries have also highlighted significant fluctuations across time and place in the formality of disposal of children (i.e. the degree to which their burials left a trace upon the archaeological record), in addition to the problems caused by poor preservation of fragile skeletal material and biases in excavation (e.g. Lagia 2007). It has long been recognized that children could be buried apart from adults in separate cemeteries or sections of cemeteries, such as at Phaleron (7th century: Young 1942), Marathon (Soteriades 1934), and Eleusis in Attica (cf. also Young 1939: 15), and excavations at Kylindra on Astypalaia have revealed a huge late archaic-early classical child cemetery with well over 2,000 burials, most of them children under 2 years of age (Hillson 2009). The more recent realization that children could also be severely underrepresented in the mortuary record (and not for reasons of improved health and paediatric medicine) has raised some additional intriguing questions and theories about attitudes to children and their role in the wider society. Thus, for example, Ian Morris (1987) has argued that a significant increase in child burials in Athens between c.725–700 reflects changing political circumstances in a wider context where under-representation of children accompanied the exclusion of much of the adult population in Athens, indicative of political conditions in which only elites gained access to formal burial.

The question of infanticide, especially of females by exposure, as a method of disposing of unwanted children in ancient Greece has a long history of debate (more recently, see e.g. Engels 1980, 1984, Golden 1981, 1990, Harris 1982, Patterson 1985, Pomeroy 1993, Garland 2001: 80–2, Scott 2001). Unsurprisingly, there is a lack of clear archaeological evidence for this procedure (and the ‘negative’ evidence potentially provided by formal cemeteries is itself open to different interpretations, as noted above; see further below on gender discrepancies) and we are reliant on textual sources of limited value (e.g. Plato Theaetetus 160e-161a; Aristotle Pol. 1335b, Polybius 36.17.5). In Sparta, infants were reportedly inspected by the tribal elders and, if found to be unfit, exposed in the Apothetae, a chasm below Mt Taygetos (Plutarch Lykourgos 16). To what extent exposure or other forms of infanticide such as neglect were practised elsewhere is hard to establish: although the arrival of unwanted infants might have placed pressures on household finances (whether through poverty or inheritance issues), the willingness of parents to dispose of offspring might have varied considerably and the high natural rate of infant mortality might have meant that deaths were sufficiently common occurrences that it was not often necessary or desirable to engineer them.

Evidence which might contribute to explaining the lack of infants in cemeteries comes from a deposit in a Hellenistic well (Well G5:3) near the Athenian agora. It was closed around 150 BC, but the pottery suggests it accumulated over a relatively short period of time, perhaps 20 years or less (Rotroff 1999). In it were found the remains of an adult male, an 11-year-old child and approximately 450 foetuses, neonates, and infants, together with faunal remains, including perhaps 150 dogs (Little 1999; Snyder 1999). Most of the human remains were identified as neonates, raising the possibility of exposure in the well; but given that the Hellenistic period is one where formal child burial appears to be lower than previously (Houby Nielsen 2000: 155, see also Pomeroy 1993 and Lagia 2007), the well may reflect an accepted and regular method of disposal of extremely young individuals who died through natural causes (Rotroff 1999, Papadopoulos 2000: 110–11).

A critical issue here is of course how we identify a ‘child’ in the archaeological record. The rapid rate of decay of the bone material of young individuals means that often burials are assumed on the basis of other evidence, such as a large vase used for enchytrismos (inhumation in a storage vessel) burials. This can be problematic in cemeteries such as the North Cemetery at Corinth, where large vases were also clearly used as external offerings and accordingly it is harder to distinguish between burials and offerings (Blegen et al. 1964, Dickey 1992). In other cases, grave length is used as an indicator: a grave cut or receptacle such as a sarcophagus with an internal length of less than 1.25–1.5 m is usually categorized as child or ‘sub-adult’, where the arrangement of the corpse in an extended position can be safely assumed. This method obviously depends to a large degree on biological age and physical development in the distinction of child versus adult and as such presents potential problems of interpretation, since social constructs of age and points of transition to adulthood do not necessary correspond to physical maturity, and concepts of adolescence are a particularly grey area (see also Beaumont 1994). There is some evidence, however, that different stages of childhood were identified by the Greeks at death: a lack of individuals under 2 years of age is noted with some regularity (Lagia 2007, cf. Hillson 2009); for Athens, Sanne Houby-Nielsen (2000) has detected three age divisions up to the age of 10, manifested through grave design and grave goods. She further argues that graves of older children and adolescents were not differentiated from those of ‘adults’ and that particular emphasis was placed upon the burial of children in archaic and classical Athens due to the importance of producing legitimate children who could hold Athenian citizenship (see also Lagia 2007). On Attic funerary sculpture of the classical period children are not common subjects, but appear with sufficient frequency to indicate that here too different ages of children could be carefully distinguished, as in the case of Mnesagora and her younger brother Nikochares (Beaumont 2003, Oakley 2003, Grossman 2007).

The sorts of relationships between the burial of children and the adult social and political world which are argued for Athens increasingly appear to be true for other areas of the Greek world too. This is evident through subsequent forms of selection applied to children at death, following the decision of whether to dispose of a child formally or not. It has often been observed that, within a particular cemetery, some child graves are noticeably costly in design and goods and in some cases as, or even more, wealthy than those of their adult counterparts. This is the case, for example, at Pithekoussai, the earliest Greek settlement in Italy, where the baby in the late Geometric Tomb 652 was accompanied by 22 fibulae (Buchner and Ridgway 1993); or at Megara Hyblaea in Sicily, where the three children of the archaic Tomb 501 were described as ‘literally covered in silver’ by the excavator, who viewed it as the wealthiest of all the 1,000-odd graves he had unearthed at the site (Orsi 1913: 195). At Olynthos in northern Greece a few children were given ‘rich’ burials, with items of metalwork (e.g. Graves 69, 153) as well as relatively numerous goods of other types, such as pottery; Grave 597 was one of the very few sarcophagi in the Olynthian cemeteries and Grave 587 included fragments of bronze covered in gold leaf—the latter substance always a rarity in Greek graves (Robinson 1942).

Much of the jewellery in these rich child graves is of ‘adult’ size, suggesting that the display of disposable wealth was at least one factor in its deposition. Yet fluidity in what constituted a ‘child’ at death also seems to be a feature of some Greek cemeteries, where there are occasional instances of obviously young individuals being buried in the manner of an adult and against a background of a different burial system for their contemporaries. One case is that of a boy of approximately 12 years old who died at Pithekoussai in the later 8th century BC (Buchner and Ridgway 1993: Tomb 168): his grave was very rich in terms of goods (27 vases, including the famous ‘Nestor Cup’, and a silver serpentine fibula), but perhaps of even more significance was his manner of burial: unlike his adolescent peers, he was not buried in a trench grave but was cremated, like more mature Pithekoussians, and the tumulus covering his ashes was conjoined with an earlier one in what we assume was a family plot. One possible explanation is that these sorts of rich, ‘adult’ burials of children might represent the graves of offspring who had particularly significant positions within the family or household unit, perhaps as the first legitimate male heir.

How far gender played a role in child disposal is particularly difficult to determine, since there is as yet no reliable way of sexing a child skeleton. The possibility of the exposure or neglect of female children in particular has been noted above. While some grave goods—especially at the richer end of the scale—may carry gender connotations (such as jewellery and strigils (oil scrapers): discussed later), these are largely derived from their use in adult grave contexts and the extent to which such gender identities can be extrapolated to children is questionable, given that not all societies apply adult gender roles to younger members and, as noted above, social factors such as wealth display may have been stronger influences in determining the nature of grave goods. Nevertheless, an interesting potential case of the significance of selected infants in the burial record and possible gender roles is provided by the recent re-analysis of the cremated remains from the 9th century grave dubbed that of the ‘Rich Athenian Lady’. This burial (technically Tomb H 16:6), discovered in 1967 in an area between the classical agora of Athens and the Areopagus, was a cremation of a woman accompanied by ostentatious grave goods, notably a pair of elaborate gold earrings and an unusual pyxis (cosmetic box), decorated with five objects often thought to represent granaries. The grave has traditionally been interpreted as the demonstration of the wealth and status of the woman’s kinship group, but recent re-examination of the burial has revealed the presence of a very young child, carried almost to full term and possibly delivered, amongst the cremated remains. If this child was, or was perceived to be, a male heir, then the richness of the burial may be less to do with the adult female than with the child (Liston and Papadopoulos 2004). The signalling of inheritance routes, lineages, and bloodlines, especially through males, might have been an important factor in determining the nature of child burials, especially amongst more elite groups (see further Shepherd 2007).

THE BATTLE OF THE SEXES? GENDER IDENTITY IN ANCIENT GREEK BURIAL
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In studies of the archaeology of death and burial, issues of gender tend to be closely linked with the determination of biological sex, since the burial provides an invaluable opportunity for the comparison of the social construct of gender with the physical characteristics of biological sex. This is an area of research which has received increasing attention of late, not least as a result of refinements in skeletal analysis, since patterns in burial method, grave goods, and commemoration may now be more readily compared with the sex of the deceased individuals. In common with many other areas of burial archaeology, older studies of ancient Greek burials tended to rely on the identification of assumed ‘male’ and ‘female’ grave goods in order to make judgements regarding the sex of individuals; in combination with skeletal analysis, such inferences may generally hold true, although some assumptions have been challenged as well. It is also the case that gender, as with other social identities promulgated at burial—such as age and status, with which notions of gender may be inextricably entwined—may represent idealized or altered views rather than actual practice or situations (for general discussion see Arnold and Wicker 2001, Parker Pearson 2003: 95–102, Arnold 2006, Brumfiel 2006: 38–40).

Sex determination from skeletal material is by no means always conclusive and is heavily reliant on the quality and quantity of preserved remains, especially of the pelvis, and may also suffer from systematic bias in identification (cf. Morris 1992: 82, Weiss 1972). For the Greek world, as elsewhere, there is also the question of preservation subsequent to excavation: a number of Greek cemeteries were excavated many years ago, when the significance of skeletal material was not fully realized and as a result remains were discarded. For Greece, pioneering work in the field of physical anthropology was done by J. Lawrence Angel, who from the late 1930s analysed skeletal material not only to determine biological sex but also to gain information on age (mentioned earlier), diet, health, and even family relationships for ancient Greek populations (see especially Angel 1939; for recent advances see Schepartz, Fox and Bourbou 2009).

Despite a general lack of skeletal data, patterns in grave goods and even grave markers can be indicative of the assertion of gender identities at death. In Geometric Athens, some male graves were marked with a large krater, and female ones with an amphora (Morris 1987, Whitley 1991, Strömberg 1993: 81). At Pithekoussai, the very poor state of preservation of bone material meant almost no skeletal analysis was possible (although see Becker 1995), but patterns in fibulae distribution may suggest gender distinctions. Of the wide range of bronze and iron fibula types at the site, one, the ‘serpentine’ fibula, was usually found as a single item deposited on the chest of the deceased (possibly as a cloak-fastener), while the others were found in mixtures, multiples, and often at the shoulders of the deceased (in the manner of dress fasteners). Although there are issues of age to consider for these assemblages since many of the graves are also those of children, nevertheless gender may well be a factor in this distribution (Buchner 1975, Ridgway 1992, Shepherd 1999). The same may tentatively be suggested for archaic burials at Syracuse in Sicily: some more ostentatious burials at the site include deep fossa graves with enormous decorative bronze nails (probably from a decayed coffin or bier), while other graves have high quality monolithic sarcophagi. The latter often have sets of dress pins amongst the grave goods, but pins and nails only exceptionally occur in the same grave (Shepherd 1995: 69, with references). One explanation for this might be the parallel definition of gender identities through differing burial methods and goods, here more visible than elsewhere thanks to the wealth of the graves. Indeed, in general the relative wealth of Greek graves identified as ‘female’ might suggest parallel rather than hierarchical gender definitions at death, in contrast to what we understand about the general position of women in ancient Greek society. Even if such display was aimed at highlighting the status of the wider (male) kinship group (as possibly in the case of the ‘Rich Athenian Lady’), women could be accorded equivalent rather than subordinate treatment at death.

Ideally, of course, skeletal material and other burial evidence (including not only grave goods, but also factors such as burial method and orientation) should be independently analysed and the results subsequently compared in order to assess the role of gender identities in the formulation of burials. Agneta Strömberg’s study of Iron Age Athenian burials extrapolates grave good patterns from osteologically sexed burials to those without bone remains and proposes not only that gender distinctions can be determined, but also that they become more visible in tandem with assertions of social status through grave wealth, and that the latter was an overarching priority (Strömberg 1993). She also makes the point that gender-specific goods are rarely associated with practical activities and separate spheres of action for men and women, an observation which may be applicable to other Greek cemeteries also.

At the Pantanello Necropolis, a rural cemetery associated with the Greek settlement of Metaponto in southern Italy (Carter 1998), recent and extensive independent analyses of grave goods and skeletal remains have been carried out and some gender-specific patterns in goods observed. They are more successful in the identification of females than males (Henneberg and Henneberg 1998; Morter 1998: 465–69), but to some extent confirm traditional assumptions about what constitutes ‘male’ and ‘female’ identities at death, such as the inclusion (respectively) of strigils and mirrors amongst the grave goods. With the possible exception of the lebes gamikos, however, vase shapes showed little gender-specificity (Hall 1998: 582–6). That said, a few graves were more surprising: these included T. 231 (late 5th–early 4th century), where the occupant was identified skeletally as male, but was accompanied by ‘female’ fibulae; T. 292 (late 5th century), where a ‘probable’ male had fibulae, pins, tweezers, a bead, and an alablastron, although the option of rejecting the more tentative osteological assessment of male in favour of the strongly female-patterned grave goods is aired; females could be buried with strigils, but of different type (and female use of strigils is in fact well attested: see Prohászka 1998: 801 with references), as could children.

These are cases with the best possible skeletal evidence, but similarly equivocal assemblages appear elsewhere. At Olynthos, in northern Greece, strigils were found in the graves of both adults and children, and Robinson found six cases of strigils deposited in association with jewellery/mirrors (Graves 69 (child), 248 (child), 257, 266 (child)) and/or loomweights (Graves 227, 264). Strigils also occurred in graves whose occupant was identified as female, while ‘female’ jewellery was found in graves of males (Robinson 1942: 182; but compare also Graves 71 and 311, both with a strigil and a ring, and Grave 295, identified as a male with a ring and a bracelet). The skeletal analysis carried out on the Olynthos skeletons was limited (about a sixth of the sample of 600 graves: cf. Angel in Robinson 1942: 211–27), but overall grave goods were not obviously gendered. Although more detailed analysis might reveal some patterns, as Robinson suggests it is likely that gender identity was not a significant factor in burial at Olynthos.

Indeed, the suppression of gender identities at death—at least in terms of the non-perishable accessories of burial—could form as much part of the burial system of a particular state as their articulation. For example, in the North Cemetery at Corinth, the archaic and classical burials do not readily fall into categories of ‘male’ and ‘female’. As is often the case, the best evidence comes from the grave goods, which here as for many sites in the Greek world relies on jewellery (especially dress pins) for the identification of females and ‘male’ items such as strigils for men (Blegen et al. 1964: 70, 83); yet even this evidence was limited to only 71 graves of 403 of archaic to Roman date. Palmer (Blegen et al. 1964: 70) notes that at Corinth cosmetic boxes (pyxides), elsewhere associated with women, were usually found in the graves of children, another indication that concepts of gender- and/or age-specific grave goods could vary between different areas of Greece. Sexing of skeletal remains was limited to analysis of 14 skulls and, although one identified as male was accompanied by a strigil (Grave 277), the remainder could not be additionally distinguished by their grave goods (Blegen et al. 1964: 70 with nn. 23 and 25). Given the broad uniformity of the Corinthian graves in terms of type and goods, gender and other possible social identities (status, for example) appear to have been largely denied at death.

Elsewhere, women become more visible in certain periods. Athens and Attica are renowned for the high quality sculptured grave markers which were produced in the late archaic and classical periods. For the 6th century BC images of males dominate, whether in the form of kouroi (standing nude male figures) or, more commonly, stelai (gravestones) bearing the image of an idealized, often young, male as an athlete or warrior (Kurtz and Boardman 1971: 84–9). After a lull for much of the 5th century, when elaborate grave markers disappeared (possibly due to sumptuary legislation: see Leader 1997, with references), they reappeared c.430 BC and continued throughout the 4th century. This time, however, women were much more prominent, often in the group scenes which likewise form a contrast with the usually solitary figures of the archaic period. This shift in representation suggests an altered social position for Athenian women, and one which has been associated with changing political circumstances and in particular Perikles’ citizenship law of 451/50 BC, whereby a citizen had to have an Athenian mother as well as an Athenian father (Stears 1995, Osborne 1996, Leader 1997). The Athenian oikos, or family and household unit, thus may have gained a new significance in which women held an altered role which—when disrupted by death—warranted commemoration on elaborate monuments which, while technically private constructions, were displayed in public contexts such as the roadsides leading out of Athens.

Intriguingly, the Pantanello Necropolis has also revealed evidence for another manifestation of gender identity which sometimes occurs in burial contexts, namely spatial distinctions. Instead of the expected equal numbers of adult males and females, women outnumbered men by a ratio of approximately two to one, especially in the period 500–300 BC and for the age range 15–49 years (Henneberg and Henneberg 1998: 509). One possible explanation is that males who died in their prime were accorded some special burial area, yet to be identified (Carter 1998: 145–8). Such a situation might find parallels in biases in commemoration such as in the gravestones of archaic Athens noted above or the demosion sema (public burial ground) of Athens, where the war dead and other significant male citizens were interred, but equally the discovery of similar imbalances at other Italian sites (Osteria dell’Osa: Bietti Sestieri 1992: 99) might also raise the question of the influence of contact with other groups and cultures—the subject of the next section of this chapter.

WHEN IN ROME: ETHNIC IDENTITIES AND THE ANCIENT GREEK BURIAL RECORD
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Recent work on concepts of ethnicity in the past, including the Greek world, has highlighted the pitfalls of traditional methods of identifying different ethnic groups by material culture, and especially on the basis of burial evidence. The degree of significance which should be placed on material culture has been questioned (see especially Hall 1997), but while the analysis of burial evidence in ethnic terms needs to be a more complicated and subtle procedure than in the past, nevertheless it has the potential to provide valuable insights into ancient Greek societies. The characterization of ethnic identity as an actively constructed phenomenon rather than an inherited or ascribed one is an important advance in that we are now aware that, although identities declared at death may disguise some ‘realities’ (such as intermarriage: discussed later), ultimately they may provide a more nuanced image of the priorities of a given group.

The ancient Greeks themselves seem to have viewed burial methods as one way in which different groups could be differentiated on an ‘ethnic’ basis, which encompassed not only distinctions between Greeks and non-Greeks, but also between the Greeks themselves, often at the civic level of polis (city-state) identity. Thus, for example, the 5th century BC historian Herodotus (3.38) could use the story of the Persian King Darius’ inquiry into the treatment of deceased parents, contrasting the reactions of the Greeks and Callatians, the former horrified by the idea of eating dead progenitors and the latter equally shocked at the notion of burning them, to demonstrate the role of the customs of one’s native land. Herodotus’ near contemporary Thucydides (1.8) identified a significant number of Carians when the island of Delos was purified for sacred purposes and cleared of all burials, asserting that it was obvious ‘from the type of weapons buried with the bodies and from the method of burial, which was the same as that still used from Caria’—probably an incorrect identification (cf. Cook 1955), but still one indicative of the emphasis and reliance Greeks could place on the signalling of ethnic identity through burial. The Athenians, meanwhile, could be distinguished from other Greeks and non-Greeks through their use of the demosion sema, to which the war dead were transported for burial, an exception being made only in the case of those who fell at the Battle of Marathon in 490 BC, who were buried on the battlefield in recognition of their extraordinary valour (Thucydides 2.34).

The literary record is distinctly scanty, but greater support for the role of ethnic identity, especially at the level of the polis, comes from the relative coherence in archaeological terms of the distinctive burial systems maintained by different Greek states throughout their histories (for examples, see Kurtz and Boardman 1971). While these could certainly alter over time—for example, Athenian customs shifted between cremation and inhumation and in the classical period both were acceptable, while on Rhodes a broad shift from cremation (for adults) to inhumation was made around 550 BC (Gates 1983)—nevertheless broad subscription on the part of burying populations to local customs is a distinctive feature of Greek necropoleis. The range of practices was of course not unlimited and overlaps in general practice could certainly occur between different states: enchytrismos, for example, was common to many areas as a method for dealing with the high number of infant deaths. Nevertheless, by drawing on a repertoire of methods relating to disposal, grave goods, and commemoration, different Greek states could forge burial systems which could contribute to particular state identities and within which there was still room for the variation necessary to signal other identities, such as age, gender, or status.

Exactly how actively such distinctions were pursued, however, is a matter for debate. While they could obviously be used to mark differences at ethnic and civic levels (or, indeed the reverse, namely links via similarities), other factors such as ritual, economic wealth and readiness to dispose of it, and practicality could likewise potentially play a role in the formulation of practices, and the broad shifts in customs evident at many sites indicate they may well have done so, in addition to the possibility that longevity of specific practices played a lesser role in ethnic identity than might be expected.

One arena in which differences in burial do seem to have been very actively exploited is in the Greek settlements of Sicily and southern Italy, founded in the later 8th and 7th centuries BC. Here the burial customs have very often in the past been categorized as duplications of those of the state of origin of the founding party as named in the literary texts, notably Thucydides (6.3–5), on the assumption of nostalgic maintenance of homeland practices. Closer examination, however, shows that differences outweigh the similarities to the extent that the customs of the new states differ as much from those of the historical founding city as those of any other Greek state might. Thus, for example, in archaic Syracuse in Sicily (8th-6th centuries BC), the use of inhumation in a monolithic sarcophagus does at first glance appear to have affinities with burial systems in the mother-city Corinth, where the sarcophagus was commonplace. Yet at Syracuse the sarcophagus increasingly became a receptacle reserved for the elite, with the majority of the (adult) burying population being deposited in a rock-cut trench, or fossa. grave. Meanwhile, enchytrismos was very extensively used for small children, at least until the 6th century, but the evidence for its use at Corinth is more restricted and also more tenuous; Syracusan graves have more varied goods and were often lavishly furnished in comparison with their Corinthian counterparts, where metalwork and similar luxuries are rarer and pottery regularly included a cup and a jug; and while Corinthian cadavers were arranged in a contracted position until the mid-6th century, Syracusan ones always lay fully extended in the grave (see further Blegen et al. 1964, Dickey 1992, Shepherd 1995). Rather than duplicating the practices of Corinth, Syracusans actively sought to create a ‘Syracusan’ burial system, which contributed to the distinctive cultural profile of that state.

The complexities of such constructed burial systems and their ‘ethnic’ declarations in the Greek world may extend still further and the burial record should not be viewed as necessarily a direct reflection of the ethnic affiliations of a given group: these may arguably appear in more idealized and even simplified form than in the living population, much as can be the case for social distinctions where levelling ideologies can be applied at death. For the Greek world, too, issues of ethnicity in the burial record become particularly pertinent where we have good evidence—or at least good reason to believe—that populations were heterogeneous in nature. We have come a long way since straightforward correlations of aspects of material culture such as burials with specific population groups could be made in order to ‘prove’ movement of peoples. The long-standing theory of the Dorian invasion of southern Greece which prompted the fall of the Mycenaean palatial system, for example, took a hard knock when it was pointed out that one of the mainstays of the argument—the replacement of multiple burial in chamber tombs with single inhumations in cist graves, a sign of a ‘new’ population—is seriously undermined by the occurrence of single burials prior to the supposed invasion (Snodgrass 2000: 314–17). Instead, the change in burial method is better seen as an internal development rather than one requiring the intervention of outsiders, a view applied to other archaeological features related to the ‘invasion’ as scholarly scepticism regarding this event grew (for discussion see Hall 1997: 114–28, with references). Yet such advances need not wholly undermine the value of burial evidence as ethnically significant: rather, we need to be more aware of the manner in which ethnic identity may be manipulated at death.

Two particular case studies may illustrate the intricacies of tracing individuals of different origins and the extent to which ethnic identities may or may not have been manipulated at death. One is that of classical Athens, where inscriptional and other evidence indicates a relatively high non-Athenian population, particularly those classed as metics (resident foreigners). Of the epitaphs known from Athens, some 40% relate to individuals of non-Athenian origin, a significantly high proportion which attests to the desire of these individuals to engage in this type of ‘Athenian’ behaviour (see further Meyer 1993). Yet while the inscriptions may identify the occupant(s) of the graves as outsiders, the graves and monuments themselves are less revealing of variant identities. A good example is the 4th century peribolos (funerary enclosure containing a number of burials) of Agathon and Sosikrates of Herakleia Pontica (Garland 1982: 136–8) in the Kerameikos cemetery of Athens. It is positioned, like similarly lavish graves, along the Street of the Tombs leading out of Athens through the Kerameikos and is adjacent to the well-known peribolos of Dexileos, from the Attic deme of Thorikos (for periboloi generally, see Garland 1982). The structure is topped with stelai and sculptures, again typical of expensive Athenian graves of the late 5th and 4th centuries where high-quality carved stonework abounds. Nor is it an exception: in fact, the Kerameikos reveals itself through inscriptions as a most cosmopolitan cemetery, but this is less evident from the nature of the graves themselves. Another extravagant example is the peribolos of Nikeratos and his son Polyxenos (c.330), metics from Histria in the Black Sea, found at Piraeaus, the port area of Athens which had a high metic population. Yet how far the desire to assert ‘Athenian’ affinities was a primary motivation in the design and expenditure of these graves is questionable: quite apart from the revealing inscriptions, the role of these tombs in asserting status and wealth is surely undeniable, whether for Athenians or non-Athenians, and it is entry into this competitive arena which may have prompted resident foreigners to commission such graves. Not for nothing did Demetrios of Phaleron have to curb such expenditure through funerary sumptuary legislation at the end of the 4th century (Cicero De Legibus 2.66–7; on wealth disposal see also Morris 1992: 128–49).

Nowhere in the field of classical archaeology is the issue of ethnic identity and its relationship with the archaeological record more debated at present than in the context of Greek settlement overseas, including that in Sicily and southern Italy mentioned earlier. Here, too, direct correlations between burial and ethnic groups have frequently been made, in particular to assert the absence of indigenous groups in Greek cities (other than perhaps as slaves). More recent scholarship, more amenable to the idea of mixed populations than that of the 19th and earlier 20th centuries, has nevertheless often taken much the same approach, claiming mixed populations at indigenous sites where ‘Greek’ burials also appear and at Greek sites where grave goods of indigenous origin or some other sign of ‘indigenous’ practice is observed. The latter is particularly true in the case of the Italian-style fibulae in graves at Greek sites noted earlier: these have been taken as a sign of intermarriage between Greek males and females from the local populations, a situation which may well have existed but which is not demonstrable via these grave goods which, apart from their status as luxury items (and therefore potentially primarily status, rather than ethnic, indicators), are often found in quantities in the graves of young children, rather than in those of adult females (Buchner 1975, Coldstream 1993; cf. Shepherd 1999). The evidence for indigenous burial methods (as opposed to goods) at Greek sites in Sicily and Italy is distinctly weak, but identifications of ‘natives’ are sometimes made on the basis of contracted burials in graves of otherwise Greek appearance. One might ask, however, whether such graves might not equally be those of, say, Corinthians desirous of asserting their own traditions (Carter 1998, see further Shepherd 2005).

CONCLUSIONS
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Age, gender, and ethnicity are ‘horizontal’ social identities which were critical to the formulation of burial systems in the ancient Greek world, although the degree of their potency could vary significantly with time and place. In the past, these factors have often been overlooked, underestimated, or misunderstood in analyses of ancient Greek burials and cemeteries, and other social identities (such as status) have sometimes received more attention as interpretative frameworks. Awareness of the complexities of identity in burials can provide us with much more detailed insights into how ancient Greek societies functioned and where their priorities lay. What is clear however—even from this brief survey—is that although these different aspects of identity are often treated rather separately (as indeed here), it is in fact difficult to disentangle one from the other and that some or all could operate in combination to produce nuanced identities for individuals and groups represented through mortuary practices. Moreover, the role of status assertions remains extremely important: many of the case studies of the declaration of particular identities noted here arguably do so in tandem with the assertion (or suppression) of status, and the issue of the role of status in highlighting other related identities is potentially one of great significance in the study of ancient Greek burial.
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ETHNICITY AND GENDER IN ROMAN FUNERARY COMMEMORATION

Case Studies from the Empire’s Frontiers
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MAUREEN CARROLL1

INTRODUCTION
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Funerary practices and ritual activities associated with death were of central importance in the life of ancient Romans. The concern for a proper burial, the hope of being remembered, and the need to honour the dead were common preoccupations in Roman society. On account of the high mortality rate and the public nature of the disposal and commemoration of the dead, people could not help but be conscious of death around them.

When someone died, their body was prepared for burial and transported to the cemetery. At least for those with financial means, funeral processions accompanying the body to its ultimate destination involved an array of participants, including the family and friends, pallbearers, musicians, and professional mourners (Bodel 1999, 2004). In the Roman world, the dead could be cremated or inhumed depending on place and time, although changes from one rite to another, for example from cremation in the 1st century AD to inhumation in and after the 3rd century in Italy and western Europe, were not completely straightforward, with various regions and ethnic groups continuing, to some extent, to practice their traditional burial rites (Morris 1992: 48–68). While Toynbee (1971) broadly surveyed tombs and funerary monuments throughout the Roman world, more recent archaeological studies on death and burial have concentrated on human remains, grave goods, mortuary customs, and memory (Hinard 1987, von Hesberg and Zanker 1987, Pearce et al. 2000, Hope 2000b, Heinzelmann et al. 2001, Graham 2006, Hope 2010). Furthermore, excavation reports from various cemeteries in Italy and the Roman provinces illustrate the kinds of data that archaeological exploration can generate for studies on health, human mortality, and demographics (Calza 1940, D’Ambrosio and De Caro 1987, Witteyer and Fasold 1995, Mackinder 2000, Heinzelmann 2000, Cipollone 2002, Moliner et al. 2003 Rebillard 2009).

Many types of above-ground tombs could mark the last place of rest, including brick-built house tombs and stone mausolea, as well as a variety of stone grave markers of different sizes and shapes with portraits of the deceased and Latin texts naming the dead (Kockel 1983, Frenz 1985, Kleiner 1987, Pflug 1989, Baldassare et al. 1996, Patterson 2000). Often being commissioned ante mortem by the tomb owner, funerary monuments reflected personal choices in the way individuals defined their social image. Monuments built post mortem by surviving kin to commemorate their loved ones equally attest to a desire to present the family in a particular light. Status, wealth, origin, citizenship, careers, family relations, and age were regularly recorded and advertised for posterity in the epitaphs (Carroll 2006). This kind of detailed information generally can only be provided by funerary inscriptions, although skeletal and artefactual evidence can certainly also tell us something about the physical condition and financial status of the deceased. The use of portraits and depictions of the deceased in various attitudes and poses on tombs and grave markers also was common, but particularly so amongst the middle classes of society, demonstrating what Zanker (1992) has referred to as ‘bourgeois self-representation’ (bürgerliche Selbstdarstellung). In reflecting the social life and social values of the living community, tombs needed and addressed an audience. Because memorials to the dead characteristically occupied highly visible spaces along the main roads outside Roman settlements, that audience was guaranteed (Koortbojian 1996).

There was a very real concern for the survival and perpetuation of the memory of the dead and a tangible anxiety for the individual to overcome death by leaving a lasting memorial that seemingly defied time. There were, however, many people in the empire who were not commemorated in this way, either because they could not afford the expense of a permanent memorial, or because they did not adopt this Roman cultural practice. Nevertheless, at least 200,000 inscribed funerary monuments survive today from across the empire, most, but not all, of them having been removed from their original cemetery context and displayed in museums (Saller and Shaw 1984, Carroll 2006: 15).

More Roman funerary monuments were erected in antiquity and survive today in Italy than anywhere else, although the commemorative customs of Roman Italy were embraced in many other parts of the Roman world. In this chapter, two peripheral regions on the western and northern frontiers of the Roman empire—the Rhine and Danube—are examined in their adoption of the Italo-Roman approach to funerary display. These regions are fruitful ground for an investigation of the means by which people perceived, negotiated, and displayed their identities in the wake of population movements and cultural change set in motion by the Roman conquest. Particularly in the 1st century AD societies on the Roman frontiers found themselves in a state of transition, a situation that triggered an increased need for people to assert their identity in taking up their place individually and collectively in a (for them) new imperial world.

The Rhine frontier was not only a zone in which thousands of Roman soldiers were permanently stationed, but also an area which was home to local Gallic and Germanic civilians as well as Romans from various parts of the empire (Wells 1972, Horn 1987, Roymans 1990, Wolters 2001, Von Schnurbein 2003). Under the emperor Augustus in the late 1st century BC, a restructuring of tribes and sub-tribes in the Rhineland was undertaken, sometimes involving the resettling of Germanic groups, such as the Ubii, from the east bank of the river to the west bank (Carroll 2001: 29–32, 123–31). This region was administered as the Roman provinces of Germania Inferior and Germania Superior. On the Danube, by the same token, various ethnic populations, including the Celtic Eravisci, as well as Roman military personnel and immigrant civilians from vastly different parts of the empire, settled and merged in various ways in the late 1st century BC and early 1st century AD (Mócsy 1974, Fitz 1980, Alföldy 1995). The Roman state organized this region into the province of Pannonia.

In both areas under discussion, socially and culturally dislocated newcomers existed who had to arrange themselves with differing cultural traditions (Carroll 2002). In such periods of culture contact and change, ethnic groups can make choices and follow strategies that are attractive to them, one of them being to emphasize ethnic identity ‘to develop new positions and patterns to organize activities in those sectors formerly not found in their society’ (Barth 1969: 33). Such choices can be recognized in the way that people commemorated their dead. There had been no pre-Roman tradition on the Rhine and Danube rivers of erecting stone monuments with texts and images, and the first exposure to Roman funerary commemoration came with the arrival of the Roman army, who remembered their dead in this way and marked the different and distinctive identity of the Roman soldier from the local and non-Roman civilian (Hope 1997: 255). With the army also came stonemasons, primarily from northern Italy, whose services then found use among the civilian populations (Gabelmann 1972: 93–4). Not only in life, but also in death, these indigenous and immigrant groups found ways of negotiating and expressing identities within acceptable parameters of society, both on the local level and in the context of belonging to the larger Roman empire. In fact, burial and commemoration served as a particularly useful forum for articulating ethnic groups and expressing the consolidation of ethnic, non-Roman traditions. The adoption of Roman funerary customs allowed identities to be displayed in a visible and public way.

In the following, the principal avenue of enquiry pursued is to explore how stone funerary monuments with images and texts played a role in defining ethnic and gender relationships on the frontiers. Funerary monuments, despite the fact that their form and content were generally confined by convention, have the ability to convey information of central relevance to these issues. My contribution begins with an analysis of two gravestones that eloquently communicate various levels of identity and demonstrate what can be read from such memorials. It then proceeds to a discussion of commemorative inscriptions in conveying ethnic identity, and finally explores figurative tombstones to gain insight into the construction of ethnicity and gender, primarily through dress and bodily adornment. This pictorial evidence for clothing and costume is particularly important, given the almost complete lack of textile remains and the limited survival of metal objects of dress accessories such as pins and brooches that would have been worn in life.

ILLUSTRATING THE MULTIFACETED NATURE OF IDENTITY
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Commemoration by means of a stone marker or a masonry structure bearing an inscription is linked intimately to the expression of different facets of identity. In adopting this Roman form of memory preservation, the peoples on the frontiers of the empire commemorated their dead in the Roman fashion, using Latin epitaphs and Roman images, and they were able to compete in this very Roman form of public display.

A tall limestone grave marker of the late 1st or early 2nd century AD in Cologne is an excellent starting point for the exploration of the construction and expression of identities in Roman funerary commemoration (Galsterer and Galsterer 1975: Cat. No. 219, pl. 47, Noelke 2005: 172–3, Fig. 17; Fig. 31.1). This monument with its inscribed Latin text and relief decoration presents a condensed history of the owner’s life in a form that conveys succinctly what aspects of his identities he considered important and worth preserving for posterity. The man commemorated is Marcus Valerius Celerinus, a Spanish-born Roman citizen from the Roman province of Baetica, in particular from the town of Astigi (modern Écija). Celerinus was registered, as a Roman citizen, in the voting district of Papiria in which Astigi was located. He served in Legio X Gemina Pia Fidelis, and was honourably discharged to live out the rest of his life as an army veteran. Archaeological and historical evidence for this legion places it between AD 71–103 outside the Roman town of Noviomagus, today’s Nijmegen in the Netherlands, and this will have been where Celerinus had his last posting (Kunow 1987: 63–4, Fig. 31; Haalebos 2000, Van Enckevort and Thijssen 2003). Upon retirement, he settled further south in the Roman colony of Cologne, where he became a registered citizen of that city and where he ultimately died and was buried. The text also tells us that Celerinus was married to a woman named Marcia Procula, and that he had this monument made for himself and his wife during his lifetime.

The pictorial depiction of Celerinus as a man of leisure and social standing, reclining in Roman manner to dine in the company of his wife and servants, identifies him as a culturally informed participant in Roman society (Dunbabin 2003, Noelke 2005, Carroll 2005). The gender roles of the couple are also constructed in line with Roman social expectations and influenced by cultural notions such as chastity and virility (Gilchrist 1999: 77). Celerinus is seen to have fulfilled a classic masculine role, having once been a soldier, and he wears the toga, the garment that only Roman citizen men were entitled to wear (Stone 1994, Christ 1997, Davies 2005, Wallace-Hadrill 2008: 41–51). Roman men were of ‘the toga-clad race’, their clothing signalling that they were ‘the masters of the world’ (Suetonius, Augustus 40.5); Roman women, by the same token, were to conduct themselves properly and dress in a manner to express and protect their chastity (Sebesta 1998). Marcia Procula’s moral character and matronly qualities are suggested appropriately by the long, heavy garments that indicate her modesty (pudicitia) and by her association with a basket of wool, the spinning of wool being a task traditionally carried out by the woman of the house (Larsson Lovén 2007). Marcia Procula may have been a local woman (of Ubian extraction?), but her name gives no clear clue about her ethnic origins (Weisgerber 1968). The total or partial adoption of Roman names often can be seen in funerary inscriptions in the provinces, so a name is anyway not always a reliable ethnic indicator (Hatt 1951: 28–31, Drinkwater 1978: 846–7, Freigang 1997, 356–8). Nor does she wear the traditional ethnic costume of the Ubii as we know it from funerary portraits and votive reliefs (Wild 1968, 1985: 402–3, Carroll 2001: 117–20; Fig. 31.2). Both husband and wife are totally assimilated into provincial Roman society, and they use a Roman cultural vehicle—the gravestone—to display this. In one single document, therefore, individuals are able to express a whole range of civic, social, gender, cultural, and professional identities at the same time.
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FIG. 31.1 Marcus Valerius Celerinus, a Roman army veteran from Spain, and his wife on a funerary monument in Cologne, Germany, c.AD 100

Source: Photo: Rheinisches Bildarchiv.
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FIG. 31.2 Traiana Herodiana, an Ubian woman wearing ethnic costume (note the voluminous headdress), and her husband on their sarcophagus in Cologne, Germany, late 2nd–early 3rd century AD

Source: Drawing: Jerneja Willmott.

Roman funerary monuments also were adopted by peoples who were only just becoming Roman and thereby in the process of actively negotiating and constructing their identity in contemporary provincial society. Illuminating in regard to the progressive changes in the expression of ethnic and cultural identity is a memorial associated with a tumulus or barrow tomb of the mid-1st century AD of an indigenous Celtic family at Nickenich on the middle Rhine. A large Latin inscription inserted into the masonry of the tumulus commemorates a woman named Contuinda, daughter of Esucco, and her son Silvanus Ategnissa (Weisgerber 1933) The names of the woman and her father are Celtic, but the son has both a Latin (Silvanus) and a Celtic (Ategnissa) name.

Portraits of four individuals are preserved in large stone panels joined together and associated with the barrow (Neuffer 1932, Wild 1985: 394, pl. 8.25; Fig. 31.3). The niche on the middle panel is filled with the figures of a woman and a boy, almost certainly Contuinda and her young son Silvanus Ategnissa. She wears a Roman mantle or wrap (palla), a garment that distinguished the elite Roman woman, but she wears it over a long-sleeved Celtic tunic typical of indigenous costume on the middle Rhine (Scholz 1992: 100–7). Her heavy neck-ring (torques) is also an element of Celtic bodily adornment. Her young son and two other adult males on the other panels, however, wear Graeco-Roman costume that was unambiguous in its meaning in Roman society. The Greek pallium worn by the boy and one of the men was the garment of the scholar and the philosopher, and the Roman toga worn by the other adult man was symbolic of full Roman citizenship (Borg 2004, Wallace-Hadrill 2008: 45–51). Thus, the males of the family are represented in idealized form as elite, classically educated, Roman citizens, something certainly prestigious here on the frontier and a mark of status non-Romans strove to attain. Contuinda and her family belonged to a generation still rooted in Celtic tradition that publically was adopting at least some Roman cultural symbols. They and many of their contemporaries in the region chose Roman forms of memorials to preserve the memory of their families for posterity in a changing community. Their choice also to adopt a Roman personal name or combine it with an indigenous, non-Roman name as well as to use the Latin language to communicate with an audience reflects a profound transformation in social and cultural identity.
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FIG. 31.3 Grave reliefs depicting Contuinda in Celtic costume and her son Silvanus Ategnissa and other male members of the family in Graeco-Roman dress at Nickenich, Germany, c.AD 50

Source: Drawing: Jerneja Willmott.

ETHNICITY AND ‘OTHERNESS’ IN ROMAN FUNERARY TEXTS
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In the context of funerary monuments, information on ethnicity could be conveyed in the inscribed text, or through carved images, or by both in combination. In the following discussion, inscriptions are investigated first before moving on to an investigation of funerary portraits.

A personal detail frequently recorded in epitaphs of Roman civilians, but especially on the gravestones of soldiers who died far away from home, is the origin (Latin origo) of the individual. Roman society was both socially and physically mobile, and people in death tended to highlight where they came from and to which ethnic group they belonged when they died as immigrants outside their home region. Lyon (ancient Lugdunum), for example, as a major economic and political hub on the Rhône river, attracted a very diverse immigrant population, the tribal affiliations of these people being recorded for posterity in funerary epitaphs. These include, among others, individuals from many tribes in Gaul, the German provinces, Britain, the Balkans, and North Africa (Carroll 2006: 218–24). Soldiers stationed abroad and immigrant civilians far more frequently than other people included their place of origin in their funerary epitaphs precisely because they were outsiders. The origo was particularly important for the legionary soldier, for example, who, as a citizen, had the right to vote and was a member of a voting district (tribus) in the region of his origin. His Roman citizenship was immediately apparent to anyone who read the epitaph, and this legal status often made him appear distinctive and of superior status in communities with a high proportion of noncitizens (Hope 2000a). For auxiliary troops who were not in possession of Roman citizenship, by the same token, ethnic origin is expressed in funerary epitaphs by the inclusion of the term cives or natione, meaning a ‘citizen of’ or ‘member of’ a particular tribe.

A unit of troops made up of non-citizen men, and a particularly important one for the safety of the emperor, was the Germanic imperial bodyguard, the Germani corporis custodes (Bellen 1981, Speidel 1984). The men who served in this unit were all recruited from population groups on the lower Rhine, and when they died on active duty in the empire’s capital they were commemorated with inscriptions that record them as Germanic in origin. The Roman historian Tacitus (Annals 3.24, 15.58) referred to them as ‘the flower of the German troops’, saying that they were trusted by the emperors ‘because they were foreigners’. They were probably too foreign and too barbarian, in the Roman mind, to have had a taste for or an understanding of internal power struggles in Rome. The Germani corporis custodes, until their dissolution in AD 68, formed a formidable foreign military presence in Rome, and during that time the city’s inhabitants looked on these men with fear and disdain. Employing such men from frontier regions sparked criticism because the troops were considered to be savage and boorish in their appearance and their (Latin) speech (Cassius Dio, Roman History 75.2.6). Romans thought of the Germanic bodyguard as Germani, grouping the men together as an ethnic unit, as the title of the garrison indicates. In death the Germanic bodyguard were indeed a rather homogeneous community of ‘others’. The bodyguard, unlike regular Roman soldiers, formed their own formal organization of Germans from various tribes that arranged for the burials of these men in Rome, and the gravestones from their communal cemetery on the opposite bank of the Tiber in Rome are similar in form, size, and Latin text so that they stand apart distinctly from other contemporary funerary monuments of civilians (Bellen 1981, Hope 1998: 192, Noy 2000: 222–3). There is, however, no evidence to suggest that a kind of national identity existed in the minds of Germanic peoples, and it cannot be demonstrated that they used a collective proper name at this time. Not until they were artificially joined by external Roman agency to a larger group do we hear of Germani (Carroll 2001: 112–15). Instead, when members of Germanic and Gallic tribes record their names on their gravestones or votive dedications in north-west Europe, they state their tribal affiliation. Likewise, the comrades of those Germanic bodyguards who died in Rome—comrades from other Rhineland tribes—were far more specific in recording their ethnicity in terms of tribal affiliation. The epitaphs give their origins as natione Batavus, natione Ubius, natione Suebus, or natione Baetasius (Noy 2000: 216–17). This indicates that these men perceived their ethnicity perhaps as Germanic but as ethnic Germans of particular tribal groups.

Very occasionally self-reference to ‘otherness’ and even being a barbarian appears in Roman epitaphs. Gaius Murranus, on his 3rd-century gravestone in Sulmo (modern Sulmona) in southern Italy, refers to himself as ‘a barbarian by birth from Pannonia’ and he asks the reader of his inscription to pardon him ‘if some mistake escapes’ him in the Latin text which he personally composed (Année Épigraphique 1989: No. 247, Bodel 2001: 16). Now people who actually came from Pannonia and who happened to die in Rome could leave behind epitaphs using the name ‘Pannonian’ in reference only to the province or to the ethnic group on which the name was based (Noy 2000: 218). But Murranus seems to play with the common opinion in Rome and in Italy that held northerners such as him as barbaric through their ‘otherness’. The Roman historian Cassius Dio (Roman History 49.36.2) makes this clear when he refers to the Pannonians being ‘high-spirited and blood thirsty, as men who possess nothing that makes an honourable life worthwhile’. This is a clear, literary value judgement from the point of view of a Greek of high status in Roman society in Italy. Furthermore, Murranus’ claim not to be master of the Latin language is purely literary conceit; there is nothing wrong with his Latin in this epitaph.

A form of ‘otherness’ based on physical appearance also is apparent in the funerary portraits of the indigenous population of Gaius Murranus’ home province of Pannonia. These images, as well as those found on the gravestones of the frontier peoples on the Rhine, are discussed in the following section.

ETHNICITY, GENDER, AND ROMAN FUNERARY IMAGES
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Many funerary monuments were adorned with carved portraits of the deceased, and they are particularly worth exploring to see how people visually represented themselves and, in particular, what they wore. Dress can function as a form of code through which people communicate to their audience their place in society, or identity (Davis 1992, Lurie 1992, Eicher 1995, Hägg 1996). Clothing in the ancient world could express many levels of identity, including that related to ethnic group, gender, status, or profession (Sebesta and Bonfante 1994, Cleland et al. 2005, Olson 2008, Edmondson and Keith 2008, Rothe 2009). Dress also could incorporate those who dressed the same way into a group identity and exclude those who dressed differently. By the same token, clothing choice, being both public and personal, was influenced by social constraints and by individual preference. As in the case of Contuinda and her family, the inhabitants of Rome’s provinces often negotiated their ethnic identity by wearing a mixture of indigenous and Roman clothes in a variety of combinations.

An example of how clothing served as an ethnic marker is illustrated in Cassius Dio’s description of the magnificent funeral of the emperor Pertinax in AD 193 in Rome: paraded in the funeral procession were bronze figures of all the subject nations ‘attired in native dress’, their costumes allowing the identification of their ethnic origins (Roman History 75.4.5). From the 1st century AD, as we have seen in the case of the tomb of Contuinda, people especially in the frontier provinces wore the native costume or ethnic dress of their region, as well as Roman or Italian dress, or they combined the two (Figs. 31.2 and 31.3). Wearing ethnic dress rather than Roman garments in the Roman period was a personal choice, and to be displayed on a Roman funerary monument wearing it was an assertion of ethnic identity as well as a statement of the adherence to traditional customs and a mark of status within the indigenous community. Ethnic identities in this fluid society in the first two centuries AD could be expressed not only in the clothes people wore in life but also in the way they dressed for eternity.

We are left in no doubt about the ethnic origins of an 80-year-old woman named Flavia Usaiu, daughter of Tattu, for several reasons, one of which has to do with the clothing she is wearing in her funerary portrait (RIU 6: 1548a; Fig. 31.4). The woman’s son, Quintus Flavius Titucus, a Roman citizen, commissioned this grave stele in the early 2nd century AD and had it erected in their home community of Gorsium in Pannonia (modern Tác in Hungary). This region on the Danube was the homeland of the Celtic Eravisci, and Flavia Usaiu is depicted in the splendid regional costume that we know from many other Roman funerary portraits in Eraviscan territory (Fitz 1957, Garbsch 1965, Facsády 1997 and 2001). She wears an elaborately wrapped turban-like headdress and a veil, a tunic and over-garment or pinafore held on the shoulders by large fibulae, a thick twisted neck ring, and several bracelets on either wrist. Occasionally such dress accessories and objects of bodily adornment survive in Pannonian graves of the Roman period (Facsády 1994, 2001: 44–6, [image: image] 2000). Flavia Usaiu’s finery radiates wealth and power; she is certainly dressed in her best clothes. Her attire also is a clear statement of her ethnic affiliation, and the Latin epitaph reinforces this by stating unambiguously that she is Eraviscan. Furthermore, her personal name is a mixture of Roman (Flavia) and Celtic (Usaiu), whilst her father’s name (Tattu) is purely Celtic and an indicator that he was not in possession of Roman citizenship, unlike his grandson. The spindle and distaff she holds highlight matronly values rooted in Roman, and possibly Eraviscan, society. As in the case of Marcia Procula and her wool basket discussed above, female roles are expressed here on the empire’s frontiers with such visual devices. In Rome, on the other hand, women are more likely to be praised in the inscribed text for keeping the house and working in wool, but both the portraits and the texts reflect the construction of the same gendered behaviour (Lefkowitz and Fant 1992: Nos. 39, 41). This illustrates how different sources from different contexts might influence our understanding of social and gender roles.

The specific roles a Roman woman had to play—wife and mother—were therefore common to women in Rome itself and to the women of the frontier provinces. But there is a duality here, as we cannot be certain that provincial women necessarily internalized or valued exactly the same qualities in the same way, yet the paradigm of the Roman role model is adopted in provincial funerary art. This duality, even on the northernmost fringes of the empire, is exemplified by the large and elaborate funerary monument of Regina, a native British woman who died at the Roman fort of Arbeia (South Shields) on Hadrian’s Wall. Her ethnic origin is recorded in the Latin epitaph—she was from the tribe of the Catuvellauni whose territory lay in south-east Britain—and her ethnic identity is manifest also in the non-Roman clothing and jewellery she wears (RIB 1065: pl. 15, Smith 1959, Hope 1997: pl. 16B, Carroll forthcoming). She had once been the slave of Barates, a Syrian from Palmyra at the opposite end of the empire, and he had freed and married her. It is worth stressing again that the erection of an inscribed and decorated grave stele such as Regina’s is a statement of Roman-ness, and that one type of ethnic identity is expressed here in a medium that asserted another. Barates provided the Latin text of her monument, but he also provided an Aramaic text written in Palmyrene letters below, a feature that reflects his own ethnicity. Presumably it was also he who chose the imagery of domesticity and matronly behaviour by having a basket full of wool placed at Regina’s feet.

[image: image]

FIG. 31.4 Funerary portrait of the Eraviscan woman Flavia Usaiu in Gorsium, Hungary, early 2nd century AD

Source: Drawing: Jerneja Willmott.

But it was not always the husband who projected this image of an ideal Roman wife. Women also constructed their own images and were responsible for this sort of representation. The double-sided grave stele of Menimane and Blussus, a Celtic couple from Mogontiacum (modern Mainz) on the middle Rhine, for example, was commissioned by her during her lifetime, as the Latin epitaph tells us, almost certainly on the occasion of her husband’s death (Boppert 1992: Cat. No. 2, 53–59, pl. 6, Carroll 2006: 119–20, Fig. 44; Fig. 31.5). She adopted a Roman cultural vehicle—the carved and inscribed gravestone—to display ethnic affiliation and status in frontier society in the mid-1st century AD. Her many-layered garments, headdress, and jewellery are Celtic and typical for the region, similar objects having survived in funerary contexts in Bonn, for example (Böhme-Schönberger 1997: 32, pl. 19). Menimane’s clothing and bodily adornment probably were also of the highest quality to advertise the family’s wealth (Wild 1985: 393–9, pl. 2.5, Böhme-Schönberger 1995, 2003: 285–7, Figs. 1, 4). In choosing her funerary portrait to depict herself as a wealthy local Celt, however, she also displays herself as a Roman matrona holding the familiar symbol of diligence within the marriage, a spindle and distaff, even though her name indicates that she was not in possession of Roman citizenship (von Hesberg 2008: 267).

This convention of representation and its symbolic meaning depended on the common knowledge in Roman society of how a woman was to participate in a social world, even if that world was far away from Rome. In funerary art, the public appearance of Marcia Procula from Cologne, Flavia Usaiu from Gorsium, Regina from South Shields, and Menimane from Mainz is symbolic of what was perceived as appropriate behaviour. Rather than reflect reality in absolute terms, memorials such as these might construct ideals. They may also reflect a ‘nostalgic realism’ of a bygone era when ‘proper’ Roman women in Italy spun and wove the family’s clothing (Wallace-Hadrill 1996: 107). Spinning and weaving, of course, may also have been a traditional woman’s task in indigenous northern societies and, as such, weaving paraphernalia depicted on funerary reliefs on the Roman frontiers function as ‘multi-lingual’ imagery reflecting the feminine qualities of wives. The construction of ideals relevant to matrimony was particularly relevant on the Roman frontiers where the actively serving soldiers of the forts could not legally marry their local ‘wives’, the wives, therefore, being outsiders in a physical and legal sense in these military communities (Hope 1997: 256). Their desire to appear as legitimate wives and Roman matronae, at least in death, is understandable. Thus, appearing to be Roman in this situation was derived from a ‘conscious attachment to distinct moral values and social customs’ (Cornell 1997: 11).
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FIG. 31.5 Funerary monument of Menimane and Blussus, a Celtic couple from Mainz, Germany, depicting her in local ethnic dress, cAD 50

Source: Photo: After Klein 1848, pl. 1.

Although female costume is worthy of study in its own right, of particular interest in regard to ethnic dress is the role that it played in gendered behaviour. This manifests itself in the fact that women more often than the men were depicted wearing indigenous clothing rather than Roman attire. Sometimes the men were army veterans and they depicted themselves in Roman civilian dress, the toga, or in Roman military dress, the tunic and cloak or sagum. With a career in the Roman army behind them and, consequently, having had exposure for at least 25 years to a Roman cultural and social environment, this is perhaps not so surprising. However, even men with indigenous names and no obvious connection to the army wore Roman tunics and cloaks in their funerary portraits, and many more whose names have not survived wore the toga. Typical of this arrangement is a grave stele of c.AD 100 belonging to a local Eraviscan couple from Ulcisia Castra in Pannonia (modern Szentendre), Massuia and Namio, son of Atun (RIU 3: 911, Maróti 2003: 11, Cat. No. 5; Fig. 31.6). Massuia is depicted in her tribal dress and with a turban and veil, neck-ring and fibulae, as well as multiple bracelets; Namio, on the other hand, wears a tunic and sagum. A survey of portraits of frontier women with their children furthermore suggests that ethnic costume and traditional dress were handed down maternally, with youthfulness and maturity being recognizable in slight differences in attire, particularly in the type of headdresses.

All the funerary portraits of women in ethnic dress discussed here were commissioned and set up in the communities in which these women were at home. They wore the local dress familiar to their peers. But ethnic costume also could be depicted on the gravestones of people who died abroad and who wanted to be recognized there as different or who sought legitimacy by displaying themselves in elaborate memorials. This is well illustrated in the funerary monument of the late 1st century AD belonging to Silvanus and Prima in Xanten on the lower Rhine (Boppert 1992: 25, Fig. 3, Noelke 2005: 183–4, Cat. No. 12, Figs. 9–10). Silvanus was an auxiliary soldier of the ala Vocontiorum who died at the age of 30. He is dressed as a Roman, and only the epitaph reveals that he was a man of the Treveri tribe. His sister Prima had the stone made for him, and it was her choice to be depicted in the Celtic dress of the middle Rhine and Moselle valley, whence the Treveri came. Only her costume tells us this, as her Treveran origin is not mentioned in the inscription. It is, in fact, the same costume that Menimane from Mainz (see Fig. 31.5) wears in her self-commissioned gravestone. This was not the local dress worn in the territory of the Cugerni around Xanten, and for that reason Prima’s dress selection immediately signals ethnic ‘otherness’ to that community.

This real dichotomy between female ethnic dress and male Roman clothing may, in part, be a result of the conservativeness of female dress, but the gender-specific depiction of clothing is probably also a reflection of the contrast between private and public. Perhaps what we see here is the need for men to behave and dress in Roman fashion because they operated with much greater regularity in the public arena and wanted to appear as Roman citizens. The toga was precisely the garment a Roman citizen man would wear in public and which even the emperor would have close to hand for official business and public appearances (Edmondson 2008: 33). Women, whose activities related primarily to the private domestic sphere, on the other hand, probably played a greater role as transmitters of traditional values, ideals, and identities expressed through clothing and bodily adornment. Women on the lower Rhine and Danube, for example, continued to wear traditional ethnic costume for at least two centuries, although they were familiar with the latest Italo-Roman dress. Whereas men could achieve status and rank in society through honours, public offices, and professional connections, all of which are regularly highlighted in epitaphs accompanying funerary portraits, women could use only limited means to create a social persona for themselves, and dress was one of the most important of these (Olson 2008: 104).
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FIG. 31.6 Funerary portraits of Massuia and Namio on their gravestone in Szentendre, Hungary, depicting her in Eraviscan costume, c.AD 100

Source: Photo: Author, with permission of PMMI, Ferenczy Museum Szentendre.

To a Roman from Italy, these ethnic costumes would have looked decidedly foreign; dress, in this case, visibly demarcated non-Romans and ‘others’ from Romans. To an Ubian or Eraviscan woman, or any frontier women who utilized ethnic dress in the presentation of ‘self’ on their memorials, on the other hand, these garments would have communicated not only ethnic affiliation but also information about wealth, power, status, and life-stage to their peers who knew and understood indigenous costume and therefore were able to interpret many nuances of the visual messages conveyed by that dress.

CONCLUSION
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This examination has focused on the funerary monuments that were erected by people in the lands bordering on the Rhine and Danube rivers to ensure remembrance after death. Because these memorials were commissioned by the deceased during their lifetime or by the surviving family, they offer especially important insight into the perception and representation of ‘self’ and the visual showcasing of various aspects of identities. By commemorating the dead in Roman style, ethnic groups defined and negotiated aspects of both local and Roman identities, especially when their societies were in a state of transition or in need of legitimacy. In the pluralistic and poly-ethnic society of the empire, there was ample room to express belonging on the local level and also to convey a participatory role in the larger collectivity that was the Roman world.

Aspects of identity relating to ethnicity and gender are of particular interest in this context. Ethnicity was expressed not only in the statement of tribal affiliation in epitaphs on funerary monuments, but also in portraits that depicted the deceased—especially women—in ethnic costume. Roman gender values, manifest, among other things, in the depiction of the industrious family-orientated matrona and the man with a public, masculine career in the civic or military realm, were also an essential element of funerary imagery. Despite the adoption in peripheral regions of Roman paradigms such as these, a duality is tangible not only in the negotiation of cultural and social symbols but also, most importantly, in the sense that non-Romans used the Roman public arena of funerary commemoration and the Latin language to construct and make visible their own identities and to communicate their self-perception to others. In essence, these peoples expressed an ethnic identity in a medium that asserted another cultural identity.
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ENGENDERING ANCESTORS THROUGH DEATH RITUAL IN ANCIENT CHINA
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ALICE YAO

For women there is the principle of Threefold Obedience. For them there is no path of self-reliance. When yet unmarried she follows her father; after marriage she follows her husband; after his death she follows her son.

Man preceding woman is the correct relation of dominant and submissive. Heaven preceding earth and a ruler preceding his subjects are the same relation.

(Book of Rites, transl. Raphals 1998: 217)

INTRODUCTION
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The study of gender in ancient China is guided by two paradigms—one rooted in interpretations of the classical Confucian tradition and the other inspired by the evolutionary tenets of Marxian theory. As stated in the above passage from the Liji (Record of the Rites), which was compiled around 200 BC, the classical Confucian perspective views accordance with prescribed gender roles as analogous with social order. In an interesting modern twist, the Marxian approach viewed this gender dichotomy as a historical transformation and sought to discover a primordial matriarchal society before the rise of private property. The inextricable tie to both ancient and modern state ideologies has thus cast gender as polarized social roles and statuses configured by relations of hierarchy (e.g. public versus private, husband versus wife, economic production versus biological reproduction).

Viewing gender in terms of perfunctory roles and statuses determined by biological sex narrowly construes the relational ways gender can be constructed in social life (Gilchrist 1999, Joyce 2008). More specifically, gender is often cross-cut by many other social identities (age, kin, and ethnic affiliation), leading to personally variable experiences. While archaeologists have long problematized the social construction of sex and gender in the past, these more nuanced approaches remain underexplored in Chinese archaeology (with the exception of Linduff and Sun 2004) even though the contrastive dimensions of gender are apparent in the textual sources. For example, an elderly woman may have more clan influence than a younger male kinsman; a foreign bride marrying into the Chinese royal court may not aspire to the normative gender expectations of court ladies. These examples, seemingly at odds with the Marxian and ‘Confucian’ reification of inequality as a timeless feature of Chinese gender relations, are not conjectural but actual accounts described in ancient texts (see next section). How might the archaeological evidence create a different understanding of gender relations in ancient China?

In order to challenge constructively the notion of gender hierarchy in ancient China, this chapter will evaluate the same mortuary datasets that have been used as evidential support for gender hierarchies in ancient China. Mortuary data have provided one of the primary means by which these gender hierarchies have been reified in accounts of ancient Chinese society partly due to the extensive textual sources relating funerary protocols for men and women. In the first section, this chapter explores the source of presumed gender inequality in ancient China by interrogating the Confucian textual accounts. The attempt by Chinese archaeology to address this issue through Marxian principles is also evaluated to show how gender is ideologically appropriated in the archaeological record. In the second section, I revisit funerary practices spanning the Neolithic-Shang period (Table 32.1) in north China to examine the role of gender in structuring personal relationships between villagers increasingly tied to communal life and between subjects of ancient state institutions. Rather than equating gender directly with sexually ascribed roles and statuses, a more balanced approach should address gendered identities in ancient communities (Gilchrist 1999). Gendered identities look alternatively at how gender constitutes an individual’s social relations vis-à-vis others, and why others perceive an individual’s gender to be important in the creation of social relationships. While the kind of gender identity recognized at death can reflect an individual’s status in life, the living—kin, friends, and close associates present at the funeral—can also manipulate those gender representations through the mortuary event (Shanks and Tilley 1982, Parker Pearson 1999). Probing the Chinese mortuary data from a contemporary perspective then not only questions the saliency of gender hierarchy but speaks to the construction of personal and collective memory as well (Chesson 1999, Kuijt 2001, Joyce 2008). Analysis of the mortuary data thus importantly addresses the engendering of ancestors in ancient China, complicating the notion of the ancestor as a homogeneous identity (Morris 1991).

Table 32.1 Chronological periods mentioned in the text
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GENDER HIERARCHY AND CHINA’S INTELLECTUAL TRADITIONS
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One of the hallmarks of Confucian thought pertains to the differentiation of male and female individuals in the personal and public domain (Fairbanks and Goldman 2006). As iterated in the earlier passage from the Liji, the traditional interpretation of ‘Confucian’ texts presupposes the submission of women to men within the domestic and public realm as a necessary condition to achieve social harmony. This gender division is further articulated in the concepts of nei (inner) and wai (outer) that delineate gendered spaces in the household and public arena. According to Goldin (2002), the original connotation of nei likely referred to the harem, but later usages incorporated the term to denote feminine behaviours that men should avoid or not over-indulge in (2002: 59). Conversely, wai was used as reference to both male behaviours and public affairs. Early texts certainly equated the separation of gendered behaviours with moral conduct, especially with regard to officials and elite society. Given that women at court held considerable influence, these concerns about conformity to specific roles were not very realistic (Nylan 2000: 213). However, the extension of nei and wai to mean private versus public—terms anachronistically drawn from modern polemics—forwards a view of Confucian and perforce Chinese society as patriarchal and defined by gender inequality.

This understanding of gender dynamics in ancient China has not gone unchallenged. Historians of ancient Chinese history question the realities of these gender proscriptions in social life (Raphals 1998, Nylan 2000, Goldin 2002, Brown 2003). For instance, the Han period text Lienü Zhuan (Biography of Exemplary Women) provides accounts of women holding public roles and participating in court affairs. Kings ostensibly appealed to their consorts for political advice (Goldin 2002: 67). Elite women likewise were practitioners of fushi (presenting the Odes) (Zhou 2003). This social ritual was understood to be a distinctly male occupation requiring a cultivated understanding of the classical literary tradition. Contrary to any clear-cut separation of domestic and public roles, the Lienü Zhuan commends female figures for their literary and intellectual accomplishments.

Perhaps the most significant challenge to these existing conceptions of Confucian society is the fundamental immutability of the patrilineage and ancestor worship, held to be hallmarks of Chinese society and civilization (Fairbanks and Goldman 2006). Individual descent follows the patriline, and inheritance is passed from father to son. When there are no direct male heirs or progeny, adoption of fraternal kin is considered the sensible option for preserving the lineage. Recent excavations of the tombs of Han officials have recovered legal documents that however question adherence to these conventions. These documents not only debate the suitability of agnatic adoption (e.g. brother’s offspring) but in one case recommended the adoption of a daughter over an agnate (Brown and de Crespigny 2009: 236–9). If these practices did exist, then women not only inherited property but were integral to the continuity of the ancestral cult.

Chinese Archaeology and the Confucian Legacy

The perceived parallels between these early textual discussions of blood relationships and 19th century evolutionary discourse lent itself to the incorporation of Engels-Marx paradigm to Chinese archaeology with the founding of People’s Republic of China in 1949 under communist rule (Shelach 2004: 13). The Marxian inspired evolutionary framework that became current in Chinese archaeology traced the transformation of societies from kin-based organizations, where blood relationships were originally defined through mothers, to the emergence of family-oriented systems that evolved to regulate rules of inheritance or ‘birth right’. Contributing to this social transformation was the increasing economic importance associated with male activities. As agriculture became the primary mode of subsistence, men became the main producers and accumulated greater economic and social power, which they tried to preserve for their own offspring. Women’s activities were in contrast increasingly relegated to domestic production (Pearson 1988). The ensuing sexual division of labour contributed to the separation of private and public space. Gender roles thus became differentiated and hierarchical—from matrilineal descent and matriarchy to patrilineal descent and patriarchy—as the fundamental unit constituting social life shifted (Pearson 1988, Nelson 1997, Keightley 1999).

These social and economic transformations in gender roles were found primarily in burial evidence. Burials containing multiple individuals were widely accepted as evidence of social or blood relationships based on the matriline and viewed as a prominent feature of Neolithic communities (Wang 1985–7, Gao and Lee 1993). In contrast to these collective social units, the emergence of joint burials consisting of paired male and female individuals indicated a transition towards nuclear family units: the male individual representing the husband and head of the household. In some instances, this kind of inhumation was interpreted as the emergence of following-in-death practice, where the widow accompanied the husband in death (Keightley 1999). The inclusion of stone tools as grave offerings was used to infer the division of labour and differential access to economic and social power accorded to men and women (Pearson 1988: 9). For example, stone axes demonstrated male participation in farming, while spindles represented female domestic production.

It must be noted that some Chinese archaeologists have questioned this interpretative framework, expressing doubt over the identification of matriarchy versus patriarchy in the mortuary record (Wang 1985–7, Tong 1989). While these criticisms expose the methodological problems and unavoidable theoretical agendas implicit in Chinese archaeology, they have not systematically evaluated the mortuary evidence to articulate an alternative approach to the study of gender. If gender dichotomies have already been deconstructed for classical Chinese society, then a re-appraisal of the archaeological record needs to distance itself from the matriarchy/patriarchy divide. Funerary practices may actually provide a ‘through the looking glass’ effect on gender relations. In the following section, we explore the ways gender-configured social relations in the constitution of community life by revisiting the classic case studies of excavated cemetery sites from the Neolithic period to the Shang Dynasty.

A RE-EXAMINATION OF THE FUNERARY EVIDENCE
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Neolithic Ancestors and Ancestresses

The early Neolithic period (Table 32.1, c.7000–4000 BC) in northern China was characterized by permanent villages practising agriculture in conjunction with foraging and hunting. These villages tend to be situated along river terraces and ranged in size from small hamlets to large villages such as the site of Banpo (Fig. 32.1, 5000 BC), which extended over an area of 5 hectares and was surround by a moat with small semi-subterranean houses facing a long central structure and plaza. Neolithic villages also tend to contain spatially discrete cemetery areas separating the community of the living from the dead. One of the most striking funerary practices observed along the middle Yellow River valley is collective burials containing secondary interments of both female and male individuals (Fig. 32.2). At the site of Shijia (Fig. 32.1, c.4300–4000 BC), the number of individuals in one grave ranges from 4 to 51, with an average of 18.2 individuals per grave (Gao and Lee 1993: 274). These collective burials were interpreted as social or kin units organized along matrilineal descent lines. Collective burials, however, are not the only form of funerary deposition. At the site of Yuanjunmiao, single primary interments were practised alongside collective burials. The discovery of primary interments of adult women and children receiving an exceptionally high quantity of bone ornaments were interpreted as evidence of matriarchy in these villages (Zhang 2005: 71). However, if females occupied a privileged position during the Neolithic period, the striking underrepresentation of female individuals in these collective burials and the apparent longer life span experienced by males suggests female individuals did not experience higher status or health (Chen 1990, Gao and Lee 1993, Keightley 1999).

A systematic re-examination by Gao and Lee (1993) of the Shijia cemetery indicated that contrary to the presumed dominance of the matriline, the collective burials represented male and female members who were related by birth or consanguineal ties. Gao and Lee reasoned that, if collective burials represented related individuals, then variation in osteological characteristics should be homogeneous within each grave and heterogeneous between individual graves. Gao and Lee’s statistical exploration of 40 collective burials from Shijia showed that adult individuals within each grave did indeed show greater similarity in phenotypic characteristics, suggesting that these collective burials likely contained distinct kin groups.

If these kin units were matrilineally organized, then phenotypic traits should be more homogeneous among female members within each grave and heterogeneous among male members: the maternal unit being the core unit. In an interesting discovery, they found that osteological traits for female individuals alone were not internally homogeneous, but instead produced stronger similarities when studied together with male partners of the same graves. This pattern suggests that the basis for these collective groups was by blood relations that cannot be strictly defined by matrilineage or patrilineage rules. Instead, the general funerary treatments were applied indiscriminately to both adult females and males. Gender identities were not emphasized as funerary practices sought to memorialize an inclusive ancestral group. Gao and Lee (1993: 292) do suggest that the unusual underrepresentation of adult and senior female individuals may represent a patrilocal pattern of residence, where women marrying outside of the village were less likely to return to their natal homes for reburial. However, even if a patrilocal system of residence were followed, the careful curation and subsequent burial of their remains in a formal burial space indicate the importance of female members in the constitution of local social units at the core of early sedentary communities in China.
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FIG. 32.1 Map of China showing the archaeological sites mentioned in the text
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FIG. 32.2 Mortuary ritual from the Neolithic period site of Shijia

Notes: Plan view of the Shijia burial ground (left) and a collective secondary burial M25 (right) (after Liu 2004: Fig 5.14).

The differentiation of gender identities is more pronounced in primary burial contexts. While gender identities were acknowledged in primary burials, these distinctions were not associated with economic and social differences. The site of Jiahu in Henan Province (Fig. 32.1, c.7000–5000 BC) has provided one of the most well-documented and preserved cemetery populations. This village site is located along a rich lake marsh and estuarine environment and divided into several residential zones possibly associated with different kin groups. Each resident group carried out a wide range of economic tasks indicating limited differentiation between these social units (Liu 2004: 75). Associated with each residential cluster is also a spatially discrete cemetery possibly associated with these groups. A variety of burial forms are represented within each cemetery area, ranging from single primary burials, single secondary burials, to multiple secondary burials.

Within each of the four occupation phases at Jiahu, individuals were distinguished by grave offerings marking gender-specific tasks. Individuals identified biologically as adult males tend to have a greater quantity of stone and bone tools (axes, projectile points, and harpoons), while adult females tend to be buried with ornaments. Among the Jiahu population, Smith and Lee (2008: 286) discovered a greater incidence of degenerative joint disease among males than females, which they suggest is the result of greater male involvement in physically strenuous activities such as field tilling. This contrastive patterning in biological disease and material offerings indicates that a division of economic activities may have been the primary means for marking gender identities among ‘adult’ members of Jiahu. Smith and Lee (2008: 275) note that two juvenile female burials (younger than 17 years of age) were buried with projectile points and harpoons, grave goods typically present in male graves and absent in adult female graves. This interesting find underscores the importance of age in the configuration of gender identities. Over the course of an individual’s life history, he or she can transition across varying gender roles which are not necessarily mutually exclusive.

Of the three temporal phases examined by Smith and Lee (2008), only phase 2 showed clear status distinctions distinguishing the two genders. The least frequently occurring goods, such as bone flutes, turtle shells, and double-prong objects thought to be of ritual significance, tend to be associated with males (15.4%) rather than females (2.3%) (Zhang et al. 2004, Smith and Lee 2008: 274). The richest grave (M282) belonged to a 35-year-old male who possessed the greatest number and diversity of goods (Smith and Lee 2008: 256). That musical and ritual implements were not exclusively associated with males suggests that other factors besides sex and age accounted for their distributional pattern. Examination of the spatial patterns at Jiahu showed that a higher concentration of grave offerings was associated with the burial sector where grave M282 was located (Smith and Lee 2008: 279). This spatial contrast, while not significant enough to indicate the presence of social inequality within Jiahu, does point to differences between kin/residential units in their ability to allocate and meet certain material obligations. The striking material display accorded to grave M282 may be tied to the greater ability of his specific kin or affiliates to provide and fulfil their obligations. In other words, group affiliation might have been instrumental in the configuration of individual status differences.

If male individuals were more involved with resource procurement as suggested by the higher incidence of osteoarthritis and hunting tool grave offerings (Smith and Lee 2008: 286), then this sexual division of labor may have implications for differential access to food resources and diet breadth, factors which impact health. While the rate of porotic hyperostis, an osteological pathology linked to iron-deficiency anaemia, was high across the Jiahu sample, female individuals tended to exhibit 20% lower rates of the disease than their male counterparts (Smith and Lee 2008: 283). Even males buried with the greatest number of ritual objects (i.e. M282) and hunting tools were not immune from the disease, suggesting that a gendered division of labour emerging at Jiahu cannot be equivocably linked with social and economic differentiation. Rather, the overall pattern at Jiahu suggests that gendered identities were attributed to different productive roles that were age specific.

Social Inequality and Gender

Beginning in the middle Neolithic period (Table 32.1, c.4000 BC), village sites began to show increasing differences in scale and construction. This change in settlement pattern was also accompanied by increasing specialization in ceramic production and jade working, circulation of long-distance items, and the growing reliance on domesticated crops as evidenced by the construction of storage features. Parallel trends appeared in mortuary practices, showing greater investment of labour in funerary display. This shift marked a transition from an ideological emphasis on communal ethos towards an articulation of economic privilege and social inequality. Chinese archaeologists viewed these changes as a milestone wherein hallmark Chinese institutions such as ancestor worship and patrilineal descent took form. In particular, the peculiar emergence of joint mixed sex burials at Dawenkou culture sites (4100–2600 BC) in the lower Yellow River valley provided evidence of nuclear units based on patrilineal descent and patriarchy (Jiao 2001: 55, Shao 2005: 101). The superior position of the male in these graves has been inferred from the placement of males on the left and females on the right with offerings located on the left side (Jiao 2001: 55). However, to what extent these mixed sex burials presented a consistent funerary tradition and were illustrative of husband and wife relations remains questionable (Zhang 2005: 72).

These inconsistencies (and the actual rarity of mixed sex burials!) suggest that gender relations were more variable and diverse than conjugal units headed by a husband. How were gender identities reconfigured under increasingly complex and hierarchical social milieux of this period? Funerary practices of this period show a significant elaboration in tomb construction, range of material offerings, and mourner participation through feasting (Fig. 32.3). The inclusion of finely made food and liquid vessels were likely associated with feasting activities, which according to Underhill (2002) involved mourners who were aligned with the deceased: the size of this feast reflected the ability of the individual’s associates to stage this event as well as his/her own status or influence (Fung 2000). While most individuals received very modest burial accompaniments, exceptional graves contained a high frequency of cups and pottery vessels. These opulent treatments tend to be found with adult males, but elderly females also received such sumptuary treatments (Underhill 2002: 115 and 120).

By 3000 BC, grave elaboration extended to the special construction of tomb ledges for placing these food offerings and the use of log coffins. Elder female individuals continue to receive these distinguished treatments as evidenced by grave L10 at the Dawenkou site. This elderly woman (50–55 years of age) was buried with an array of non-local prestige goods, including turquoise ornaments, alligator hide and ivory ornaments (Fig. 32.3; Underhill 2002: 120). According to Liu Li (2004: 141), the suite of ‘prestige’ objects and tomb forms were associated with both mature female and male individuals, suggesting both genders occupied high statuses and were duly acknowledged.
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FIG. 32.3 Mortuary differentiation in the Neolithic period

Notes: Plan view of small, medium, and large burials in the Taosi cemetery site (left, adapted from Liu 1996: fig. 3) and grave L10 (right) at Dawenkou, containing an elderly female individual interred with large quantity of mortuary offerings, including two eggshell goblets deposited along the southwest edge of the grave and jade axe and beads deposited on top of the body (adapted from Underhill 2002: fig. 5.16).

What determined high status was apparently not gender-specific but again residential or kin affiliation. High status burials, regardless of gender, were clustered in spatially discrete areas of the cemetery. This spatial patterning has been observed across multiple sites from western Shandong to Jiangsu province (Underhill 2002: 119, Zhang 2005: 73). Real economic privileges separating community segments were played out in funerary politics, whereby those more capable segments began to sponsor more ostentatious events that simultaneously enhanced the prestige of the group (Underhill 2000: 121). The death of senior male and female members provided unique occasions for memorializing the stature of the group and materializing the sentiments of hierarchy emerging within these communities.

By the Longshan period (2600–2000 BC), the escalation of social differentiation across communities became manifest in both settlement patterns and mortuary practices. Within the regional landscape of the Yellow River valley, a number of sites had become considerably larger and were distinguished by civic constructions such as rammed earth wall enclosures and moats. The sites of Taosi (56 ha) in the middle Yellow River valley and Chengziyai (20 ha) in the lower Yellow River region emerged as strikingly large ‘urban’ settlements with high population density (Liu 2004: 110 and 203). Overshadowing neighbouring settlements in scale and construction, these sites were possibly centres within emergent regional polities. Estimates suggest a total population of 10,000 burials in the Taosi cemetery area (Shao 2005: 92). Funerary practices at Taosi and Chengziyai were also distinguished from other communities in the formalization of sumptuary rules and rituals separating ranked descent groups (Liu 2004, Shao 2005).

How were gendered identities configured into these emerging relations of economic, social, and political hierarchy? Did growing class divisions transform gender relations and how did individuals of the ‘centres’ and smaller communities experience these changes? At the large sites of Taosi and Chengziyai, gender identity was closely tied to social status or rank. Only when an individual occupied a certain position in the kinship order was his or her gender identity deliberately marked. Taosi has provided the most complete sample with sexed skeletons. Of the 700 excavated graves, 87% were small graves with few offerings, 12% were medium-sized graves, and 1% of the graves were large, containing elaborate offerings (Shao 2005: 93). The large graves contained only male individuals and are located in the centre of each burial cluster. These graves are not contemporaneous interments, suggesting multiple generations being represented in the cemetery. Numerous offerings, with upwards of 200 items per grave, included pottery vessels painted with dragon motif, whole pig skeletons, and ornately carved jade objects, which circulated as prestige items across coastal and inland China, and ritual paraphernalia consisting of alligator skin-covered drums and large stone chimes (Shao 2005: 92). Medium-sized tombs also contain wooden coffins and are represented by male and female individuals with 10–20 grave inclusions. Grave inclusions also consist of painted pottery, but female individuals were distinguished by jade inlaid head and arm ornaments, while male individuals received pig mandibles and jade yue axes. The placement of medium-sized female graves directly next to large male graves in the centre (Fig. 32.3; Liu 2004: 136, Shao 2005: 92) suggests these individuals were closely tied. In effect, gendered identities are largely defined hierarchically and associatively. Membership in a particular kin group (e.g. rich or poor burial cluster) determined social status. Proximity to the putative head of the kin group then elevated particular women to the ‘core’ group of ancestors. Only through exclusive relationship to this elite ‘core’ group were female and male individuals intentionally marked with differentiated gendered identities. The engendering of ancestors and ancestresses was ostensibly important to the elite’s consolidation of lineage order.

Status distinctions were distinctly punctuated along gender lines among ‘elite’ social segments at the walled site of Chengziyai. The Chengziyai cemetery is divided into two sectors with large, well-endowed graves distributed in the western sector. These graves were larger in size and outfitted with an earthen ledge and coffin. Material distinctions of high status were reflected in the inclusion of prestige items such as eggshell-stemmed cups and pig mandibles, recalling a practice seen at Dawenkou (Fig. 32.3; Underhill 2002: 149). These graves were further associated with large ash pits containing sacrificial offerings (Liu 2004:143–4). The occupants of these opulent graves were male, suggesting that male members of highly ranked kin groups occupied positions of prestige. While female individuals also had membership in this group, they received limited status distinction at Chengziyai.

These patterns of gender differentiation were more attenuated in the social life of smaller communities however. In contrast to the walled settlements, gender identities at these tertiary communities were not directly implicated in the creation of social and economic hierarchy. Perhaps these smaller communities were less internally differentiated compared to the ranked lineage order emerging at Taosi and Chengziyai. With the exception of the Taosi site, Liu Li (2004) notes that other Longshan sites in the middle Yellow River valley showed limited evidence of mortuary differentiation: burials tended to be placed near houses or in ash pits (138). At the Sanlihe site in the lower Yellow River valley, a similar sumptuary programme to Chengziyai appeared to have structured the funerary ritual, where more opulent burials were outfitted with an earthen ledge construction and the inclusion of numerous eggshell-stemmed cups. Social and economic competition involved both female and male members of Sanlihe but did not appear to create structural inequities or distinct gendered proscriptions. Of the few adult male and female graves containing eggshell-stemmed cups, two adult females were buried with four cups, exceeding the typical single cup common in other burials, and occupy the only tombs with an earthen ledge feature (Underhill 2002: 164–5, Liu 2004: 145). These two females were older individuals of approximately 60 years of age (Underhill 2002: 164). Age was important in configuring individual status, allowing the accrual of social affiliates and public recognition.

Engendered State Power

If social and economic divisions began to stratify gender identities at Longhsan centres, did this trajectory culminate in the reified gender polarities of Chinese classics? The Shang Dynasty (1600–1046 BC) is traditionally regarded as the first Chinese dynasty whose territorial reach extended over the middle to lower reaches of the Yellow River valley and possibly as far south as the middle Yangzi River valley (Fig. 32.4). The capital of the Shang shifted several times from Zhengzhou to Anyang in Henan, the latter city covering an area of 30 sq km (Lu and Yan 2004: 156–7). Excavations at Anyang have revealed the foundations of a palace and temple, residential areas, workshops, and a royal burial ground at Xibeigang. Xibeigang appears to have been an exclusive burial locale reserved for Shang kings, their wives, royal lineages, and the chiefs of important clans, while other ‘lesser’ elites were placed on the other side of the Huan River (Wang 2004: 98). The royal tombs at Xibeigang were impressive not only for their size and construction, which consisted of long ramps leading to a central chamber containing nested lacquered coffins, but also in terms of the thousand or so sacrificial human victims offered as funerary offerings (Lu and Yan 2004: 159).

Within the elite echelon of Shang society, female status is variable and internally complex, as personal association (through polygynous marriage and lineage position) determined an individual’s relational social rank and political position. Lady Jing and Lady Hao were both wives of the Shang king Wu Ding (c.1250–1192 BC), and their royal female status is symbolically represented by the inclusion of intricately carved jade replicas of silk worms and spindle whorls (Linduff 2003: 71). Sericulture was considered to be the preserve of elite women and possibly related to an association between gender and production. The location, construction, and composition of their grave assemblage suggest that Lady Jing and Lady Hao held different ranked positions (Wang 2004: 96). Lady Jing was presumably the first consort given the location of her tomb in the royal cemetery Xibeigang, while the placement of Lady Hao’s tomb across the river with other smaller elite tombs points to Lady Hao’s rank as a junior consort. Furthermore, Lady Jing’s tomb is larger, outfitted with a single ramp, and contained a greater number of human sacrificial victims. In comparison, the tomb of Lady Hao is smaller in size and lacks this architectural feature unique to the Xibeigang tombs (Lu and Yan 2004: 159). The polygynous marriage system internally differentiated ranked positions between peers of the same gender group. This associative and relational order also meant that royal consorts could possess greater political status compared to their peers, irrespective of gender. For instance, the offerings found in Lady Hao’s grave parallel the sumptuary display typically found in Xibeigang graves and surpass her peers in the immediate cemetery ground (Bagley 1999: 197). Lady Jing possessed a bronze ritual vessel that was considerably larger than those associated with other royal tombs at Xibeigang (Wang Ying 2004: 101).

While the graves of Shang consorts in no way matched the material and ritual opulence found in the Shang king tombs, the funerary treatment accorded to Lady Jing and Lady Hao reveal the public influence wielded by royal women, taking actions that seemingly adhered to gender and rank conventions but which were also decidedly transcendent. According to oracle bone inscriptions, Lady Jing and Lady Hao carried out military campaigns on behalf of the Shang state: Lady Hao was sent by King Wu Ding to conquer peoples hostile to the Shang in the border regions (Linduff 2003: 70, Wang 2004: 104). The inclusion of weaponry implements and tribute items associated with distant kingdoms dovetails with the inscriptional evidence. In addition to having projectile points and battle axes, Lady Jing’s tomb contained a bronze helmet and halberd, while Lady Hao’s tomb contained axe blades inscribed with her name as well as horse gear, items typically linked with elite male graves (Bagley 1999: 197). Lady Hao’s tomb also contained tribute items consisting of a set of bronze bells and ritual vessels bearing the inscribed names of those pacified kingdoms (Wang 2004: 104). In summary, Lady Jing and Lady Hao’s ranked positions implicated them in a certain political order where their gendered identities could no longer be strictly conceived as behavioural in nature but were relational and political. Seen physically and figuratively as extensions of royal power, Lady Jing and Lady Hao were less valuable as paragons of feminine ideals than as tokens of Shang politics and legitimacy.
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FIG. 32.4 The tomb of Fuhao at Anyang

Notes: Fuhao’s grave is located close to the royal palace quarters and contains a large bronze vessel dedicated to her bearing the inscription of Fu Hao or ‘Queen Consort’ and bronze ornaments and knives associated with the steppe tradition.

Beyond this emphasis on the public realm, funerary treatments associated with Lady Hao showed that she held other gendered identities which were unique and personal but viewed as significant. Specifically, among Lady Hao’s grave offerings are objects representing her entire lifetime—as daughter, wife, and mother. Included in her grave is an unusual array of objects from the non-Shang Northern Zone. These objects include bronze mirrors, curved knives, and horse trappings, which possibly point to her natal home on a frontier region that was important to the Shang’s negotiation with foreign powers (Fig. 32.4; Linduff 2003: 70). Another group of bronze vessels recalls Lady Hao’s maternal background and is inscribed with her nickname, ‘the smart and lovely girl’, which was likely a familial name given to her before her marriage (Wang 2004: 103). In addition to remembering her pre-marital identity, Lady Hao’s sons (Shang princes) commemorated her maternal role by dedicating an unusually large and diverse range of bronze ritual and food vessels to her: the largest vessel weighing 120 kg bears an inscription memorializing Lady Hao distinctly as ‘mother’ (Bagley 1999: 196, Wang 2004: 103). It is difficult to determine if these offerings were expressions of affective and emotional ties deemed important by her mourners or intended to underscore relational networks viewed as integral to sustaining Shang rule. Whatever the real intent may be, it is interesting that the memory of Lady Hao is inclusive of multiple gendered identities or narratives.

CONCLUSION
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The cases of Lady Jing and Lady Hao are revealing for several reasons. Their funerary treatment demonstrates that different gender identities were simultaneously at play, and these identities were carefully chosen. In the realm of funerary ritual, the variable nature of gender construction is particularly important. Death is a disruption that also becomes a rite of passage or occasion for closure and renewal. Beyond being an emotional and poignant moment, the living are called upon to collectively commemorate the deceased through appropriate procedures and expressions. It is a choice with broad implications for all mourners involved. To ensure this transition is effective depends ultimately on the proper treatment of the deceased. Thus, memorializing the dead puts families and communities in a peculiar position. How should an ancestor or ancestress be remembered? Or when is it important to engender ancestors? Which conditions promote the representation of particular gender identities? By interrogating these divisions the constitutive and relational nature of gender is made apparent.

Far from denying that domination and subordination were constitutive of gender relations in ancient China, this re-orientation aims to show that gender inequality was not the end-product of social development, a paradigmatic approach underlying Chinese history and archaeology. Examination of well-studied mortuary cases shows that, while gender differentiation became increasingly elaborate through time, gender identities did not evolve along a predictable trajectory. Instead, age, kin or residential affiliation, and rank created different realities under which gender offered contrastive experiences and possibilities for individuals regarded as of the same biological sex. These social and economic dimensions were relevant for the masking of gender differences in Neolithic villages, as well as for the creation of distinguished ancestors and ancestresses in the context of escalating community competition, and the engendering of political roles under the expansion of state power. In sum, the singular lens of hierarchy obscures the real implications gender identities had for configuring social life in ancient China.
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DEATH, EMOTION, AND THE HOUSEHOLD AMONG THE LATE MOCHE
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ERICA HILL

ALTHOUGH archaeologists have long viewed mortuary practices as a valid and important field of inquiry, the study of emotion has been largely ignored, primarily because past feelings and sensations are believed to be inaccessible and unknowable (Tarlow 1997, 2000). In this chapter, I take the perspective of Sergei Kan (1989: 18) that anthropological analysis must deal with the emotions that result from the experience of death and with those emotions stimulated and displayed during funerary rituals. To ignore emotion is to close off an entire facet of human experience from study—a facet that is embedded in social practice. The intensely social act of death cannot be understood without some consideration of emotions and how they functioned within mortuary contexts.

Archaeology is only one of the most recent additions to the roster of disciplines engaged in the study of emotion. Psychology, anthropology, and neuroscience have each contributed to our understanding of emotion, often using radically different methods and producing data that tend to be incomparable (Bender et al. 2007: 198). Despite divergent perspectives on emotion, there is general agreement among scholars that emotion itself is a complex phenomenon with biological, behavioral, affective, and cognitive components. Debate revolves around the degree to which each component structures or determines emotional experience—to what extent biology or culture influences emotion.

In essentialist terms, emotion is a stimulus response associated with physiological changes to the human body that affect heart rate, blood pressure, hormones, and neurotransmitters. While such biological processes may be similar cross-culturally, the perception of and response to stimuli are highly variable. What elicits disgust and how that disgust is expressed behaviourally, for example, varies by culture. Proximity to a dead body provokes disgust among many people living in the post-industrial West where corpses tend to be whisked away and handled by professionals. Yet such a response would have been atypical among 18th-century Anglo-Americans accustomed to high infant mortality, the frequent death of women in childbirth, and the practice of preparing corpses for burial at home. Behavioural responses to feelings of disgust are similarly variable—whether one flinches, remains stoic, or cries out is the product of enculturation and reflects social factors such as age, sex, and social role. Emotion and associated behavioural and cognitive processes—how a person feels, acts, and thinks about an event—are culturally constructed. In other words, stimuli will be experienced—embodied and understood—in ways that reflect cultural norms and values. This experience constitutes the emotion; it is a culturally bounded set of sensations, feelings, gestures, and expressions that occur within the ‘mindful body’ (sensu Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987).

While the approach advocated here acknowledges the role physiology plays in response to stimuli, it has more in common with cultural constructionists’ rejection of ‘overly naturalized’ (Lutz 1998: 4) understandings of emotion. Rather than a biological process that can be objectively described and analysed, emotion for those who take a constructionist perspective is a reflection of culture, context, and habitus. It has no ‘prediscursive’ existence sensu Butler (1999). The thoughts and feelings triggered by an event and the accompanying physiological changes are understood to occur within a particular cultural context and historical moment. Action and affect—that is, the facial, vocal, and gestural expressions that accompany the experience of an emotion—are perceived and interpreted within a temporally bounded relational framework that reflects a culturally specific understanding of the embodied self.

The synthetic approach I take in this chapter assumes that biology provides a structural foundation for experience: i.e. that physical and chemical processes occur in the body in response to stimuli and may produce somatic conditions that bear cross-cultural similarities. I also concede that evolution probably plays a role in selecting for certain physiological responses and their behavioural referents. A number of researchers, who have generally employed a quantitative approach, have proffered lists of universal emotions, including anger, fear, disgust, happiness, surprise, and sadness (e.g. Izard 1971, Ekman and Friesen 1972, Ekman 1980). Yet even proponents of universals concede that culture-specific prescriptions—what Ekman (1993: 384) has called ‘display rules’—govern and regulate emotional expression and its interpretation. Such universals have been deconstructed in linguistic terms by Wierzbicka (1986, 1992), who has highlighted the limitations of an English ‘folk taxonomy’ of terms for emotional states.

Geertz (1973: 80), in a typically evocative passage, dispenses with biological approaches to emotion in favour of a more nuanced approach that privileges cultural norms:

[T]he achievement of a workable, well-ordered, clearly articulated emotional life in man [sic] is not a simple matter of ingenious instrumental control, a kind of clever hydraulic engineering of affect. Rather, it is a matter of giving specific, explicit, determinate form to the general, diffuse, ongoing flow of bodily sensation; of imposing upon the continual shifts in sentience to which we are inherently subject a recognizable, meaningful order, so that we may not only feel but know what we feel and act accordingly.

He further argues that emotion is highly contextualized: ‘In order to make up our minds we must know how we feel about things; and to know how we feel about things we need the public images of sentiment that only ritual, myth, and art can provide’ (Geertz 1973: 82; but see Beatty 2010 for a critique). Here Geertz collapses the false dichotomy between mind and body, thought and feeling, and identifies narrative and material culture as keys to an anthropological understanding of emotion.

To date, anthropological studies of emotion have generally relied upon participant observation, informant accounts, or documentary evidence. Tarlow’s work on Orkney (1999), for example, employed texts in the form of grave markers as well as post-medieval historical sources. Work by ethnohistorians involves narratives constructed against a backdrop of traditional histories. For example, Harkin (2003) employed missionary accounts in his exploration of chiefly anger among the Heiltsuk of British Columbia. One avenue to reconstruction of ‘the emotional dimensions of the past’ (Harkin 2003: 278) is to explore the history of ‘nonevents’—those values, meanings, beliefs, and feelings so embedded in the fabric of daily life as to be virtually invisible (Fogelson 1989; see also Insoll 2004: 112–13). In many instances, emotion as embodied experience is such a nonevent; like the backdrop of a stage, it is omnipresent, providing context and nuance, but rarely emerging as an occurrence of suprahousehold importance tied to a specific time and place. However, when death involves a prominent individual, the instance may be marked as an event not only by affected household members, but also by non-kin members of the community. Within the context of death ritual, emotion may emerge from the background and become an essential part of the event, or even become the event itself, as when emotion is coupled with performance in the mourning rituals in rural Greece that feature women’s lamentation (Seremetakis 1991). The now-classic example of emotion-as-event is Rosaldo’s (1980) study of headhunting as an expression of rage among the Philippine Ilongot.

As embodied phenomena, emotional experiences are constructed and interpreted through the lens of culture. Yet the prehistorian has neither informant nor text to work with—not even the dates and initials comprising the limited data on Orkney graves. The (pre)history of emotion is therefore dependent upon the study of material culture and spatial relationships. Iconography, architecture, relics and mementos, and the body itself play critical roles in evoking and structuring emotional experience (Kieschnick 2008).

Objects and spaces, especially those associated with death, materialize and mediate emotional relationships and provide anthropologists with the means of accessing what Harris (2010) has called ‘emotional and mnemonic geographies’ that orient bodies, create memories, and evoke sentiment. Spaces, whether out on the landscape or within the household, derive much of their power and meaning from the ‘affective objects’ (Harris 2010: 360) with which they are associated. Such objects may be headstones in an Orkney cemetery (Tarlow 1999), disarticulated bodies buried at Hambledon Hill (Harris 2010), or the severed head of an enemy (Rosaldo 1980). Each object within its unique spatial and temporal context has the potential to serve as a sensual and emotional referent, acting as a sort of reservoir for experiences and memories both ordinary and extraordinary. The body itself, whether living or dead, is just such an affective object, nearly infinite in its partibility and relational potentials.

As Geertz (1973) suggests, ‘public images of sentiment’ such as myth, art, and ritual both structure and reflect emotional experience. For the archaeologist, such ‘public images’ include the corpse, evidence for household organization, and the material remains of death ritual. It is upon these sources of information that I rely in reconstructing the emotional relationship between household members and deceased individuals among the Late Moche of Peru. Through an examination of space and the disposition of the corpse, I suggest that the emotions surrounding death became private matters experienced within the household rather than public events witnessed by non-kin. A shift from inhumation burial to in-house ‘bench’ burial reflects altered attitudes towards a discredited ideology and, I suggest, the replacement of a belief system focused on elites with one that concentrated on daily and long-term engagement with the dead.

DEATH AND EMOTION
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As several recent works have argued, humans think through and with objects (Pasztory 2005, Henare et al. 2008); they remember and forget through material culture (Williams 2003a, Mills and Walker 2008b), constituting and dissolving relationships with both the living and the dead. Proceeding from this relational understanding of material culture is the idea that thinking and feeling—that is, our sensory experiences of objects and self—are inseparable. This formulation avoids Cartesian dualism by collapsing thought and feeling, culture and nature (Leavitt 1996). In other words, until and unless evidence emerges that prehistoric humans distinguished between cognition and sensation as modern Westerners do, we must consider archaeological evidence of thought (i.e. iconography, spatial organization, remains of ritual behaviour) to be at the same time evidence of feeling. Material culture thus becomes part of a relational ontology, felt, thought, and experienced through the senses, the mind, and the embodied self.

Death and death ritual leave a rich record of objects, bodies, features, and spaces imbued with sentiment; the following brief examples demonstrate how an archaeology of emotion might emerge from exploration of body treatment. Meskell (1994) provides an example from the Egyptian New Kingdom site of Deir el Medina. Here the body of a child was placed in a burial basket that was too small, leaving the shroud-wrapped feet protruding. Meskell appeals to the notion of shared and universal emotions in suggesting that the sight of the child’s feet would arouse a sense of pathos in observers both ancient and modern (see also Nilsson Stutz 2003). Another example comes from the Near East, where Kuijt (2008) makes a sophisticated argument for the role of Neolithic skulls in creating memory. Though Kuijt does not discuss what kinds of memories were created or the emotions associated with such memories, he clearly demonstrates the central roles played by ritual practice, context, and the body in the creation and recreation of sentiment within a household context.

Memory also plays a central role in Williams’s (2003b, 2006, 2007) understanding of Anglo-Saxon mortuary practices. Williams (2007: 109) argues that actions and material culture ‘create specific [emotional] engagements’ between mourners and the corpse during the course of funerary ritual. These engagements structure the memories both of the deceased and of the events surrounding death and the disposition of the corpse. Thus, ritual acts, the behaviour of mourners, and even that of the corpse itself create memory (Williams 2004). Other forms of ‘materialized memory’ include grave goods, gifts exchanged between mourners, and mementos of the deceased, including parts of the body. Memory and emotion may be further constituted through the creation of a cremation pyre or the construction and maintenance of a tomb or shrine. The sensual experience of these places and objects structures memory on several levels; while a large public commemoration ritual may be intended to create collective memories to unify social groups, small-scale practices performed by individuals—making offerings at a household shrine, for example—serve to create and recreate ideas and emotions about the deceased that may be experienced by a single person, household, or kin group. These small-scale practices represent ‘nonevents’, and contrast markedly with more salient rituals, such as burial within a monumental tomb. ‘Nonevents’ are nevertheless ‘materially marked moments’ in daily life (Mills and Walker 2008a: 7); they are imbued with sentiment and constitute memory work, but in a form that is more intimate, private, and personal.

Later in the chapter, I discuss a form of burial practice in the Late Moche period (AD 600–800) as a nonevent, exploring the emotions surrounding death and burial in a specific residential context. These burials differ qualitatively from those of the Early and Middle Moche periods, which have been recovered primarily in cemeteries (Strong and Evans 1952, Donnan and Mackey 1978), monumental tombs (Alva and Donnan 1993, Donnan and Castillo 1994, Alva 2001), and in either abandoned structures or beneath house floors (Millaire 2002:107–9). The alternative form of interment that developed during the Late Moche period—the in-house bench burial (Bawden 1977, 2001)—represents the material remains of a new form of emotional engagement with the deceased, one that was private, formed a part of daily life, and rejected the trappings of the dominant ideology.

LATE MOCHE BURIAL PRACTICES
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The Moche (AD 1–800) of the north coast of Peru (Fig. 33.1) were a complex agricultural society characterized by stratification, monumental architecture, and a complex religious system. Iconography, which was represented on painted pottery, murals, and small-scale sculpture, is a primary source of information on the beliefs and ritual of the Moche. Central ritual events depicted iconographically and enacted in public include processions, burial, and sacrifice. Together, iconography and ritual formed the basis for a powerful ideological system that reinforced status hierarchies favouring elites (Hill 2000, Swenson 2003).

Moche has been divided into three major chronological periods that are linked to social and ecological changes detected archaeologically. This chapter focuses on developments in Moche burial practices during and after the transition from the Middle Moche (AD 300–600) to the Late Moche (AD 600–800) periods. This transition, roughly dated to AD 550–600, followed and overlapped with at least two major 6th-century droughts and a major El Niño event. The duration and severity of these climatic events led to major changes in Moche settlement patterns, social organization, iconography, and ritual practices, including burial (Shimada et al. 1991, Dillehay 2001, Moseley et al. 2008).

Available evidence indicates that the Moche practised inhumation burial exclusively; deceased were typically buried extended and supine, with arms at the sides. Beyond this basic model, however, inhumation practices were quite varied, involving a number of different encasing procedures (Donnan 1995), grave goods, and contexts. Although the majority of known graves from Early to Late Moche contain single individuals, the Moche occasionally interred more than one person in a single grave (Millaire 2002: 107). There are also several cases of retainer burials accompanying the primary deceased, who was usually an elite individual interred in a monumental tomb, which consisted of an adobe brick-lined chamber roofed with wooden beams (Alva and Donnan 1993, Alva 2001, Donnan 2007). Non-elite Moche were inhumed in simple prepared pits (Fig. 33.2), whilst subterranean boot-shaped tombs served as a higher status alternative. Grave goods generally included ceramic vessels, some of which contained corn, squash, and seaweed (Gumerman 1997). Copper or gold objects were placed either in the mouth or near the hands and feet of the deceased; this practice appears to have been widespread, involving individuals of both sexes and all ages and economic groups. Although these objects have been called ‘amulets’ (Millaire 2002: 116–17), their actual function is unknown (see Donnan 2007: 100–1 for an illustration of five such gold objects).
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FIG. 33.1 Map of the North Coast of Peru highlighting Late Moche period sites (AD 600–800)

Whilst the majority of the Moche dead were wrapped in textile shrouds, alternatives included woven mats, frames or boxes of cane, and even plank coffins with copper straps (Donnan 1995, Donnan and Barreto C. 1997). Although there are abundant examples of ‘non-normative’ funerary practices among the Moche, such as sacrifice (e.g. Hill 2000, Bourget 2001) or the burial or caching of isolated human bones or body parts (e.g. Cordy-Collins 1997, Verano et al. 1999, Hill 2003, Millaire 2004), normative burial took place in three locations: within residential architecture, in cemeteries, or in chambered tombs in pyramid mounds.
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FIG. 33.2 An example of a ‘normative’ Moche burial

Source: Composite illustration by Mark Luttrell.

These three contexts were used throughout the Middle to Late Moche transition in the northern valleys. There was also continuity of form, with simple pits and both subterranean boot-shaped and chambered tombs being used before and after the transition. However, recent work has demonstrated that changes were occurring in the use of ceramics and metal objects as grave goods. Further, it appears that at the site of San José de Moro, boot-shaped tombs declined in use between the Middle and Late Moche periods in favour of simple pit burials (Castillo 2001, Donley 2008).

Burial evidence from the Late Moche period comes primarily from sites located in the northern valleys, where several long-term and well-reported excavations have taken place. However, the largest Late Moche site excavated, Pampa Grande, yielded no cemeteries and no burials in either residential or non-residential structures (Shimada 1994). Therefore, our understanding of Late Moche burial practices is derived from work at three sites: Pacatnamú and San José de Moro, both in the Jequetepeque Valley, and the site of Galindo in the Moche Valley. The majority of burials at the site of Pacatnamú were simple pits in a centrally located cemetery. Additional burials were identified in residential areas or near monumental architecture. These were either associated with refuse or found beneath house floors and generally contained few grave goods (Donnan 1997:12, Donnan and McClelland 1997:17–19, Millaire 2002: 160). At the site of San José de Moro, a number of extraordinary Late Moche tombs have been identified, probably representing elite individuals with sacral responsibilities. Inhumations occurred in non-residential contexts and included massive adobe-lined chambers, as well as boot-shaped tombs and simple pit burials for non-elites (Castillo and Donnan 1994, Donnan and Castillo 1994, Castillo 2001, Donley 2008). Relative to Middle Moche patterns at the same site, the practice of placing small metal objects in the mouth or at the feet of the deceased appears to have virtually disappeared (del Carpio Perla 2008, Donley 2008). Further, burial orientation during the Late Moche period became much more variable than that of earlier periods (Donley 2008).

In contrast to the Late Moche sites discussed above, Galindo exhibits a form of burial known nowhere else in the Moche world. Galindo is located at the neck of the Río Moche where the river emerges from the hills and flows across the coastal plain towards the Pacific. During the 8th century AD, Galindo experienced tremendous growth, expanding from a small rural site to a semi-urban centre (Lockard 2009). Four small cemeteries have been identified at Galindo, and these date from the Middle through Late Moche periods. Salvage excavations of these areas revealed 11 rectangular adobe-lined chambers. Where a determination could be made, the deceased was an adult interred in an extended position. Both high-quality Late Moche ceramics and copper ornaments were present (Bawden 1977: 370–1). These burials are similar to those of higher-status Moche at other Late sites; that is, they demonstrate continuity with Middle Moche traditions in terms of burial location, tomb form, and grave goods.

In addition to the cemetery burials, a total of eight interments were identified in residential contexts. Of these, six were bench burials (Table 33.1); the other two were excavated pits, one of a juvenile with remains of textiles (Lockard 2005: 144–5). ‘Bench burials’ are known from no other Moche site. Instead of excavated pits (Fig. 33.2), bench burials are adobe-brick or stone-lined chambers constructed above the level of the house floor (Figs. 33.3 and 33.4). Once the deceased had been interred, the bench was closed and presumably used for domestic purposes. In other words, the interments occurred during the occupation of the house; they do not appear to have been part of a foundation deposit or abandonment ritual. Nor do they represent reuse of a deserted structure. In at least one case (Structure 31), the bench was reopened to permit the addition of a second body, an infant who was lying in the rubble fill 30 cm above the first individual.

These six burials from Galindo represent a break with earlier Moche traditions in their incorporation of the deceased into the actual architecture of the house. Also in contrast to Middle

Table 33.1 Bench burials at Galindo
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FIG. 33.3 Late Moche in-house bench burial of an adult from Structure 31 at Galindo

Source: Illustration by Mark Luttrell, based on photo by Garth Bawden.
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FIG. 33.4 Late Moche bench burial of a child in flexed position at Galindo

Note: Courtesy Garth Bawden.

Moche practices, the deceased were all lying on their sides, a position infrequently encountered at Moche sites of any time period (cf. Chapdelaine 2004). While data on child burials is limited due to preservation, the infant and two children at Galindo were all in flexed positions. Since children were routinely buried in the extended position during the Middle Moche period (e.g. Donnan and Mackey 1978: 184, 196, Donnan and McClelland 1997: 69, 70, 71, 101), the flexed burials at Galindo appear to diverge from earlier practices, and may well differ from contemporary practices at other sites, such as Dos Cabezas (see e.g. Cordy-Collins 2001: Fig. 4).

The Galindo bench burials contained no grave goods other than the traditional copper objects. This, in addition to the evidence from other rooms in the structures, suggests that the households were inhabited by individuals of relatively low social status. However, the relative lack of grave goods could also represent an overall simplification of the burial process. Given the fact that the bench burials were immediately accessible, house inhabitants may have rejected more elaborate cemetery-based ritual and paraphernalia at the time of death in favour of longer-term daily maintenance of the deceased. In other words, the ‘event’ of burial in a cemetery was exchanged for daily ritual ‘nonevents’, such as prayers or offerings, which occurred within the confines of the house.

In contrast to elite practices, which remained relatively consistent across the Middle to Late Moche transition, there is clear evidence that Late Moche commoners altered their burial practices at both Galindo and San José de Moro, although their innovations took different forms. While the bench burials were occurring at Galindo, people of similarly low status at Pacatnamú and San José de Moro were being buried in simple pits, primarily in cemeteries. Fewer ceramic grave goods were being used at both Galindo and San José; this pattern may also have occurred at Pacatnamú, where several burials lacking ceramics remain undated and may represent Late Moche interments (Donnan and McClelland 1997: 37, Swenson 2004: 506). While the people at Galindo continued to place metal objects in the hands and mouths of the deceased, this practice declined in popularity at San José de Moro during the Late Moche period. San José burials also display looser adherence to traditional burial orientation. Donley (2008: 125–6) has demonstrated that Middle Moche body orientation was generally north-south, with the head to the south. She found that Late Moche burials, in contrast, were highly variable in orientation, suggesting a failure to observe traditional practices and a lack of interest in or commitment to underlying religious or ideological principles. The changes in burial patterning at these sites reflect innovations in ritual practice. Mourners chose to either maintain or discard aspects of the traditional burial programme, manifesting in material form their beliefs about the appropriateness and efficacy of certain funerary practices, grave goods, and rituals. In the case of Galindo, mourners rejected burial as a public event, a major transformation that indicates how radically affected inhabitants were by the events of the Middle to Late Moche transition.

PRIVATE DEATH, HOUSEHOLD BURIAL
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The long-term drought and El Niño-related flooding that characterized the Middle to Late Moche transition resulted in social upheaval, reorganization, and innovation evident in settlement patterns, architecture, and iconography. Bawden (1983, 1996) has described the transition as a period of ‘cultural reconstitution’. While some elements of Middle Moche life were retained or altered during the transition, others were rejected, including the iconic portrait vessel ceramic form (Bawden 1996: 276, Donnan 2001: 127–8). New artistic themes and motifs emerged, whilst others disappeared from the canon (Donnan and McClelland 1979).

‘Reconstitution’ was experienced not only in social and economic terms, but also in the realm of religious belief and practice. Changes in Moche religion were not epiphenomenal, merely reflecting transformations in other facets of society. Rather, belief and ritual were entangled in the process of change. Ceremonial architecture and burial practices expressed and constituted emerging values and priorities. Belief and sentiment, embedded in material culture, underwent transformation to both accommodate and structure new ways of experiencing the Moche world. For example, Swenson (2006, 2007) reported on the proliferation of small ceremonial sites in the hinterlands of the Jequetepeque Valley during the Late Moche period and found significant variation in ceremonial architecture between settlements. He interprets these departures from the centralized Middle Moche pattern as indicative of a major shift in the locus of social control—from elites to local communities and lineages. He argues that a sort of ‘religious pluralism’ emerged during the Late Moche period. ‘Varying spatial ideologies’ (Swenson 2007: 265) displayed in ceremonial architecture expressed local identities and preferences rather than those of a centralized elite. Of particular interest is Swenson’s suggestion that the relative importance of private versus public spectacle differed between settlements depending upon how inhabitants chose to enact their religious beliefs (2004: 266–7).

Swenson concludes that architectural forms represent innovation in ritual and reflect the development of localized religious beliefs which, though founded on Moche principles, responded to the needs of smaller social groups. In-house bench burial at Galindo can be understood as an innovative ritual practice that emerged as social groups reconstituted themselves following loss of confidence in traditional Moche ideologies and leadership models. The development of bench burial required the rejection of earlier alternative forms of interment, forms that emphasized spectacle and produced collective memories that united disparate social groups.

Traditional Moche inhumation was a public event. Even when the deceased was a lower-status individual, burial in a cemetery required that excavation, ritual, and closure of the grave occur within a public context. Even burials occurring in residential areas often took place in plazas, where they would be visible to the community. Public rituals of this sort acknowledged death as an event with implications extending beyond the lineage, affecting non-kin through changes in leadership, personal relationships, and social organization. Further, the performance of death rituals evoked emotional responses and created memories that could be shared by kin and non-kin.

In contrast, bench burials represent a household-based ritual; attendance and visibility were limited, as was the potential for shared emotional experience beyond the immediate family. Emphasis on public spectacle at Galindo decreased in favour of an overall simplification of the material aspects of burial ritual, reflecting changes in belief in and adherence to traditional tenets of Moche religion. Bawden (2001: 303) suggests that ‘the very simplicity [of bench burials] embodied separation and resistance [and] rejection of the dominant ideological discourses’. Certainly at one level Moche commoners at Galindo and San José were disengaging from the traditional ritual and material manifestations of Moche power. This rejection reflected a loss of confidence in Middle Moche forms of leadership and social organization following the devastating effects of drought and El Niño events. However, some practices, such as the inclusion of pieces of metal with the deceased, continued, at least at Galindo, suggesting that certain traditions retained their value following the Middle to Late transition.

In addition to shifts in social and ideological allegiances, the innovative burial patterns that emerged during the Late period represent a fundamental shift in emotional engagements with the body of the deceased, as well as between household members and the local community. By incorporating the corpse into the household and eschewing earlier traditions of public ritual and interment, Late period commoners underscored the increased importance of the bonds of kinship. In the past, expressions of emotion—and perhaps material markers of bereavement in clothing and ornamentation—had been exhibited in common areas and were visible to non-kin during the burial ritual and interment in cemeteries or plazas. In-house bench burial privatized these emotions and practices, restricting them to the household and limiting community engagement. Mourning became an intimate matter, displays of grief, commiseration, and commemoration introverted and exclusionary. Emotional boundaries that had once extended to encompass non-kin retracted during the Late Moche period, marking out new identities and social formations. Memory, formerly experienced and created in public as the deceased was transported to the cemetery and interred, became a way to define the boundaries of the kin group. For the inhabitants of Galindo, emotional states related to death and bereavement were experienced within the household, where they affirmed familial relationships.

As Late Moche commoners moved away from traditional ideologies privileging elites as the intercessors between the people and supernatural forces, the household dead became the focus of new ritual practices. Growing evidence suggests that the Moche re-entered the tombs of elite deceased (Millaire 2002:173, Donnan 2007: 27,38–9). This practice may have been adopted by non-elites as a way of communicating with and perhaps supplicating the dead. Certainly the evidence from Structure 31—in which a bench containing an adult male was opened to admit an infant at a later date—indicates that bench interiors were accessible, so visiting with the dead or providing them with sustenance directly, as was the practice among the Inca (Doyle 1988, Salomon 1995, Isbell 1997, Bauer 2004), is a reasonable supposition. If low-status Moche at Galindo co-opted and adapted an elite practice of ancestor veneration, as Bawden has implied (2001: 302), bench burials may represent an attempt to strengthen and maintain emotional engagements with the deceased through the medium of the body. Cemetery burial, removed from the household, would have made such daily engagements difficult; bench burials enabled the deceased to be omnipresent in material form. Within the household, the deceased became an integral part of daily life, his or her presence reminding the living of both the proximity and power of the dead. Benches may therefore have functioned as shrines or as places of communication, as sites where the living interacted with the dead, whose bodily remains resided within arm’s length. In this way, the body of the deceased and the bench-as-tomb served to materialize memories and evoke sentiment. The bench itself, when seen, touched, or used during the course of daily tasks, reminded the household of the body it contained and triggered emotional responses. We can only speculate on the specific emotions aroused; nevertheless, the example from Galindo illustrates how inseparable and entangled are memory, emotion, and materiality.

Given that the bench burials are not collective tombs, it is likely that the Moche understood the deceased as named persons who could be appealed to and plied with offerings. This contrasts with societies, such as the Merina (Bloch 1971), in which ancestors are an undifferentiated group of deceased relatives without specific personal characteristics. When a household member died, then, the relationship and emotional engagement between family members and the deceased underwent transformation. The dead may have become a conduit to supernatural forces or perhaps insurance of well-being and prosperity.

The children and infant interred in benches at Galindo were treated in ways that paralleled those of the three adults. Each received pieces of copper, their bodies were wrapped in textiles, and they were placed on their sides. Such treatment suggests that they were considered persons, full members of society, rather than liminal beings or sources of fear and anxiety. A deceased child, while not an ancestor in terms of lineal descent, may have acted in a protective capacity if he or she was well tended and provided with regular offerings. In parts of the Andes today, people interact with the dead in similar ways, placating, imploring, and negotiating with them for health, protection, and prosperity (Allen 2002:41, Naumov 2007, Arnold and Hastorf 2008:113–14).

A PREHISTORY OF EMOTION: CONCLUSIONS
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I suggested earlier that ritual and sentiment are intrinsically linked; thus, evidence of a procedural change from public to private indicates that a shift had also occurred with regard to how Late Moche commoners experienced death and conceptualized the body. Residential inhumation at Galindo was not only an innovative ritual practice; it also provided the occasion for new forms of emotional engagement with the process of death, the deceased, and the corpse.

To borrow an expression from Kieschnick (2008: 228), the in-house bench burial served as a ‘material locus of emotion’, creating a connection, physical as well as psychic, between the living and the dead, the present and the past. As a ‘nonevent’, this material connection was likely subtle, intimate, and prosaic, far removed from the intense, even violent emotions experienced during the burial of a leader, the re-enactment of a mythic event, or the performance of a public sacrifice. Yet the household bench of adobe bricks tells us about a realm of sentiment and sensory experience more common and representative of Late Moche people than the spectacular pyramid mounds or sacrificial objects that generally claim our scholarly attention. If we liken a monumental Moche structure to a Gothic cathedral, awe-inspiring and emotionally evocative, then the bench burial is a votive candle, unassuming and familiar, but also more reflective of one’s daily emotional state than even the most extraordinary vaulted nave or flying buttress.

In sum, I have suggested that the bench burials from Galindo represent major shifts in how Late Moche people perceived and interacted with their world in conceptual, emotional, and material terms. First, rejection of cemetery burial indicates loss of attachment to and confidence in traditional rituals and symbols of Middle Moche ideology. Second, the privatization of mourning and burial ritual privileged kin relationships at the expense of wider community bonds; grief and memory were no longer shared or public spectacle. Third, in-house bench burial facilitated the creation and maintenance of memories and emotional engagements with the deceased by providing a material focus—the tomb and the corpse—that could be seen, touched, and experienced each day and shared with other household members.

In this chapter I have suggested that burial practices provide archaeologists with some of the most promising opportunities for pursuing a prehistory of emotion. Death and the necessity of dealing with the corpse provide a range of opportunities to remember and to engage emotionally through material culture. The key lies in closer attention to the sensory experience of death, mourning, and memory as recorded in the objects we recover and their spatial relationships. Grave, tomb, or pyre construction, body preparation and placement, and the deposition of grave or cremation furnishings all represent ways that people thought and felt in the past, each form of material culture or ritual practice constituting much of the ‘stuff’ of sensory experience. By examining the structure of relationships between material culture, the deceased, and the living—in this example, the nearness and accessibility of the corpse—I suggest we can reconstruct some aspects of prehistoric beliefs and sentiments. This ‘residuum of cultural data’ (Fogelson 1989: 141) broadens our interpretive possibilities and adds depth and nuance to our understanding of the past.
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BELIEF AND THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF DEATH
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SARAH TARLOW

INTRODUCTION
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This is a chapter about how belief, and beliefs, affect the way that people treat the dead, and about how archaeologists might address the complexity of beliefs in the past. In it I make two main points:

1. Beliefs are contextual.

2. Different traditions of belief can and do exist in complex relationships with each other. They can be drawn upon selectively and contextually.

Political beliefs, scientific beliefs, social and customary beliefs, and personal beliefs can all be equally influential on our ways of understanding the world, and all can be invoked to justify particular mortuary practices. A belief is a way of understanding the world: I believe that the earth is round, that my body is made of cells, and that Moscow is the capital city of Russia. I believe these things not through empirical knowledge but because other people in my society tell me that is how things are, either directly as my teachers and parents did, or indirectly through reference to a shared body of knowledge which is drawn upon not only in social exchanges like conversation, but also in cultural productions such as books, films, material culture, and so on. I believe them because they make sense as part of wider stories (of cosmology, biology, geography) and because I trust my sources of information and cannot see why they would want to deceive me. I also believe them because everyone I know (or nearly everyone I know) also believes them. My beliefs are social. They are also enabling. Having a set of beliefs, and sharing those beliefs, broadly, with most of the other people in my society, enables me to act in the world appropriately and gives me control—or at least an illusion of control—over my actions, because I think I know what the consequences are likely to be. As archaeologists, we try to make sense of the worlds of people who are long gone. Sometimes we have written records of aspects of their lives; often we have only the material traces of their practices and (some of) the physical remains of their bodies. We cannot fully recreate their thoughts, feelings, or understandings. However, if we recognize that there is a relationship between beliefs and practices, and if we accept that both are shared and social, then the traces of their practices which constitute the subject matter of our discipline can offer us a way to approach belief. Focus on practice obviates the need to ‘get into people’s heads’, but it also means that the focus of our study is not the personal and idiosyncratic interior experience of believing something, but the shared and cultural beliefs that structure a collective way of thinking about the world. I discuss these later in terms of ‘belief discourses’.

WHY DO BELIEFS MATTER?

[image: image]

Beliefs matter, in our understanding of the world, and in any attempt to understand the human world of the past, because they define the parameters within which our actions make sense. If I did not believe that tooth decay is caused by the build-up of plaque on the surface of the enamel, then rubbing my teeth with a nylon brush twice a day would make no sense. Because I believe that it is beneficial to my health I put on shorts and run around, even though there is nothing in particular I am going towards and nothing I am running away from; an apparently meaningless (and uncomfortable) practice needs the scaffolding of belief to make it rational. In the past, drilling holes in the skull or throwing metal objects into rivers are examples of practices that also make sense only within particular social frameworks of belief. As archaeologists, understanding those social frameworks of belief is necessary to go beyond documenting and describing anthropogenic material and towards understanding people who lived in the past. It is also worth noting that the relationship between belief and material practices/bodily actions is a reciprocal and mutually sustaining one. To return to my toothbrushing example, the very act of brushing helps to sustain our belief that plaque is bad and that our teeth will fall out if we don’t do it, even if the practice itself has become a matter of unreflexive habit most of the time (I am indebted to Oliver Harris for pointing this out). Thus, practice is not exactly a mode of belief, but practices make sense within a framework of belief. Even mundane practices, which are rarely the subject of discursive awareness, partake of belief, but the nature of belief, it is argued here, can include the nebulous, ill-formulated, and contradictory.

Beliefs and the Dead

In the mortuary context an understanding of belief is especially important. As the chapters in this volume demonstrate, cultural responses to death are enormously varied. However, they all operate with various systems of logic. Some of these might be described as religious or as ritual; others are maybe more about the proper constitution and ordering of society; still others relate to knowledge of the world. As they inform mortuary practices such beliefs are often unarticulated, and frequently overlap with other systems of knowledge because death and the dead have significance in many contexts at the same time. This chapter will consider the multiple and contradictory nature of beliefs about the dead through a brief review of the treatment of the dead body in Scotland in the period 1560–1850, following some discussion of belief in archaeology, with particular reference to the mortuary context.

Religious Belief

Belief is often used in English as a synonym for religion. Insoll (2004) uses it in that sense, although he has a detailed and thoughtful discussion of why archaeologists often prefer to use the term ‘ritual’ to ‘religion’. As he points out, one of the problems of the term ‘religion’ is that it immediately raises the question of how one distinguishes between ‘religious’ and ‘non-religious’ context. As archaeologists operating in the largely secular world of academic discourse, and often without any strong religious feelings ourselves, we often privilege explanations which explicitly or implicitly rely on social or scientific beliefs in the past rather than religious or spiritual ones. This is part of the legacy of the broadly materialist approaches of dominant archaeological theory, including both environmentalist/processual lines of explanation and Marxist-influenced social archaeology, both of which are inclined to treat religious belief and experience as epiphenomenal; and partly the result of a contemporary sociological context in which religion is unfamiliar and unfashionable in the lives of most archaeologists (Insoll 2004). Where Insoll seeks to reclaim the word ‘religion’, claiming that religion should properly be understood as the important structuring principle in the lives of past people, this chapter suggests that ‘belief’ is a more inclusive and useful term, admitting of contradiction and complexity, and removing the expectation that religion is always or exclusively supernatural. There is thus no artificial distinction between beliefs that relate to the supernatural world and those that relate to the physical or social one. They are all forms of knowledge that are subject to culturally variable forms of verification (e.g. reference to authority or tradition; observation, inference, revelation, reasoning, etc.)

Modern understandings of religious belief, and the ways that archaeologists have generally written about religious belief, can be broadly divided into two main strands: the first assumes that belief is a relatively coherent interior conviction; the second that religious belief operates ideologically to legitimize particular relationships of power. A third, more anthropological, strand of interpretation, holds that religious belief can be considered as a structuring ontology of myth, symbol, and meaning.

The first and third of these approaches share an expectation that belief systems will structure a coherent understanding of the world and one’s place in it. In this way of thinking, apparent contradictions must be understood as the products of a wholly different way of thinking about the natural and supernatural world and one’s place in it. A central process in the development of modern anthropology has been the discussion of the extent to which the different ways that societies think are indicative of ‘mentalities’, and whether these are evolutionary in character. Later 20th-century thought enabled a relativistic attitude to the minds of members of other societies and suggested that they were as intellectually competent as Europeans rather than being fundamentally and constitutionally incapable of reason. This important insight however has also promoted an expectation that beliefs should be logical and free of internal contradiction if one can only uncover the right frame of logic—a notion implicit in Levi-Strauss’s The Savage Mind (1962), for example. This chapter suggests that neither the ethnographically or archaeologically observed beliefs of unfamiliar others, nor our own traditional systems of religious understanding possess such a frame of logic; and that belief is better understood as a cultural complex of metaphor, story, and association, together with traditional practices, which admit contradiction and incoherence, and do not demand faithful adherence.

Western expectations of belief are conditioned by our history of Christianity. Christianity, especially Protestantism, attributes great importance to faith. Luther famously promoted the doctrine of salvation ‘by faith alone’. This is quite a distinctive approach to religion, and contrasted even with late medieval Catholicism which put greater emphasis on observance, works, and virtues. Many other religions—even major global ones—do not attribute anything like so much importance to faith. But the unexamined assumptions about faith, belief, and the nature of religion that academic archaeologists bring to our interpretations of the past are greatly shaped by Protestant ideas. This would be no more than a linguistic quirk if it did not engender a set of expectations about the way religion informs action. If religion is belief—an internal conviction about how the world, the cosmos, the natural, and the supernatural are, then we expect human actions to be coherent, congruent with a single, although sometimes complex, ontology. We also expect such a faith-based ontology to inform or generate a code by which practices in all area of life are determined. It must be supra-contextual. Our cultural expectations of religion, then, are that it should be ‘faithful’, based on true conviction, of which actions and utterances are expressions. This applies not only to religious belief, but it is certainly possible to argue that there is a direct line into the development of scientific reasoning: an expectation that the world must be explicable through a single, true, and coherent model—a notion of science which still underlies most popular and some academic philosophies of knowledge.

Metaphors of Death

Death is often seen as a key moment for religion, when beliefs about the nature of human life, the fate of the body, and the self (‘soul’, ‘person’, or whatever) are invoked and expressed, often in material fashion, as ballast against fear, grief, and disruption. Thus the physical realities of death, decay, and separation are partially mitigated by figurative treatments that allow the bereaved to think of the dead person as sleeping, ‘dwelling’ in the grave, undertaking a journey, or still present in some altered form among the living.

Metaphors are common in our linguistic approaches to death. We say in English ‘she passed over’, ‘he fell asleep’, or use other circumlocutions; these and similar expressions are common in other European languages too (Marìn-Arrese 1996). But metaphors are not only linguistic figures; they are also clear in our material practices—in the elaboration of ceramic vessels for example, or, for our current purposes, in the archaeology of death (Tarlow 1999, Tilley 1999). One of the best-known examples is the burial in which the grave takes the form of a ship or other form of transport, which operates a metaphor of journey or travel at death. Among the pre-Christian Norse of Scandinavia, ship burials range from the highly elaborate and well-equipped ships, such as those recovered at Oseberg, Gokstad, and Tune (Brøgger and Shetelig 1953), to simple boat-shaped stone settings which are well known in non-elite cemeteries in the period (Gerds 2007; see Fig. 34.1). Across the North Sea, a century or so before the interment of the famous Norwegian ship burials, Anglo-Saxon graves sometimes contain compelling evidence of a metaphor of sleep, materialized through the inclusion in graves of bed parts (e.g. Speake 1989, Darrah et al. 1998, Sherlock and Simmons 2008). In these ‘bed burials’ the deceased was placed on a bed, as if sleeping, allowing a figurative understanding of death which denies its finality and its fundamental difference to life. Other metaphors of death that are sometimes encountered archaeologically are the agricultural metaphor, where the dead are ‘planted’ using some of the same processes, tools, and techniques that attend the sowing of seed; and that of rebirth, where the place of burial may be conceptually developed as a womb from which the deceased (perhaps placed in a curled, embryonic position) is ready to be born again. Both of these two involve a strongly cyclical understanding of life and death in which death is part of a circle of fertility, an idea explored most notably by Bloch and Parry (1982) in a range of anthropological contexts.
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FIG. 34.1 Boat-shaped stone settings from Årby gravefield, Hallstahammar, Sweden

Source: Photograph courtesy of MagnusA.

Metaphors of death, perhaps especially when they are given material elaboration in the forms of ships, houses, or bedclothes, challenge any straightforward or unitary concept of belief. Did people really ‘believe’ that a dead person was asleep, or living in their tomb, or that their ship or horse would carry them to another place? Not in the same way that they believed that wood would burn or that birds can fly, but in another important way that allowed them to participate in their societies and construct meaning from the futility and ephemerality of existence, yes. Metaphorical thought confronts us with the multi-modality of belief.

Belief as Instrumental

Another common approach to the nature of belief in the past is the position that beliefs, especially religious ones, are promulgated strategically by certain interest groups in order to legitimate inequalities of power or to naturalize certain structures of social relationships through mystification. Insoll (2004) has suggested that the very secular outlooks of most modern archaeologists (and, in fact, most academics in general) make them wary of discussing ‘religion’ in the archaeological past: they prefer to attribute change to social and economic factors which they understand better. The preference for understanding religion as an ideological tool in the negotiation of more fundamental areas of human experience such as economics may be a facet of our predominantly secular outlook. As Parker Pearson (1999: 145) has suggested, ‘We need understandings of social change beyond the materialist, functionalist and sociobiological models of evolutionary development which explain away ideology and religion as merely legitimatory mechanisms functioning to ensure reproductive success and control over economic resources and their exploitation’. There is an interesting parallel here with what Renato Rosaldo claimed to be the neglect of the emotional context of mourning by ethnographers who are mostly too young to have been through the experience of bereavement themselves and who prefer to concentrate on ritual practice instead (Rosaldo 1983).

While it is important to recognize that religion can be a potent force in validating inequalities of power, and might be manipulated by particular interest groups in order to pursue their own goals, it is also the case that beliefs generally have an ontological and emotional status that makes it impossible for an individual or collective agent simply to promote one set of them in order to accomplish particular ends.

Problems with Belief

If it is unsatisfactory, then, to interpret beliefs chiefly in terms of their strategic deployment, do we need to ‘get inside people’s heads’ and find a way of recovering their actual thoughts? The problem with the question of belief is that the moment one starts asking ‘What did people really believe?’ it becomes unanswerable. As a way out of the potential morass, I suggest here leaving aside the problems of inferring belief from practice, and the potentially enormous distance between what people believe and what they do or say; beliefs are so complicated, contextual, cultural, ephemeral that such an uncompromising question has no meaning. Instead we might ask ‘In what circumstances did people participate in particular belief discourses?’

Ancient historian Paul Veyne (1983) asks us ‘Did the Greeks believe in their myths?’ Veyne shows us how what people believed in the classical world could be context-specific and appropriate to the moment. The same men who might make devotions to household gods would also be making political strategy to promote the interests of their state. Rather than moving to condemn those people for hypocrisy or attribute their words and actions to a strategic promotion of ideological myth for personal gain, Veyne shows how multiple and contextual cultural truth can be. In considering beliefs about the human body, I have certainly found it helpful to think of belief not as a fixed interior conviction, but as a knot of entangled but different discourses and material practices that sometimes contradict each other, but which nevertheless can be drawn upon to provide a contextual way of doing and thinking.

The study of belief discourse allows belief to be both genuinely held (however that may be) and also to have ideological consequences and to be open to manipulation in some circumstances (but not without limits).

BELIEFS AND THE DEAD BODY IN EARLY MODERN BRITAIN
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The historian, archaeologist, or classicist looking at the past, then, does not have direct access to ‘belief’, but has instead evidence of practices. In historical periods, we have written discourse too. ‘Belief’ thus needs to be approached elliptically through the evidence of what people have done and said. It is therefore more useful to think about ‘belief discourses’. Belief discourses around the corpse in early modernity operate contextually and in parallel. At least four belief discourses can be distinguished:

1. Theological belief

2. Social belief

3. Scientific belief

4. Folk belief

To examine the complex and contradictory beliefs about the body I will consider the treatment of the dead in Scotland from the 16th to the 19th century. Here a number of different belief discourses operated concurrently; people made decisions about their practices based on complex awareness of context, tradition, social meaning, and personal relevance.

As in other parts of Europe the Protestant Reformation in Scotland was a long and untidy process rather than a single event. However, the adoption of the Scottish Confession of Faith by the Reformation parliament, together with the passage of legislation rejecting Papal authority, made the year 1560 particularly momentous and it is therefore often considered to be in 1560 that the Scottish Reformation ‘happened’.

The Protestant Reformation had far-reaching consequences in many areas of practice. In particular Protestant rejection of the late medieval Catholic doctrine of Purgatory (LeGoff 1990) meant that at the moment of death the fate of the soul was irrevocably decided: no amount of prayers, masses, intercessions, holy water, papal bulls, or pilgrimage tokens could change anything (Marshall 2002). Catholic beliefs in the efficacy of burial ‘ad sanctos’ (close to the bodies or relics of saints) and in the hierarchy of holiness, represented spatially as distance from the altar, were denounced as quasi-superstitious distractions. In England burial beneath the church floor continued after the Reformation anyway—it remained popular with those members of congregations who could afford it and was a useful source of income for the parish. Reformed Scots, however, were stricter in their doctrine. Several ordinances of the Church of Scotland reconfirmed that burials should occur outside the church (called ‘kirk’ in Scotland; this word refers, like ‘church’ in English, to both the building and, when capitalized, the institution). Wealthy and well-born families who had previously enacted their superior social status through the purchase of burial plots (‘lairs’) under the church floor began to construct mausolea or ‘burial aisles’ in the graveyard instead. Andrew Spicer (2000) discusses the construction of new edifices and the reorganization of structures that were formerly part of the church building to form family mausolea in conformity with Kirk rules. Spicer records the mausoleum of Sir James Melville at Halhill, Fife, who died in 1609. Included in his inscription is the exhortation:

Repent amend on Christ the burden cast
Of your sad sinnes who can your sauls refresh
Syne raise from grave to gloir your grislie flesh
Defyle not Christ’s kirk with your carrion
A solemn sait for God’s service prepar’d
For praier; preaching and communion
Your byrial should be in the kirk yard

(Spicer 2000:149)

However, we should not suppose that Melville’s ostentatious adherence to Church of Scotland orthodoxy meant that Protestant ‘beliefs’ about the appropriate place of burial were uncontested in Scotland. Archaeological excavation has revealed that the continuing use of pre-Reformation burial places after 1560 was not uncommon, even when this involved the use of intra-mural vaults or strongly ‘Catholic’ places, suggesting that, whatever the Church might maintain, many people still preferred to bury their dead in ‘holy’ ground. Balmerino Abbey, also in Fife, contains a number of post-Reformation burials below the floor of the nave (Kenworthy 1980) and Glasgow Cathedral has numerous post-medieval burials in the nave and crossing (Driscoll 2002).

Recent work has also identified in Scotland the popular use of folk burial grounds outside the control of the Church. The post-medieval use of abandoned early ecclesiastical monuments, archaeological remains, and natural places for the burial of unbaptized babies, strangers, and suicides is well-known in Catholic Ireland where such places are known as cilliní (Finlay 2000, Donnelly and Murphy 2008). Cilliní are burial grounds totally outside the control of the church, and were typically used for the interment of those whose status or manner of death excluded them from a normal Christian burial. Cilliní burials are often unmarked, or marked only by field stones. The placing of lumps of quartz in or on the grave is common at such sites. In recent years a number of such locations have also been identified in the west of Britain, such as at Tintagel in Cornwall, where a ruined medieval church contained the later burials of a number of babies in stone-lined cists or slate tents, marked with quartz pebbles (Nowakowski and Thomas 1992, Cherryson et al. 2011), and McCabe (2010) has tentatively identified at least 20 in western Scotland. The isolated, but memorialized, burial of a 2-day-old child on a hillside on Colonsay (Ponsford 2000: 326) could also be interpreted within the cillín tradition. There are interesting parallels with the women’s cemetery at St Ronan’s parish church, Iona (O’Sullivan 1994). Single-sex cemeteries are rare in the British Isles and generally relate to closed religious orders and are medieval in date. The St Ronan’s cemetery is unusual in being post-medieval. Interestingly several of the grave fills there also contained white quartz pebbles.

The kirk-defiling ‘carrion’ of Melville’s tomb was not the only way of understanding the dead body in post-medieval Scotland. Not only was the desire to place the body in special ground evident in the popular re-use of special places, but the early modern landscape, especially in the western Gaelic-speaking areas, was populated by the numinous sluagh síth—fairy people who were often identified with the spirits of the dead. Seventeenth-century cleric Robert Kirk described how they inhabited special mounds adjacent to kirkyards, and took on bodies of ‘congealed air’ when they wished to travel about. The síth are the souls of the dead, temporarily without their earthly bodies until the Resurrection restores them to their corporeal bodies. What is interesting about Kirk’s account of the ‘secret commonwealth’ of the dead, written in 1690–1, is his attempt to reconcile the belief system of folklore with conventional Protestant theology. Kirk believed absolutely in the fairy world, but did not see the existence of ghosts, fairies, and ‘second sight’ as contradictory to Christianity. A Church of Scotland minister, Kirk advanced the idea that fairies were ‘a degree of Angels… with bodies of air condensd and curiously shapt’ (Kirk 1976: 83) and their occasional appearance to living people should be seen as ‘the courteous endeavours of our fellow creaturs in the invisible world to convince us (in opposition to Sadducees, Socinians and Atheists) of a Dietie, of Spirits’ (Kirk 1976: 82). In taking such a line, Kirk was opposing those who—especially earlier in the 17th century—had seen any form of communication with supernatural beings other than God as witchcraft, and indeed punishable by death.

In early modern Scotland the dead lived on as more than memories or divine souls. Not only did they invisibly throng the inhabited landscape in bodies of ‘congealed air’, they also in some circumstances remained active social agents in their corporeal form. The conviction of Phillip Standsfield for the murder of his father in Edinburgh in 1688 is an example of how even a dead body could act physically to have real effects in the living world (Anon. 1688). According to the accounts delivered at his trial, Philip Standsfield was a young man from a wealthy family, who had fallen into dissolute, impious, and dishonest ways and had by the time of his indictment for murder already been imprisoned for various offences. Philip’s father, James, had finally decided to disinherit him in favour of his younger brother. To prevent this Philip strangled his father and dumped his body in the water to make it appear that James had drowned. When the body was discovered, Philip had it hastily buried, but at the instigation of suspicious friends and relatives the body was disinterred for medical inspection. Philip himself helped to lift the body from its coffin and, when he did so, blood from his father’s body ‘sprung out’ upon Philip, who lost his composure and had to sit down and take a medical cordial (‘treacle water’ in one account). The prosecutors at his trial made much of the ‘wonderful’ way that God had revealed the murderer through the active power of the corpse to indict the guilty person. Philip was found guilty and hanged.

Unlike the secret commonwealth of the dead described by Kirk, the corpse as judicial witness cannot be interpreted as a minority belief of the remote, Gaelic west; it was described and considered by the urban Establishment of Edinburgh, and is in fact known across much of northern Europe. Even luminaries of the European Enlightenment held beliefs about the dead body that were not entirely scientifically derived. William Harvey, the celebrated 17th-century anatomist and the first person to describe the circulation of the blood, was not the only member of the progressive scientific and medical elite to advocate the touch of the hand of a newly hanged man as a cure for tumours of the neck (Hunter and MacAlpine 1958).

Indeed, the social history of early modern Scotland rightly emphasizes the great influence of Scottish philosophers, scientists, and thinkers in the European Enlightenment, especially those in the city of Edinburgh. The Enlightenment is conventionally considered to be the period when religious or superstitious beliefs based on tradition and authority were supplanted by scientific ones based on observation and rationality. In tracing the history of beliefs about the dead body in Scotland, therefore, the emergence of a scientific and rational understanding of a modern, medical body should be expected to be particularly evident in the social history of this period. Indeed, having seen James Young Simpson’s pioneering and wonderful use of chloroform in surgery and Joseph Lister’s development of antisepsis during the 19th, Edinburgh was known as a world-leading city in the history of medicine.

In order to build a scientific knowledge of a medicalized person the empirical observation and exploration of the body was essential. For reasons both practical and humane, in an age before anaesthetic the exploration and documentation of the body’s interior needed to be carried out on a cadaver. Given the theological consensus on the insignificance of the dead body, one might expect that there would have been little objection to its post-mortem dissection for the sake of medical science. In fact precisely the opposite was true. Anatomists and medical students were desperately short of research material. In good capitalist style, therefore, this niche in the market was filled by entrepreneurial ‘resurrection men’ who stole the recently dead from mortuaries and graveyards. Anxiety and outrage at the theft and dissection of the dead was manifest in public riots and a raft of material measures designed to protect the corpse. Vulnerable urban burial grounds were supplied with watchtowers, heavy stone or iron ‘jankers’ that covered new graves; and iron ‘mortsafes’ (Fig. 34.2) protected the lair. Coffins themselves were fortified with iron bars and extra shells of lead. Archaeological evidence is more eloquent on the fear of grave robbing than on the actual practice itself, although south of the border there are convincing instances of ‘resurrection’ having taken place at the Kingston upon Thames Quaker burial ground (Bashford and Sibun 2007) and Spitalfields church vaults in London (Reeve and Adams 1993).

Despite all the measures taken to safeguard the fresh corpse, however, anatomists were still able to access subjects for dissection. At one notorious extreme in the late 1820s, the body suppliers Burke and Hare were able to cut through the problems of robbing graves or bribing undertakers by murdering people on the margins of society in order to supply the Edinburgh medical market. Public outrage at the dissection of the dead, and the particular horror of the Burke and Hare murders, led directly to the passage of the 1832 ‘Anatomy Act’ regulating the supply of dead bodies (Richardson 1988). Even before this date, however, measures were taken to restore the dissected body to an appearance of wholeness before burial. Archaeological excavations at Infirmary Street and Surgeons’ Square (Henderson et al. 1996) in Edinburgh revealed that autopsied or dissected bodies had been restored to a more normal appearance before burial, the cranial cap being replaced and the scalp reattached to the skull of a young woman at the Infirmary Street site, for example. In this we see some of the intersections or co-extensions of belief. Emerging medical science of the time operated under a controlling metaphor of body as a machine, whose workings were complex but could be understood by careful examination of its architecture and engineering. The paradigm of the medical body emerged as a universal kind of human body, the mechanisms of which were the same from person to person, and subject to the same kinds of pathologies (Sawday 1995). This supplanted the medieval humeral body whose make-up varied according to type and could be predicted by its character and treated accordingly. Any body could therefore be a medical body; and the personal identity of the cadaver on the dissection table should not be relevant. Yet in the 17th-century Netherlands, the biographies of the individuals condemned to dissection for the sake of anatomical science were in fact crucial to their interpretation. The two cadavers featured in Rembrandt’s best-known paintings of anatomists at work, the Anatomy Lesson of Dr Nicholaes Tulp (1632) and the (incomplete) Anatomy Lesson of Dr Joan Deyman (1656) were those of notorious murderers Adriaen Adriaenszoon and Joris Fonteyn (Sawday 1995:154, Lakke 1998). The practice of anatomy was not a disinterested investigation of the human body, but was also many other things: part of a biographical narrative of crime and punishment; a memento mori (anatomy theatres were typically adorned with motifs and mottos that emphasized death, rather than the operation of life); a prurient and deterrent spectacle for non-specialist onlookers; and an opportunity to see the parts of people normally hidden (Sawday (1995) has noted the semi-sexual thrill which the processes of exposure and opening up induced in the audience—and it is certainly true that the dissection of female bodies—those which were normally the most veiled and protected—were particularly popular public events).
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FIG. 34.2 Mortsafe from St Mary’s, Holystone, Scotland

Notes: This iron cage was designed to go deep into the grave around the newly buried coffin and thus to keep the burial safe from grave-robbers.

Source: Photograph courtesy of John Dalrymple.

CONCLUSIONS
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This brief survey of beliefs about the dead body in post-medieval Scotland demonstrates the complex, multiple, and contradictory nature of belief. We have seen several different strands of belief about the dead body, some of which were developed in orthodox religion; others in folk practice or in emerging medical science. We have also examined the incompatibilities between different systems: if the dead body was only worthless carrion, and its exploration brought valuable advances to medical science, why was there such strong popular resistance to dissection? And if the dead body was only inert matter, how could it indict a murderer or cure a cancer? It is important to note that these different kinds of beliefs were not owned by different groups within society, so that all educated medical men took a scientific view, all peasants took a ‘folkloric’ one, and so on. Instead those different discourses were available at the same time and were contextually relevant, so the multi-modality of belief could be evident within groups, classes, and even individuals.

This case study considers a period of the past for which we are fortunate to have extensive surviving evidence, historical as well as archaeological. This makes it easier to see the complex ways that belief affects the disposal of the dead body. However, even in periods for which the evidence is thinner and interpretation requires more work, there are wider, portable conclusions. First, the expression and reproduction of belief through material practice means that beliefs are within the legitimate purview of archaeologists. Second, our expectations of coherence and the search for a singular, ultimate, and ‘true’ belief structure in the past needs to be critically addressed and probably abandoned. Contradictions in material practice do not mean that postulated belief is ‘wrong’—merely that it might not be relevant in all contexts.

As Fogelin observes in this volume, ‘The relationship between religious theology and ritual practice is always infused with disjuncture and contradiction’. We can extend his comment to embrace not only religious theology, but also other kinds of social, scientific, and popular practice. The study of beliefs about death in the past is a difficult business. Belief, like emotion, resides in the most inaccessible and interior parts of the human mind—and its interpretation even in a modern context is not easy. However, it also resides in the relationships between people, and between people and their material worlds; it resides in their practices and is evident in the care they take with dead bodies, with places of burial, and with the ways that people are remembered. As long as the complexities and contradictions of beliefs about the dead are considered to be normal—and interesting—rather than evidence of our failure to make a proper interpretation, the study of belief and the dead will continue to be a significant and rewarding area of archaeological study.
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Note: Because there is little direct archaeological discussion of belief, except as a synonym for religion, this section is necessarily brief.
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INSIGHTS INTO EARLY MORTUARY PRACTICES OF HOMO
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ERELLA HOVERS AND ANNA BELFER-COHEN

INTRODUCTION
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Burial is perceived as one of the human cultural reactions to the phenomenon of death. As is the case with other practices related to the social realm, mortuary practices (including interment) conform to established conventions of the particular society enacting those practices. Among recent humans, mortuary practices are related to religious beliefs, cosmologies, and the social and economic status of the dead and of those burying them. Such insights are gained from observations on, and the documentation of, cross-cultural patterns of behaviour. Indeed, inferences can be drawn from behavioural patterns shared by extant humans and other non-human primates (see Pettitt 2011). As archaeologists, however, we retrieve evidence of only those past behaviours—including mortuary practices—that resulted in material remains. It is from these that we need to identify, interpret, and evaluate the social norms and beliefs of prehistoric human groups. Our interpretative framework—i.e. the middle range theory with which the issue of prehistoric mortuary practices is approached—hinges on cross-cultural ethnographic studies, which reveal the rules of observable behaviours. It is from this starting point that we may draw analogies between the present and the past.

Given this constraint, interpretations and insights into prehistoric mortuary behaviours are as robust as the analogies used in the process (e.g. Wylie 1985, Gifford-Gonzalez 1991, Juthe 2005, Roux 2007). Indeed, many archaeologists who are interested in the question of mortuary behaviours are constantly and painfully aware that the archaeological record likely reflects only part of a broader repertoire of practices related to the treatment of the dead, which are not documented in the archaeological record (e.g. chanting, dancing, body painting, use of perishables, etc.). In these circumstances, maintaining a system of checks and balances when interpreting the archaeological data is both crucial and very difficult to sustain. Additionally, the challenge grows as we go back in time, with diminishing quantities and (normally) deteriorating quality of the material evidence, combined with the growing evolutionary distance between us (the modern analogues) and the makers of the pertinent archaeological records.

The Middle Palaeolithic in Eurasia and the Middle Stone Age in Africa (both referred to hereafter as MP) are a case in point. This chapter reviews the evidence of mortuary behaviours from this period, dated c.250–50,000 years ago. Isolated occurrences such as the Bodo skull, Arago and Sima de los Huesos remains, of a Middle Pleistocene age, may be early instances of such practices (White 1986, Arsuaga et al. 1990, Rightmire 1996, Bischoff et al. 2007, de Lumley 2009), yet the MP archaeological record, based on current evidence, represents a more substantial occurrence of mortuary behaviour. In the European record burials are associated with Neanderthals while in the Levant they pertain to both Neanderthals and anatomically modern humans (AMH) (e.g. Tillier 1990, Bar-Yosef and Vandermeersch 1991, Bar-Yosef et al. 1992, Belfer-Cohen and Hovers 1992, Defleur 1993, Rak et al. 1994, Hovers et al. 1995, Golovanova et al. 1999, Delson et al. 2000, Akazawa and Muhesen 2002, Demarsin and Otte 2006). Penecontemporaneous skeletal remains from Africa are ascribed to variable forms of Homo sapiens (Day 1969, de Villiers 1973, 1976, Mehlman 1987, Bräuer 1989, Rightmire and Deacon 1991, Pearson and Grine 1996, White et al. 2003, Dominguez-Rodrigo et al. 2008, Fleagle et al. 2008).

We discuss first the epistemological issue of recognizing burials in the prehistoric record, illustrating it by specific cases. We then address the question of whether the observed variants of mortuary behaviour are related to cultural or biological diversity known from the MP record. Finally, we will attempt to tie our interpretation of the record of mortuary practices with more abstract notions of human responses to the phenomenon of death.

RECOGNIZING INTENTIONAL BURIALS
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In a pioneering study of Palaeolithic burials, S. Binford (1968) suggested that the human practice of burial evidences ‘new forms of social organization’. Still, since the archaeological record consists by definition of buried phenomena, it is the archaeologist’s first order of business to distinguish between ‘burials’, due to natural preservation, and deliberate interments. This very issue has been debated at length in the literature, with regard to both the general notion of symbolic behaviour on the part of MP hominins as well as critiques of specific claims for burials in MP contexts. We have argued (Belfer-Cohen and Hovers 1992) that MP burials in general, and those of Neanderthals in particular, had been judged—and mostly rejected as burials—against a rigid standard derived from overextended modern analogies. Moreover, our comparison of MP with Epipalaeolithic Natufian burials demonstrated that the former were evaluated on the basis of much stricter criteria than those applied to interments of sub-recent and extant humans. We maintained that there was a need to create archaeological criteria for identifying burials, for the sake of avoiding biases stemming from overstretched or prejudiced analogies. MP hominins likely lived in groups that lacked formal social stratification or elaborate social networks. Inasmuch as lavish decorations, funerary architecture, and exotic grave goods are the material correlates of such social complexities, they did not exist in the world of MP humans (e.g. Szynkiewicz 1990) and therefore should not be expected in their interments. The application of archaeological criteria also serves as part of the system of checks and balances against an undiscriminating acceptance of all MP human remains as burials.

A basic criterion, without which the discussion of intentionality of burial would be moot, is a considerable degree of skeletal articulation. Other criteria to be taken into account are stratigraphic integrity and body position. Whether these criteria indeed indicate intentional burial should be assessed by a careful evaluation of the pertinent context, for example, physical features of the immediate area of the burial, characteristics of deposition of the body and its treatment, as well as post-depositional processes that may have affected the skeletal remains and surrounding sediments (Nilsson 1998). In the parlance of formal science, identification of intentional burials rests on a case-by-case critical examination of predictions derived from general laws of biological and earth sciences.

For example, Gargett (1989, and especially 1999) diligently elaborated on the taphonomy of hominin burials, focusing on natural processes that might have played a role in incidental preservation of MP skeletal remains at the sites of Dederiyeh, Kebara, Qafzeh, Amud, and St Césaire (Vandermeersch 1970, 1981, 1993, Tiller 1990, Bar-Yosef and Vandermeersch 1991, Bar-Yosef et al. 1992, Akazawa 1995). When the test implications of the hypothesized processes were examined minutely with regard to the burial of the Amud 7 Neanderthal infant, it became clear that hominin burials did not come in standard taphonomic packages. Variables such as skeletal completeness, anatomical position of all bones, or clearly visible burial pits, were highly dependent on particular sedimentological and depositional circumstances, and could not be relied upon unconditionally as differential criteria. Arguments for intentional burial should be tested inductively, on a contextual basis, rather than through a deductive, theory-driven process. With these specifics taken into account in the case of Amud 7, hypotheses of natural agency were examined and refuted (Hovers et al. 2000; see also Pettitt 2002). We conclude that intentional burial can be recognized based on situationally nuanced archaeological criteria. These criteria are stricter than some others used elsewhere (e.g. Pettitt 2002, d’Errico 2003:196). Accordingly, most MP hominin remains have been excluded from the category of intentional burials (see Hublin 2000 for a global review). ‘Burial paraphernalia’ constitute a separate issue of inquiry, which nonetheless has much bearing on our discussion of the potential behavioural meanings of burials.

OTHER MORTUARY PRACTICES
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Post-mortem manipulation of hominin corpses, which typically constitutes cut marks and fragmentation, as well as rarer occurrences of percussion marks and possibly decapitation, is relevant to the present discussion. Such modifications have been observed in Eurasia and Africa on remains of Lower Palaeolithic Homo heidelbergensis, Middle Palaeolithic H. neanderthalensis and Upper Palaeolithic H. sapiens (summarized and referenced in Ullrich 2005), let alone in later Neolithic contexts (Villa et al. 1986). Detailed contextual analyses combined with close scrutiny indicated that in some cases the marks resulted from post-mortem carnivore activity (e.g. White and Toth 1991) or sedimentological damage (e.g. Russell 1987), unrelated to mortuary behaviour. In other instances post-mortem defleshing of human bones was evidenced by unambiguous cut marks on long bones and crania (e.g. White 1986, Defleur et al. 1999, Ullrich 2005). When these are similar in placement and characteristics to the marks seen on faunal material in the same layers, they are parsimoniously attributed to nutritional cannibalism rather than ritual behaviours (e.g. Villa et al. 1986, Defleur et al. 1999, Fernandez-Jalvo et al. 1999, Rosas et al. 2006).

When identified in MP European sites, cut marks and percussion marks are consistent with nutritional cannibalism. This is not the case in the African record. Cut marks on the Bodo cranium are said to be the ‘earliest evidence of non-utilitarian mortuary practices’ (White 1986, Clark et al. 2003: 751). One of the crania of H. sapiens idaltu from Herto bears bone surface modifications of a type that is almost never present in faunal remains processed for consumption, and is therefore unlikely to represent evidence of nutritional cannibalism. Another skull shows defleshing marks as well as polishing, both of which are comparable to marks known from ethnographic ritual contexts (White and Toth 1991, Clark et al. 2003).

To date there are no reports of modifications of human bones from the Levantine MP record, in marked contrast to both the African and European evidence. The absence of the skull of the Kebara 2 specimen was once thought to be the result of intentional removal, but additional taphonomic analyses indicated that the absence of the skull can be attributed to natural post-depositional processes (O. Bar-Yosef, personal communication).

DISCUSSION
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This broad overview underlines some intriguing patterns. To begin with, mortuary behaviour is not associated exclusively with any MP hominin species. Moreover, the archaeologically visible variants of such behaviour do not appear to have been species-specific. In Africa, non-utilitarian post-mortem anthropogenic modifications of human bones seem to have been made by H. heidelbergensis as well as H. sapiens idaltu. To date there is no convincing evidence of this behaviour in MP Europe. The Levant does not conform to any of these two regional varieties. MP local H. sapiens and Neanderthals buried at least some of their dead, some of the time, like the European Neanderthals, and neither appears to have practised post-mortem bone modifications of the dead, for either ritual or nutritional purposes.

The Eurasian dataset of mortuary practices appears to consist exclusively of burials. In contrast, the scantier African evidence, with the possible exception of the Taramsa burial in the Nile Valley (Vermeersch et al. 1998), presents treatment of crania. It is unlikely to result from differential preservation of skeletal remains in the African MP.

Temporal patterns of mortuary practices are not clear-cut. Cut marks on a maxilla from Sterkfontein (Stw 53), of a Plio-Pleistocene age, are not related to mortuary practices (Pickering et al. 2000) and therefore are not discussed here. The Bodo cranium, which constitutes the first African evidence for mortuary behaviour, may date to as early as around 600,000 years ago. The earliest European record of mortuary practices is that of the Sima de los Huesos, dated to earlier than 500,000 years ago (Arsuaga et al. 1990, Andrews and Fernández-Jalvo 1997, Bischoff et al. 2007). In this case, the arguably anthropogenic accumulation of hominin remains is sometimes attributed to caching of hominin dead in a focal place, interpreted by some as funerary rites (Pettitt 2002).

Cranial modifications associated with skeletal remains of Homo sapiens first occur at around 170,000 years ago in Africa and are believed to be similar to those seen on the Bodo cranium (Clark et al. 2003, White et al. 2003), notwithstanding the temporal lag. Burials of AMH appear in the Levant at Skhul (c.120,000 years ago) and Qafzeh (c.92,000 years ago), whereas Neanderthal burials in Eurasia mostly post-date 70,000 years ago. The Levantine Tabun 1 Neanderthal may be somewhat older and thus an exception to this rule (for a recent discussion, with references, of the problematic dating of this specimen see Hovers 2009).

It is possible that the concept of treating the bodies of dead conspecifics was ingrained in the behavioural repertoire of Middle Pleistocene ancestors of both Neanderthals and AMH (Hayden 1993, Hovers et al. 1995). The fact that bone modifications—albeit of a ‘utilitarian’ cannibalistic nature—do occur among early European Neanderthals (e.g. at Moula-Guercy—Defleur et al. 1999) as well as later Neanderthals (e.g. at el Sidron—Rosas et al. 2006) is suggestive in this respect. If this scenario is accepted, it would appear that the physical expressions of funerary behaviours have diverged; first towards caching of the dead in central sites within the settlement system, with a yet more ‘derived’ behaviour of individual burial evolving later on. Another possibility is that the burial practices of Neanderthals are a case of parallel evolution, unrelated to mortuary behaviours that had emerged in the African record.

Each of these two ‘evolutionary’ models incorporates the notion that burials among Neanderthals were not a behaviour that they adopted by learning from, or through imitation of, modern humans when the latter reached Europe during OIS (Oxygen Isotope Stage) 3 (57,000–24,000 BP) (d’Errico 2003). Pending the date of Tabun 1, one could speculate that AMH who reached the Levant during an earlier dispersal event out of Africa (i.e. the Skhul and Qafzeh hominins) buried their dead imitating the local Neanderthals.

Acknowledging that burials as well as other types of archaeologically recognized mortuary practices were intentional, we should discuss the possible meaning and implications of such behaviour. The issue of non-nutritional post-mortem manipulation of hominin crania has not been explored beyond assignment to ‘funerary practices’, based mostly on analogies with ethnographic cases of ritual cannibalism (e.g. Travis-Henikoff 2008). On the other hand there has been considerable discussion about the meaning of burials, presumably due to their relatively large number and thus higher visibility in the archaeological record.

Having said that, the small absolute number of burials is pivotal to interpreting the meaning of burials in the lives of MP hominins. There are no more than 58 cases of accepted MP burials in Eurasia over several tens of thousands of years. Of these, 35 are of Neanderthals and the rest of modern humans, the latter all from sites in Israel (Belfer-Cohen and Hovers 1992: 467, d’Errico 2003: 196). If this number is perceived as a valid approximation of prehistoric reality rather than research bias, the paucity of burials may reflect some fundamental organizational principles of MP social relations. Neanderthals are said to have existed in harsh conditions and led extremely physical, stressed, and short lives (e.g. Berger and Trinkaus 1995, 2012), with high and costly brain growth rates at childhood and high-maintenance large bodies in later life, especially for females (Aiello 2003, Ramirez-Rozzi and Bermudaz da Castro 2004, Leigh and Blomquist 2007, Ponce de Leon et al. 2008). Pettitt (2000) argued that under such conditions Neanderthal populations put a high premium on their immediate physical well-being at any given moment, with a time perception focused on the ‘here and now’. Given their mobile lifeways, most Neanderthals would have died away from caves (i.e. the archaeologically visible sites) and presumably were left where they fell. Caves did not serve as cemeteries or designated burial grounds. In Pettitt’s opinion, this explains the meagre number of known Neanderthal burials, as funerary practices were a direct extension of Neanderthal attitudes toward place and time.

Such a narrow perception of time is uncommon, but not unheard of, among recent humans. The Pirahã of the Amazonian forest are one recently publicized example (though not unanimously accepted; see comments in Everett 2005). Pirahã language lacks words for any abstract concept (e.g. time perceptions, colour, and number terms) beyond immediate experience. It has been argued that this unique language is shaped and constrained by the Pirahã cultural system that places a high premium on immediacy. When something can no longer be perceived, it ceases to exist. Pirahã lack creation myths and individual or collective memory of more than two generations past (Gordon 2004, Everett 2005, Davies 2006).

Yet the Pirahã do practise burial, apparently for emotional reasons. As a rule burial takes place in graves that are no more than 6 feet deep (depending on the size of the body). The deceased is placed at the bottom of the hole in a sitting position (presumably because it requires a smaller hole) and some of his/her belongings are thrown in with them. Then a rack is made of a few sticks embedded crosswise above the body and banana leaves are placed over it. The hole is then filled with dirt. There is no ritual associated with the burial, and no period of mourning (D. Everett, personal communication, June 2009). Consistent with the Pirahã’s focused time perception, the graves are dug near the river bank, which is susceptible to erosion, and are washed away within a year or two.

The Pirahã are by no means analogous to MP hominins. Yet their case does show an intriguing resemblance to Pettitt’s scenario of Neanderthal social and cultural context. This ethnographic example illustrates that characteristics of MP burials—of both Neanderthals and moderns—fall within a range of behavioural variability shared with extant modern humans.

A parsimonious interpretation of MP (as well as the Pirahã) burial practices would attribute them to emotional responses to the death of kin (e.g. Mellars 1996: 381). Such reactions are embedded within the limbic system that is shared by modern human and many non-human primates. Analyses of skeletal remains of Neanderthals (as well as earlier hominins) show that individuals with severe congenital impairments or injuries survived longer than might be expected, presumably due to the care and compassion of their conspecifics (Hublin 2009, with references therein). In this respect, too, one could argue that burial practices simply reflect the social practices of the living. Consistent with the view that physiological, biological emotion cannot be separated from its cultural meaning (Tarlow 2000), we do identify a symbolic component in MP burial practices, not merely in the act of the burial per se, but in the context of the sites and their association with other finds.

MP burials are often placed in natural features of caves, which has promoted their preservation. This is most evident in cases where burials were placed repeatedly in the same place (e.g. at Amud cave—Hovers et al. 1995). In almost all cases burials were covered in order to protect the corpse.

The physical proximity of objects to buried skeletal remains cannot in itself substantiate an interpretation as grave/burial gifts (Vandermeersch 1976, Chase and Dibble 1987, Hovers et al. 2000); but such interpretations seem justified when proximity is combined with the rarity or uniqueness of the supposed ‘goods’. Faunal remains associated with human burials at Qafzeh, Skhul, and Amud caves should be considered burial goods because such anatomical elements and/or their exceptional state of preservation are in each case rare in the faunal background. This suggests that their spatial proximity to the buried individuals was not a mere coincidence (Hovers et al. 1995). We refrain from applying this argument to lithics, since those may be part of the cluttered depositional background or an artefact of taphonomic processes (Chase and Dibble 1987).

In most extant societies, carefully chosen colours—usually, black, white, and red—play a significant role in symbolic associations. Red, in particular, has symbolic meanings that cross-cut cultural boundaries (e.g. Turner 1966, 1970, Sagona 1994, and see discussion in Hovers et al. 2003). For instance, colour contrasts (red and white) are used among some Australian tribes to express different kinship relationships of the living to the dead as they stand over the body of the deceased (Levi-Strauss 1966: 64). In the prehistoric record, colourants—mostly red ochre—are often associated with burials, an association that is well-documented from the Upper Palaeolithic onwards. In contrast, in the Eurasian MP ochre is not known in the form of powder sprinkled over the skeleton, but only as lumps (Wreschner 1982) that are not in direct association with the skeletal remains. Notably, most of the European MP sites containing pigments date to OIS 3 (d’Errico 2003), namely the time span of most MP burials.

In some instances the association between burial and pigments is more telling. For example, at the site of Pech de l’Aze I there are more pigments and burials compared with Pech de l’Aze IV (Soressi and d’Errico 2007). A more specific relationship between burials and pigments is found at Qafzeh, where both are encountered exclusively in the lower part of the sequence, and are open to symbolic interpretations (Hovers et al. 2003). Moreover, these finds are associated with shell beads (Taborin 2003, Bar-Yosef Mayer et al. 2009) and an engraved lithic artefact (Hovers et al. 1997); again, similar associations are not found in the upper part of the sequence.

It is of interest to note the difference between the African and European MP records in terms of pigment presence. In Africa the pigment record consists of red ochre, whereas in Europe the pigments are mainly of dark colours, with only some ochre (Soressi and d’Errico 2007). Based on available data, the Levant is ‘African’ in this respect.

Mortuary practices may have their roots in the Middle Pleistocene records of both Africa (e.g. Bodo) and Eurasia (e.g. Sima de los Huesos). Based on current data, those are sporadic occurrences, which become more common during the Upper Pleistocene, in the MP period. Mortuary practices vary geographically already from these humble beginnings, but the variation is not species-specific, for example, Neanderthals vs modern humans. Burials as such do not exist in the African record. It is tempting to speculate that this absence is tied in with claims for a mainly utilitarian use of ochre in MP Africa (e.g. Wadley et al. 2009), with its symbolic significance being an ‘added value’ (Lombard 2007). Conversely, the lack of evidence for utilitarian ochre use in the Levant speaks of its symbolic place and strengthens the suggestions that the appearance of ochre with MP burials (e.g. Qafzeh) may portray a symbolic relationship. The choice of colour and pigment use in the European MP differ from both the African and Levantine records, albeit some association with burials (similar to that seen in the Levant) is noted.

Situated in deep time, the geographically unbalanced record of MP mortuary behaviours raises some interesting speculations about their evolutionary origins and diversification as a cultural phenomenon. The social and organizational responses of prehistoric humans to the ever-present phenomenon of death are not easy to decipher. The record of early funerary practices, however, is a constant ‘work in progress’. We hope that future reviews of the mortuary behaviours of our ancestors will have at their disposal a larger database and new theoretical insights into the emergence of one of the most common and compelling human behaviours.
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EQUIPPING AND STRIPPING THE DEAD

A Case Study on the Procurement, Compilation, Arrangement, and Fragmentation of Grave Inventories in New Kingdom Thebes

[image: image]

CLAUDIA NÄSER

STATE OF RESEARCH

[image: image]

Public perception holds Egyptian burial assemblages to be the epitome of excessive concern for the afterlife. Usually, admiration for the richness and excellent preservation of Egyptian grave goods goes hand in hand with questioning their proportionality, i.e. their ‘usefulness’ in comparison with the seemingly paradoxical ‘destruction’ of resources. In contrast, most Egyptologists consider grave inventories to hold only limited potential due to their heavy fragmentation by grave plundering. In consequence, scholarly analyses of Egyptian funerary practices have primarily focused on the rich textual material (Assmann 2006) and on the architecture and the extensive decorations of the monumental tombs of royalty and elites (Dodson and Ikram 2008). When touched upon or investigated more systematically, Egyptian grave inventories are usually approached as assemblages of objects that can be explained ad hoc through religious concepts known from other sources, primarily texts. At the same time, many Egyptological studies draw on grave goods to investigate and illustrate a wide variety of aspects of Egyptian ‘daily life’, handicraft and art production: contributions on Egyptian furniture, weapons, cosmetic practices, etc. rely almost totally on finds from tombs. The often excellent preservation and the wide range of objects related to Egyptian burials make them attractive in this way. Both approaches are exemplified in conventional displays in modern museums: Egyptian grave goods usually appear as mere illustrations, without much contextualization, in the section on ‘beliefs in the afterlife’ or they stock the section on ‘everyday life in Ancient Egypt’.

One further line of study in which burial assemblages are utilized is the investigation of social stratification. While older studies link grave goods to the social status of the deceased in a rather unproblematic way, the flaws of this approach have been increasingly recognized in Egyptology in recent years. In reaction to this, researchers have tried to refine their analytical criteria, for example by introducing ‘wealth indexes’ which refer to emic value systems, whose reconstruction is primarily based on a number of commodity prices known from New Kingdom Egypt (Meskell 1999, Richards 2005, cf. also Cooney 2007). But these studies are also based—hardly ever explicitly—on many assumptions about the intactness of burials or about which items were lost from the assemblages through plundering. Moreover, interpretation of the cited economic data in itself poses as many problems as their transposition into the funerary context.

It is remarkable that Egyptian grave inventories have received little systematic treatment in their own right. A number of studies have dealt with individual classes of objects, such as heart scarabs, pectorals, or funerary figurines (so-called shabtis), in order to retrace their diachronic development and to facilitate the dating of the related tomb groups. But very few studies have focused on the concrete context of the finds and the composition of individual inventories, on the symbolic-magical connotation (or, more precisely, the sacramental interpretation1 of grave goods), or on the connection between performed ritual and material burial equipment (but see Willems 2001, Pinch 2002, Baines and Lacovara 2002, Rzeuska 2006, Cooney 2007). Those contributions that exist clearly show the relevance of these topics and the potential of the material for tackling them.

WHY DID THE EGYPTIANS EQUIP THEIR DEAD?
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In the most general terms, Egyptian grave goods are thought to testify to a need for the provision and protection of the dead. This need has been detected through all periods of pharaonic history (c.3000–30 BC). For the most part this interpretation has not arisen through analysis of the object assemblages themselves, but through other sources, primarily funerary texts and tomb decorations in elite and royal contexts. As stated earlier, surprisingly little work has been done on the actual material record and its development over 3,000 years of Egyptian history (but see Taylor 2001, Grajetzki 2003).

Principally, Egyptian grave goods seem to satisfy the needs of earthly existence, as projected into the afterlife. The main aspects they cover are sustenance, clothing, and purification, in elite contexts often supplemented by objects connected to activities with a representational component, such as writing or hunting. Beyond their ‘face value’, however, Egyptian grave goods are also subject to sacramental interpretations. This is apparent from objects that physically occur in graves and also feature in texts and depictions. Sandals, canes, and headrests, for example, are among the most frequent grave goods, but also appear in the so-called Book of the Dead. Its ‘magic’ spells and accompanying vignettes were thought to assist in overcoming the many dangers faced by the deceased in the hereafter, and to support the achievement and maintenance of the aspired forms and capacities of post-mortal existence.2 Analyses of the multilayered conceptualizations of grave goods and their trajectory through time are a major goal in the study of Egyptian funerary culture. A pioneering attempt in this regard is a short contribution by Henk Milde (1988) on the multiple and changing connotations of the playing board. In more recent research it has been suggested that Egyptian grave goods were also involved in funerary ceremonies at the graveside, and perpetuate the burial rites through their enduring physical presence in the tomb. This adds an entirely new perspective to the analysis, which will doubtlessly become more prominent as topics as agency and performance start to reach the Egyptological debate.

The various functional fields of Egyptian grave goods outlined above can at best be analytically separated. In practice they would have been inseparably intertwined. Moreover, their individual components were subject to constant change. Even forms that were outwardly maintained for long periods of time, such as the recurrent appearance of particular types of objects, would have been continuously reinterpreted and re-conceptualized. Discourse on funerary practices certainly was important in Egyptian society, though we have little testimony of it beyond its factual outcomes. Considerations about burial equipment were based on religiously grounded concepts of the ‘neediness’ of the dead to obtain provision and protection in order to master their post-mortal existence. At the same time, they were necessarily reflective of worldly experiences and social identifications—as only these can act as points of reference in imagining the hereafter. An exclusive focus on the religious and social conditioning of burial practices, however, misses out on an area that I would call ‘everyday death’: the concrete actions connected with the preparation and performance of burials, as well as their further fate in an intra-cultural context.3 In the following, I will argue for the importance of these points. On the one hand, they shaped the archaeological record, and their understanding is a precondition for an adequate study of its material. On the other hand, ‘everyday death’ is a category relevant in itself. It is the very setting in which the Egyptians lived their funerary culture, and in which all aspects so far discussed were realized, experienced, and negotiated.

THE MATERIAL UNDER INVESTIGATION
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Ancient Thebes, about 500 kilometres south of modern Cairo (Fig. 36.1), held one of the largest necropoleis of Ancient Egypt. Stretching over several kilometres on the west bank of the Nile, its earliest occupation dates from the Old Kingdom (c.2700–2150 BC). In the New Kingdom (c.1550–1070 BC), the Theban necropolis became Egypt’s most prominent burial ground, with the royal cemeteries in the Valley of the Kings and the Valley of the Queens, more than 1,000 rock-cut tombs of the elite, and extensive, though little researched, cemeteries of the lower social strata (for an overview, see Strudwick and Strudwick 1999).

In this vast necropolis, only some 30 ‘intact’ burials of New Kingdom date have been uncovered so far (for a list, albeit incomplete, see Smith 1992). That corpus forms the basis of the present discussion, which concentrates on the private sphere, leaving the royal burials of that period aside. The ‘intact’ tomb groups come from different regions of the necropolis, and range from the highest echelon of society, i.e. non-royal individuals buried in the Valley of the Kings, through members of the elite to non-elite individuals buried in simple pit tombs.4 My special focus is on Deir el-Medina, the settlement of the workmen who built the royal tombs in the Valley of the Kings. Deir el-Medina is situated within the area of the Theban necropolis, about 3 kilometres away from the Valley of the Kings (Fig. 36.1). In the vicinity of the village thousands of ostraca have also been found, on which the inhabitants arranged their quotidian affairs. Nearly 200 texts refer to funerary matters (Näser 2002, Cooney 2007). They form a unique corpus of data, supplementing the archaeological record.
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FIG. 36.1 Map of the Theban necropolis showing tombs mentioned in the text; inset: map of Egypt showing location of Thebes

Source: Drawing by R. Miltenberger.

A third source of information is the decoration of the New Kingdom elite tombs. Cut in the rocky slopes of the Theban desert mountains, these tombs generally comprised three parts (Kampp 1996): (1) a cult chapel, decorated with reliefs or paintings, (2) in front of this cult chapel, a courtyard, where the burial rites where performed, and (3) the burial tract with a shaft or a sloping passage, usually starting from the cult chapel, leading to one or several underground burial chambers. In the earlier part of the New Kingdom such tombs seem to have been constructed for only one owner and his wife, though they could also contain burials of infants or small children alongside. Through time their character changed, and in the later New Kingdom they had become family tombs which were used over several generations and contained dozens of interments. The details of this development and more precise data on the occupants are hard to establish as most of the tombs have been disturbed repeatedly and thoroughly from antiquity up to the present.

BURYING IN NEW KINGDOM THEBES
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The extensive decorations of the cult chapels usually include a canonic depiction of the funeral. In the course of the New Kingdom, a new composition was introduced, replacing the older sequence which had been in use for several centuries by then. The new composition was at least partially based on contemporary reality (Barthelmeß 1992, Assmann 2006: 299–329). Focusing on the procession to the tomb, detailed versions start with the crossing of the funerary cortège from the east bank of the Nile and culminate in the graveside ceremonies. Interestingly, the last part of the funeral, the actual interment, is missing from these representations. In many instances it is substituted by a scene showing the reception of the deceased by the goddess of the west, which visualizes the successful transition to the afterlife. In its sacramental setting, this image differs markedly from the previous sequence which without exception features real-life performances and real-life agents. Against this background, the existence of a few non-standardized sources depicting the actual interment is all the more remarkable (Näser 2008: 450–1). One of these is a rough sketch on an ostracon, reportedly from Thebes (Fig. 36.2). It shows a mummy-shaped coffin being manoeuvred from the shaft into a burial chamber. The person at the head end is can be identified as a priest through the jackal mask, a symbol of the god Anubis. Around the opening of the shaft, a censing priest, on the left, and four wailing women are assembled. Clearly, this scene depicts the moment when the rituals at the graveside have been concluded, the funerary congregation has left, and only a few specialists remain to see to the final act of the burial.

The archaeological evidence suggests that the actual process of interment was a logistical challenge. The narrow shafts and the small chambers limited the manoeuvrability of objects as well as the number of undertakers. A comparison of the dimensions of chamber entrances and coffins found in situ shows that the outer box-shaped coffins must mostly have been brought into the chambers in a disassembled state (Näser 2008: 452).5 Markings on the individual sections—still observable on several preserved coffins of New Kingdom date from Thebes—facilitated reassembly. In the tomb of Sennedjem, TT1, such effort had been avoided: the box-shaped outer coffins of the tomb owner and his son Khonsu were found stacked in a corner of the burial chamber in separate parts. As demonstrated by marks of wear on the wheel bearings (Näser 2002: 155, pl. 34), the coffin of Sennedjem had been pulled to the tomb fully assembled. Possibly it had been utilized repeatedly as a ‘transport coffin’ and between use had been stored in the tomb for want of a better place, in expectation of further burials that eventually failed to take place. Tomb TT1 had been used for at least two generations and contained 22 mummies in total. Only nine of them had coffins of their own (Näser 2002:152–5).
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FIG. 36.2 Ostracon with a non-standardized depiction of an interment, reportedly from Thebes

Notes: Currently in The Manchester Museum, accession number 5886: drawing by R. Miltenberger after Bierbrier 1982: Fig. 39 and an image supplied by The Manchester Museum.

A comparison between the dimensions of the tomb shafts and the mummy-shaped coffins indicates that the latter had often to be lowered vertically through the shafts. Thus, they would have received the mummy, its ornaments, and the grave goods that were arranged next to the body in the coffin only after they had been installed in the burial chamber. The coffins or coffin sets were usually placed at the rear or along a side wall of the burial chamber. They were the first items to reach the tomb. Only after they had been positioned was the bulk of the grave goods brought in and deposited on the floor of the burial chamber. When there was too little space, objects were piled one upon another, sometimes even on top of the coffins. Finally the entrance to the burial chamber was closed by a rough stone wall or a wooden door (Näser 2002).

FRAGMENTATION I: GRAVE ROBBING
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From the archaeological evidence, it is often possible to determine the agents and timing of grave plundering more exactly. We are interested here only in ‘intra-cultural’ robbing, which took place at a time when the religious concepts on which the burial was based still applied. A first type of plundering that can be systematically recognized is connected to the primary interment or subsequent burials in the same tomb. In this case, the agents were the undertakers themselves. As suggested by the pictorial evidence discussed earlier, they alone were responsible for the actual burial, while the funerary congregation were restricted to the ceremonies outside the tomb (Fig. 36.2). Positioning the mummies in the coffins during the course of the interment offered the first, perfect opportunity for looting. An exemplary case of such robbing comes from grave p1379 in Deir el-Medina (Fig. 36.3; Bruyère 1937b: 170–5, Figs. 95–7). It contained two individuals, probably buried successively. The mummy of a man, in a box-shaped coffin by the wall, had been unwrapped and later hurriedly restored. After that, the coffin had been closed properly and covered with a cloth. The mummy of a woman, in the mummy-shaped coffin in front, had also been robbed of its jewellery. In contrast, the grave goods placed in front of her coffin and throughout the chamber were completely undisturbed. Thus, the burial of the woman provides a terminus post quem non for the robbing. Here, the mummies were disturbed without scruple, their jewellery forming the main target of the plunderers, while other easily movable and concealable objects may also have been taken.

In contrast, grave p1371 had been robbed some time after the burial, when the mummy of its female occupant was already mostly skeletal (Fig. 36.4; Bruyère 1937b: 158–61, figs. 77, 82–3). Here, too, the coffin had been covered with a cloth afterwards, and some items of the burial equipment had been arranged at the foot end and in front of it. The rest of the inventory was carelessly thrown against a wall of the burial chamber.

In another example, the burial of Maiherperi in the Valley of the Kings (KV36), the mummy had been torn open in the areas where jewellery was most likely to have been placed. Afterwards, however, it had been ‘replaced in its coffin and covered with as many bindings as could find room under the lid’ (Schweinfurth 1900: 105). The surviving grave inventory was almost totally devoid of metal objects and textiles; some cosmetic containers had been unsealed but not removed. Due to inadequate recording of the layout of the remaining burial equipment and the way the tomb was sealed, it is not possible to determine in this case whether the looting took place during the burial or some time later (cf. Reeves 1990: 140–7).

A closer look at other ‘intact’ burials from New Kingdom Thebes reveals that hardly any of them are truly undisturbed. However, damage to the mummies had often been covered up and order in the chambers restored superficially. As was apparent in p1379, the robbers themselves may have made an effort to hide their activities. In other cases, the tidying up took place after the disturbance had been discovered. This applies, for example, to the burial of Maiherperi in KV36 and to the burials of Yuya and Tuya in KV46 (Reeves 1990: 140–7, 143–53). Official inspections of the tombs are well-known from documentary evidence—further indicating the ubiquity of intra-cultural robbing. At least for the later New Kingdom, the sources prove the existence of organized robber gangs, whose members came from the mainstream of Egyptian society: they mainly belonged to the technical personnel of various temples, one band consisted exclusively of workmen from Deir el-Medina (Näser 2008: 454–5 with further references).
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FIG. 36.3 Grave p1379 in the East Cemetery at Deir el-Medina

Source: Drawing by C. Näser after Bruyère 1937b: Fig. 96.

Organized, quasi-commercial forms of looting were complemented by a second sector, which I call ‘opportunist plundering’. That type too has a distinctive profile. It was also selective, but did not always aim at the mummies. Its primary targets were metal objects, cosmetics, and textiles, i.e. valuable materials that could be reused easily. This type of plundering often occurs in tandem with another phenomenon which has so far rarely been recognized: the re-deposition of burials. Of this practice, too, several forms can be distinguished.

FRAGMENTATION II: SECONDARY DEPOSITION
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In the crowded Theban necropolis the construction of new tombs frequently led to the accidental disturbance of older ones. In the Deir el-Medina West Cemetery this problem was particularly pronounced. Within a maze of interlinked and secondarily extended shafts sits grave p1352 (Bruyère 1937a: 84, 90–109, Figs. 39–46, pls. 3, 10–13). When it was cut and usurped by shaft p1346, the original burials from p1352 were removed to a niche that had been hewn specifically for that purpose. There, four coffins were stacked atop and across each other. Beside them stood a wooden chest containing a child’s body. Most of the burial equipment was missing. Only a random collection without potential for reuse remained—mainly inscribed objects and funeral equipment. The mummies had, however, not been touched.

Re-deposition also occurred with the ‘simple’ reuse of graves, when no architectural changes were made. An example of this is p1159, also in the West Cemetery (Fig. 36.5; Bruyère 1929: 36–73, Figs. 24–35, pls. 1–12). The upper one of its two burial chambers was reused by a certain Hormes in the late New Kingdom. The lower chamber contained the burials of Sennefer and Nefertiti. In front of their coffins, near the entrance to the chamber, flowers and an offering table were arranged. The mummies of the couple were undisturbed. At the head end of their coffins, a chest with the body of a child was deposited. The coffin of Sennefer had been covered with a cloth. The grave inventory, however, is conspicuous in that important components, most notably foodstuff, are missing. The only remaining chest contained a random collection of objects, indubitably a secondary assemblage. The excavator suspected that this ensemble represented a re-deposition and suggested that Hormes reused the upper chamber and moved its original contents. Nothing argues against this hypothesis.

The scope of disturbance is broadened with CC37. In the cult rooms and the burial chambers of this pre-New Kingdom tomb, altogether 64 coffins were found (Carter 1912: 64–88, pls. 55–78). In some of them, up to four bodies had been crammed; in total, 83 mummies were counted. Some of them had apparently been robbed. Apart from the coffins, there were only a few objects, including several musical instruments. The ensemble is a large-scale secondary depot, set up in the context of royal building activities in the area of CC37 during the earlier part of the New Kingdom. Graves disturbed by the building work had been emptied, and most of their contents apparently plundered or discarded. Only the bodies, along with some conspicuous objects, were re-deposited in this centralized location, their rather harsh treatment reflecting the anonymity of the large building project.
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FIG. 36.4 Grave p1371 in the East Cemetery at Deir el-Medina

Source: Drawing by C. Näser after Bruyère 1937b: Fig. 82.

[image: image]

FIG. 36.5 The depot of Sennefer and Nefertiti, P1159, in the Deir el-Medina West Cemetery

Source: Drawing by C. Näser after Bruyère 1929: Figs. 24, 28.

These examples illustrate a significant range of activities associated with the plundering of graves: from the quick snatch of the undertakers, via the deliberate actions of organized robbers, opportunist plundering, and disposal during re-depositions, up to the careful, albeit fragmentary, arrangement of material in cases of individual grave reuse. It is precisely this wide spectrum that shows the great extent to which the disturbance and looting of graves was embedded in everyday life and the social ‘norm’ of New Kingdom Egypt. This ubiquity is confirmed by textual sources, too. An official inspection report of late New Kingdom date delivers a devastating, and laconically short, judgement on the state of the non-royal tombs in the Theban necropolis: ‘It was found that the thieves had violated them all’ (Peet 1930: 39, Näser 2008:457–8).

THE PROCUREMENT AND COMPOSITION OF THE BURIAL EQUIPMENT
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In Ancient Egypt the burial comprised several stages, which may have spread over a considerable period of time. It started with the preparation of the corpse. Full mummification was a prerogative of the social elite and underwent considerable changes through history which also affected the time required for this process (Taylor 2001: 46–91). The actual day of burial comprised, as previously mentioned, the funerary cortège, the graveside rituals, and the interment proper. A third element of funerary practice, not discussed here, was the ongoing cult at the tomb, which was maintained for several years, in some cases even for generations. But death intruded profoundly into life in the opposite direction, too. Among the elites, the construction of a monumental tomb was a project normally begun, albeit often not completed, during life. While it is generally assumed that the burial equipment was also procured during life, especially in elite contexts, the actual evidence displays a much more multifaceted process (Näser 2001, 2008).

The composition of the burial equipment was based on a multitude of concepts around the forms and requirements of post-mortal existence, and the necessities and possibilities through which that existence could be magically and materially secured. In spite of their superficially normative appearance, these concepts underwent constant change, not least due to their permanent discussion and revision through practice. Furthermore, their accessibility and realizability differed according to the social status of the deceased and those taking care of the burial. This concerns access not only to material resources, but also to specific cultural techniques, such as writing. Moreover, mechanisms of social representation also played a role in the choice and design of burial equipment. But besides all that, its assembly was equally influenced by numerous contingencies. In the following I will argue that these ‘irregular’ factors should not be underestimated. But first, in the absence of an agreed terminology, some definitions shall be provided:

• By ‘grave inventory’ or ‘burial equipment’ I mean the entirety of all movable objects placed in the burial tract of the tomb, except the body itself.

• The term ‘funeralia’ designates all objects that serve a function exclusively in the funerary context, such as coffins, mummy masks, shabtis, i.e. specific funerary statuettes, copies of the Book of the Dead, etc. (for an overview of such paraphernalia, see Taylor 2001).

• ‘Grave goods’ comprise objects that could also serve a function outside the funerary context. Of course, such objects were sometimes produced specifically for the grave. This can be assumed when they bear funerary inscriptions or decorations. Since their role within the grave inventory was not affected by this, they can nonetheless be classed as grave goods—as can objects modified from their everyday counterparts in terms of scale and material, such as miniature furniture and false vessels.6

Eight more-or-less intact graves of the 18th dynasty, i.e. the first part of the New Kingdom (c.1550–1292 BC), were found in the East Cemetery of Deir el-Medina (Bruyère 1937b). The individuals buried there probably did not belong to the Deir el-Medina workforce proper (Näser 2001, 2002: 82–5). The scarcity and the poor execution of epigraphic objects in their burial equipment indicate that they were marginal to the social stratum which had access to and regular use of literacy. Their inventories comprise mostly quotidian objects, with no sign of having been produced especially for the grave. Many of them seem to have been part of the personal property of the deceased and were only assembled after their death. A special group of ceramic bowls and baskets containing a characteristic combination of foodstuffs may represent the congregation’s contribution, which they brought along to the funeral (Näser 2001).

The central components of the inventories from the East Cemetery are food, cosmetics, and toiletry objects. Furniture, tools, musical instruments, and clothing also occur. About half of the inventories include inscribed coffins. In some cases they do not bear the name of their eventual occupant, but were inscribed for other individuals (Näser 2001). About half of the burials remain anonymous. This qualifies the commonly expressed view that according to Egyptian belief the preservation of the name was an essential precondition for the afterlife (cf. also Cooney 2007: 276). Apart from coffins, funeralia are limited to two wooden statuettes and a mummy-shaped limestone statuette in a miniature coffin (Fig. 36.4: no. 18). Especially notable is the homogeneity of the inventories. The social group using the East Cemetery must have possessed a high degree of coherence, suggesting not only a general social consistency, but also a constellation of close contact.

The tomb of Kha and Merit, TT8, in the West Cemetery of Deir el-Medina dates to the later 18th Dynasty (Fig. 36.6; Schiaparelli 1927, Näser 2008: 460–1). As head of works, Kha belonged to the leading echelons of the workmen’s village. While the inventory of TT8 hardly differs from the East Cemetery graves in terms of object categories, the quantity and quality of the items bear witness to a much enlarged access to material and ideational resources. Foodstuffs remain a major element of the assemblage. But whereas in the East Cemetery they mainly consisted of bread, fruit, and beer, TT8 contained many prepared dishes, meat, spices, and wine. Furthermore, the inventory includes numerous funeralia: sets of three and two coffins, respectively, for Kha and his wife, a mummy mask of Merit, a statuette of Kha, a copy of the Book of the Dead, a heart scarab, and two shabtis. About 30 objects from the tomb bear short ink inscriptions, ascribing them as grave goods to Kha (Näser 2002: 120–1). The homogeneity of these inscriptions, their informal character, and the fact that they only occur on quotidian objects suggest that these items were selected from the household and marked as burial equipment during the preparation of the funeral. In contrast, most pieces of furniture feature decorative funerary inscriptions and were produced specifically for the grave. The naïve depictions on some chests hint at local production and stand in marked contrast to the high-quality Book of the Dead, which probably came from a workshop that also produced for royal consumption. Altogether, Kha’s burial equipment was compiled from a multitude of sources.

The contingencies of this process are illustrated by the fact that the inner, mummy-shaped coffin of Merit was inscribed for Kha. Thus, Merit did not yet possess her own inventory at the time of her death, whereas Kha had already procured his coffin, which he then used to bury his wife. The outer box-shaped coffin and the wig chest of Merit entered the tomb unfinished, with obvious signs of hasty production. This, too, indicates that Merit died a sudden, untimely death, at a point in time when no steps had yet been taken to procure her burial equipment—which may also be the reason for the overall limited extent of her inventory. This evidence shows that the acquisition of grave equipment, its quantity, and its quality did not just depend on the socio-economic status of the deceased. Any analysis aimed at elucidating, for example, gender differences should take this into consideration (contra Meskell 1998, 1999, cf. Näser 2008: 461 with suggestions for other methodological approaches).

The tomb of Sennedjem and his family, TT1, in the West Cemetery of Deir el-Medina is the only partially intact tomb of the Ramesside period, i.e. the later New Kingdom (c.1292–1070 BC)—although only one of the four chambers of its burial tract was discovered undisturbed (Näser 2002: 145–74). The analysis of the surviving inventory displays two general trends: a multiplication of funeralia, and an increase in grave goods not derived from quotidian contexts, but produced especially for the tomb. The catalysts of this development are thought to be the upheavals of the Amarna period (c.1351–1319 BC) and the ensuing phase of religious restoration, which led to an intense engagement with and deep changes in the funerary culture. Both trends increase the proportion of objects acquired ante mortem, independently of the economic potential of their owner. In comparison to TT8, many funeralia and grave goods from TT1 are of lower material value and mediocre quality. But even with those objects, the importance of inscriptions and decoration rises. The equipment from TT1 comprises many elaborately decorated false vessels, chests, and chairs. Their functionality was not deemed relevant: some are veritable trompe l’œils. One richly decorated chair of Sennedjem was donated by his eldest son Khabekhenet. Some shabtis bore the names of individuals not buried in TT1. They may be extra-sepulchral specimens, the deposition of which permitted their owners to participate in the supply community of the tomb (cf. Pumpenmeier 1998: 76–8), but they could also be endowments, by which their donors contributed to the equipment of the deceased. The latter can be assumed for some objects from TT8, which are inscribed with the names of colleagues of Kha.
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FIG. 36.6 View into the burial chamber of Kha and Merit, TT8, in the West Cemetery at Deir el-Medina

Source: Photograph from Racanicchi 1991: Fig. 73.

Interestingly, the equipment of the 22 occupants of TT1 varies widely. Most inscribed objects which can be personally allocated belonged to the tomb owner Sennedjem, his wife, and a few relatives of the subsequent generation. In contrast, 11 individuals were without either a coffin or any personally assignable items.7 Apparently, such constellations were socially acceptable, even in a literate environment. Those who had little or no equipment may have been thought to benefit from the supply community of the tomb, i.e. the more extensive inventories of the better equipped occupants.

For the Ramesside period, textual material from Deir el-Medina supplements the archaeological evidence on the procurement of burial equipment. Ostraca, which record commercial transactions between the villagers, show that coffins were one of the most commonly traded commodities in the settlement and were also produced there (Näser 2002, 2008: 464–5; Cooney 2007). Other funeralia are mentioned only rarely, although they occur in large numbers in the actual inventories, for example, in TT1. It can thus be assumed that smaller objects, such as shabtis and shabti boxes, were domestically produced, or acquired through informal networks in the professional and private environment.

FROM THE STATICS OF BURIAL TO THE PERFORMANCE OF RITUAL
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As outlined at the beginning of this chapter, the canonical depictions of the funerals in the cult chapels of the Theban elite tombs underline the importance of the funerary cortège and its processional character. Detailed versions show long rows of bearers with grave goods which—at least according to the images—were strikingly displayed on the way to the tomb. No thoughts have so far been put forward regarding the involvement of these objects in the actual graveside ceremonies. Only Petra Barthelmeß (1992: 73) has suggested that they were placed in the burial chambers before the arrival of the coffin. This is, however, contradicted by all archaeologically preserved instances, where the coffins invariably stand in the rear part of the chambers, with all other objects placed in front and on top of them (Figs. 36.4–36.6), i.e. having been introduced thereafter. Frequently, empty storage vessels were found at the bottom of the shafts and in the entrance area of the burial chambers; it seems likely that their contents were used during the funerary rites (Seiler 1995: 186–93, 196–8; Näser 2002, 2008). Persea branches were also often deposited near the entrances (Figs. 36.4–36.6). At the Deir el-Medina East Cemetery, in several graves, sitting and reclining furniture was found in the shafts. In one case, a set of miniature furniture was deposited in the same location. And a bed with persea bouquets beneath it stood in the anteroom to the burial chamber of TT8. I would suggest that these pieces of furniture were used in the graveside rites and—as the last items deposited in the course of the interment—repeatedly ended up in the outer parts of the burial tract. A plausible case for a similar scenario has been made for an earlier period, namely the Old Kingdom (c.2700–2200 BC), where the set-up of a specific group of furniture affirmed the presence of the deceased in the course of the ritual (Fitzenreiter 2006: 233, 280, 430–6).

Regularities in the position of burial equipment that resulted from its involvement in preceding activities should be distinguished from intentional arrangements or mises-en-scène. Among the latter, I class an installation that also draws on the ritual role of furniture. In p1379 and TT8, a statuette of the tomb owner had been placed on a stool or chair respectively, its gaze directed towards the entrance of the burial chamber (Fig. 36.3: no. 16, Fig. 36.6). Additionally, in p1379 a statuette of the female occupant of the tomb had been deposited on the floor beside the stool (Fig. 36.3: no. 14). In TT8 sycamore and persea branches lay in front of the chair, and on top of them a deliberately smashed pottery jug (Fig. 36.6). Pictorial evidence helps to make sense of this arrangement. In tomb TT335 in the Deir el-Medina West Cemetery, an interesting scene is depicted in a context concerned with ancestral cult and the provisioning of the dead: a man with an incense bowl stands in front of a statuette on a chair, between them is a second chair with food offerings; the caption reads ‘purify: four times’, the traditional offering to the dead being also mentioned (Bruyère 1926: 135, Fig. 91). What is depicted is the ritual which ‘activates’ the faculty of the statuette to receive food offerings. The three-dimensional installations in p1379 and TT8 perpetuates this ritual and thus, ultimately, the ability of the deceased to receive offerings.

Remarkably, the burials under discussion contain few such deliberate mises-en-scène. In p1159 and TT1, two coffins were placed on beds. In p1371, a mummy-shaped limestone statuette in a miniature coffin, possibly an elaborate shabti, was deposited alongside the coffin of the deceased (Fig. 36.4: no. 18). Apart from these thematically and spatially restricted arrangements, Egyptian burials conspicuously lack references to real-life settings, however transposed. The burials resemble storerooms more than anything else (Fig. 36.6). The placing of objects primarily followed practical considerations, brought about by the lack of space and the difficulties in manoeuvring the larger items. The New Kingdom Egyptian dead did not rest in a well-ordered world of objects; their burials were not carefully arranged retrospectives of earthly life. The archaeological as well as the pictorial evidence suggests a sharp break between the ritually highly charged graveside ceremonies and the ensuing interment, which seems to have been a thoroughly pragmatic and profane affair with corresponding results. The rituals aimed at reviving the mummy had been completed; the deceased was on the way to the hereafter. What remained were objects, whose materiality abruptly gained importance: where to put them? I would argue it was not the arrangement of the grave goods, but the lived performance of the ritual that would guarantee life in the hereafter, and that the Egyptian tombs primarily are places of safe keeping for its material requisites.

There is one significant exception to this observation, namely arrangements focusing on the body of the deceased. Funeralia, such as heart scarabs, which aim at the protection of the body or parts of it, are placed accordingly on the mummies. In TT8, a Book of the Dead was spread on the middle one of Kha’s tripartite coffin set. Thus, it was not only put at his immediate disposal, but also offered additional protection for his mummy. This positioning refers to an older tradition: the earliest versions of the Books of the Dead were written directly on the mummy shrouds. But there is also a wide range of other objects deposited in, on, or beside the coffins. They comprise items which are functionally related to the body, such as jewellery, sandals, canes, and cosmetics, but also instruments and tools. It can be assumed that these objects too owned a sacramental dimension with regard to the protection of the body and the regaining of its vital functions. For example, in the Book of the Dead, clothes, sandals, and canes are mentioned in reference to the secure movement of the dead in the hereafter, and the spell for ‘Going out into the day and living after death’ is illustrated with the deceased holding a cane (Hornung 1998: 45, 415: spell 2, 346, 514: spell 169). Often, a selection of food offerings was placed in, on, or next to the coffin. Thus, the dead body, mummified or simply shrouded, formed a continuous point of reference. Its ‘sphere of attraction’ was, however, restricted to items which one way or the other directly related to it, be they adornments, nourishment, or objects invested with protective powers. And its intactness was the first to be transgressed by plunderers—already at the point of its installation during the interment.

CONCLUSION
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A detailed analysis of Egyptian burials from New Kingdom Thebes breaks up their apparent homogeneity and their common interpretations in several regards. ‘Thick descriptions’ reveal that the procurement and assembly of grave inventories were multifaceted processes which cannot be reduced to the normative fulfilment of religious concepts or a linear representation of social stratification. The signifying components of funerary practice were the ritual and the sacramental interpretation of its material requisites, i.e. the body and the grave goods. The actual burial primarily served to ‘store’ and ‘secure’ those props. Simultaneously, it was the field of multiple fragmentations. Thus, archaeological analysis is confronted with a record that in several dimensions reflects the profane, quotidian aspect of death.

The above discussions convey a major tension, evolving from the overlap of what may commonly be perceived in terms of the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’, here exemplified in the seeming contradiction between the need to supply the dead and to preserve its body, and the intra-cultural disturbances. The commonplace nature of the plunderings, evident from both the textual sources and the archaeological record, suggests that such a discrepancy is largely a product of our modern perception. On the other hand, Egyptian texts clearly state that grave robbing was considered to be social misbehaviour and a crime. There are two possible ways to deal with these findings. One would be to abandon the categories of the ‘sacred’ and the ‘profane’—and this has indeed been suggested (Burns Coleman and White 2006; cf. also Kümmel 2008). The other possibility would be to embrace the notion that something mundane, quotidian, contingent is inherent in every human activity, no matter where on the scale between ‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ the activity as a whole is placed by a given society.

Conventional approaches have situated funerary practices in the spheres of religion, ideology, and emotion, producing a deeply idealized and aestheticized vision of the past, which ignored a full range of other aspects connected with it. Some of them I suggest can be captured under the heading of the ‘profane’. They comprise for example the contingencies in the procurement of the burial equipment, the practicalities of the interments, and the later fragmentations of the burial assemblages. An ‘archaeology of the profane’ should define these elements as analytically relevant criteria. They do not only determine the constitution of the archaeological record. They are also integral parts of social practice, and their identification permits us to develop a more adequate image of that practice, its conditions, and the people behind it.
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THE ETHICS AND POLITICS OF BURIAL ARCHAEOLOGY
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’SAPIENT TROUBLE-TOMBS’?

Archaeologists’ Moral Obligations to the Dead
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GEOFFREY SCARRE

INTRODUCTION
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Archaeological research commonly involves the disturbance of burials, the disinterment of the dead, and the (sometimes destructive) study of skeletal and other physical remains of once-living human beings. The corporeal fragments that remain, together with associated grave goods, are sometimes returned to the place and community of origin (in the USA, for instance, under NAGPRA provisions), but may also be retained for future investigation or even museum display. To give some idea of numbers, it is estimated that UK institutions alone hold the remains of no fewer than 61,000 individuals—the population of a small city (DCMS 2003: para. 34). Worldwide, the total runs into several millions. Many archaeologists, anthropologists, and museum curators in recent years have paid sympathetic heed to the requests of indigenous communities for the repatriation of ‘their’ dead; but there has been relatively little attention devoted to the ethical responsibilities of researchers towards the dead themselves.

This is perhaps unsurprising in view of the inevitable puzzles that arise when we start to think about the moral obligations of the living to the dead. In fact, we might wonder whether there can really be any moral responsibilities to people who are no more, or who at least are permanently removed from the living scene. Thomas Jefferson was adamant that one must be alive to be the subject of interests that can form the basis of rights: ‘But the dead have no rights. They are nothing; and nothing cannot own something’ (Jefferson 1816). In similar vein, the UK Human Rights Act 1988, displaying what its drafters doubtless considered to be rugged common sense, states that one must be alive to be a victim of rights abuse. Yet many people intuitively feel that we can act wrongly towards the dead, for example by undermining their reputations or failing to observe their reasonable testamentary wishes; and interfering with a burial against what may be presumed to have been the formerly living person’s wish to be allowed to rest in peace may arouse a similar sense of moral discomfort. Unless we believe that the dead continue to exist as souls or spirits aware of what goes on in this sublunary world, it is hard to see how such treatment can do them any actual harm (especially since it is only the physical remains that are being disturbed, and a person cannot be simply identified with her corpse). But the recognition that what are being investigated are the remains of people with whom we share a common humanity persuades many to think that the dead should, in the Kantian phrase, be treated respectfully as ends in themselves, and not merely as means to others’ ends.

Of course not all archaeologists have allowed such thoughts of a common humanity to put much of a brake on their professional activities. Sir Mortimer Wheeler’s oft-quoted words have acquired a certain notoriety: ‘We do no harm to those poor chaps. When I’m dead you can dig me up ten times for all I care’ (quoted in Bahn 1984: 214). Such ‘sapient trouble-tombs’ (in Charles Lamb’s delightful phrase) as Sir Mortimer evidently believe that since the dead are beyond good and evil, then nothing that happens to their physical remains makes any difference to them (whatever effects it may have on the living who are linked to the dead by ties of affection, kindred, or community). On this view, where there is no harm, there can be no disrespect. But most archaeologists find it hard to treat human remains with the same moral and emotional indifference that they do mere artefacts; bones belong to their owners in a much more intimate sense than do their pots, jewellery, or weapons, and demand a special kind of recognition. Human remains are unique amongst items of archaeological study in being parts of people rather than mere extraneous possessions. A sense of shared humanity prompts researchers to accord human bone and tissue a dignity not felt to be owed to any associated objects found with them, however valuable or significant those may be in other respects. Breeur and Burms remark that ‘[a] dead human body is treated as if the significance of the living person were still dwelling in it in some way: most people think that they should respect or honour it and believe that desecrating it would be cruel, immoral and criminal’ (Breeur and Burms 2008: 138). The same point is sensitively captured in the recent report of the Church of England/English Heritage Advisory Panel on the Archaeology of Christian Burials in England: human remains are special because while ‘a corpse has no more eternal significance than an empty shell’, it still possesses ‘meaning as the visible manifestation of one with whom we lived, laughed and conversed’ (Church of England 2005: para. 156).

The moral question of how archaeological human remains should be treated is best perceived as an aspect of a larger question about the ethically proper relations between the living and the dead. It might be expected that the views we hold about the metaphysical status of the dead (e.g. are the deceased extinct, or do they retain some form of existence as souls or spirits?) would have a considerable bearing on our opinions on the moral proprieties. Yet, at least within western culture, their impact is often remarkably slight. People who hold that death marks the end of the personal subject usually believe as firmly as those who maintain the reality of an afterlife that it would be wrong to flout a deceased person’s legitimate testamentary wishes, or break a promise we made to her on her deathbed, or donate her body against her will to medical research. What Joel Feinberg has termed a person’s ‘moral estate’ (on analogy with her legal estate) is customarily acknowledged to survive her death by people whose understanding of the significance of death otherwise varies widely (Feinberg 1984: 83). However, it is not so easy to make philosophical sense of the notion of a moral estate which outlasts its owner. The analogy with a legal estate soon falls down, because while the latter consists in property, rights, and entitlements which can pass straightforwardly to new owners, the former seemingly involves un-transferable abstract rights and obligations which have assumed a mysterious free-floating existence. But now the metaphysical bona fides of a posthumously surviving moral estate looks dubious, for how can there be rights without a right-holder or interests in the absence of an interested subject? (It is sometimes thought that while we cannot harm the dead, we can wrong them, but there is still something mysterious about the idea of wronging a non-existent subject; moreover, it would remain to be explained how a person could be wronged by something that did not adversely affect her interests.)

Perhaps Wheeler was right after all and it really doesn’t matter what we do to the dead (provided we don’t hurt the feelings of the living), since there is no subject around anymore to be harmed or wronged.

THE DISCOURSE OF ‘RESPECT’
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Justifiably or not, the idiom of ‘respect’ has become the dominant one in contemporary discourse about archaeology and the dead. The highly influential Vermillion Accord on Human Remains drawn up by the WAC Inter-Congress in 1989 makes frequent use of the term ‘respect’, its first two principles enjoining that:

1. Respect for the mortal remains of the dead shall be accorded to all, irrespective of origin, race, religion, nationality, custom and tradition.

2. Respect for the wishes of the dead concerning disposition shall be accorded whenever possible, reasonable and lawful, when they are known or can be reasonably inferred.

That ‘respect’ has become a buzzword in archaeological ethics is not surprising in view of its popularity in many modern ethical debates. The Concise Oxford Dictionary defines the relevant sense of the noun ‘respect’ as ‘deferential esteem felt or shown towards person or quality’. Respect can take many different objects—individuals, groups, genders, institutions, creeds, stances, artworks or other precious things, to name but a few—and it characteristically combines an attitudinal with an active-dispositional component (in other words, respect should not just be felt but also demonstrated). Since people sometimes respect wrong or unworthy things, it is always worth asking what justifies a claim that such-and-such deserves respect. Principles such as those agreed to at the Vermillion meeting thus require fleshing out with a cogent rationale as well as some detailed prescriptions for application.

There are at least four different modes in which the notion of respect might be applied when it comes to dealing with the dead, namely:

1. Respect for the persons whose remains are at issue;

2. Respect for the remains themselves;

3. Respect for humanity, as represented in the remains;

4. Respect for the feelings and wishes of surviving relatives and/or genetic or cultural descendants of the dead.

The distinction between 1–3, on the one hand, and 4, on the other, has frequently been noted (for instance, the Vermillion Accord contains a separate clause concerning the respect due to the wishes of ‘the local community and of relatives or guardians of the dead’). But often—though the Vermillion Accord is a partial exception—modes 1–3 are conflated, or not clearly or consistently distinguished. This matters because the different dimensions of respect may not evoke the same patterns of action in every case. So archaeologists may think they show all needful respect when they handle human bones with a certain degree of reverence and care (respect type 2), yet they may be paying no heed to their owners’ known or suspected wishes that their remains should be undisturbed (respect type 1). Arguably the handling of those bones as tools of research is also incompatible with the respect due to humanity (respect type 3), if Kant is right that we should always treat human beings as ends-in-themselves and never solely as means; for while bones maketh not the man, using the bones of an unconsenting subject could be considered to be treating him without the respect due to an end-in-himself, and thus by implication in a manner insulting to humanity.

It should be apparent that respect of type 2—respect for the remains themselves—is less fundamental than respect of types 1 and 3, and is plausibly regarded as derivative from one or both of them. For it is the identity of bones and other remains as parts of human persons that entitles them to a degree of reverential handling. An archaeologist who believed that she fully discharges her moral responsibilities so long as she does not wilfully or pointlessly destroy, discard, or play games with human skeletal material would be suffering from moral tunnel vision, blind to the broader ethical context which makes such behaviour wrong. (This charge may not, however, apply to Gerald Vizenor’s somewhat fanciful proposal (in Vizenor 1996) to establish ‘bone courts’ in which archaeological human bones are ascribed rights and allowed legal representation by trained advocates, assuming that its underlying intention is to do justice to the persons whose remains they are.)

The idiom of respect for the dead and their remains may seem attractive in enabling us to sidestep the conceptual difficulties arising from the non-existence, or the permanent non-presence, of the dead. If it is hard to understand how the dead can leave behind a moral estate of present interests, it may seem easier to grant that they can still be the object of respect or disrespect. I can have respectful thoughts, or say respectful things, about Queen Victoria even though her status as deceased appears to preclude my doing anything to benefit or harm her. Respect and disrespect belong to a class of attitudes—others include remembering, admiring, regretting, praising, and being proud or ashamed of—that can be held towards no-longer-existent persons and things. While the past is a foreign country, it can be visited in thought, guided by the relics that remain. And the way we treat those relics is the best test of the sincerity of our claimed attitudes. An archaeologist who purported to respect ancient skeletons and their owners but threw the bones away as soon as her research was done would be likely to find her pretensions questioned. Even if such behaviour did no harm to the dead, it would scarcely be compatible with holding them in respect.

But intuitively appealing though this line of thought may be, it is problematic on two counts. First, it is not clear that it really circumvents the problem of the non-existence of the dead. Since treating a person disrespectfully is itself a mode of wronging her, we need to know that we can wrong the non-existent dead before we can be sure we can treat them disrespectfully! This point is easily missed when we slur over the difference between being respectful to a person and being respectful about her. It is perfectly possible to say respectful things about the deceased Queen Victoria, but it is impossible to show respect to her, as a courtier in her day could have done. Someone who now makes disparaging comments about Victoria may offend her present-day admirers but not the Queen herself. And since the disturbance or destruction of human remains likewise has no potential impact on the subject, it is equally unclear how it could be disrespectful towards the dead themselves. Indeed, if the eternal non-presence of the dead debars them from being possible objects of respect or disrespect, then the belief that we can show the dead type 1 respect is simply false, a moral illusion born (perhaps) of the difficulty we have in grasping the real finality of death. Further, if respect of type 1 is impossible, and respect of type 2—that shown to the remains themselves—is derivative from the former, then the latter must also be baseless. Arguably the cavalier handling of human bones may show a generalized disrespect to humanity—(dis)respect of type 3—and be objectionable on that score, but it would not be specifically disrespectful to the owners of the bones.

The second, quite different problem with the idiom of respect for the dead concerns the difficulty in spelling out precisely what ‘respectful treatment’ of the dead involves in practice. Many researchers would be only too pleased to defer to the wishes of the researched regarding the respectful treatment of their remains, if only they knew what they were. A sensible default assumption is that people whose remains are uncovered by archaeologists would have wished those relics to be treated with dignity. Yet as Søren Holm has remarked, ‘[a]n interest in dignified treatment can only be fulfilled if we know what the person would see as dignified; and to know that we need to know quite a lot about the person, her culture and her place in that culture’ (Holm 2001: 446). Often the cultural distance separating researcher and researched makes such knowledge hard to come by, and guesswork is a poor substitute. Even where guidance to past beliefs is available from the genetic or cultural descendants of the subjects of study, archaeologists sometimes find themselves confronted by baffling worldviews. For some contemporary indigenous peoples, the dead, far from being non-existent, are still around in spiritual or ghostly form, extant subjects of interests. Piotr Bienkowski notes that ‘indigenous peoples and other animists regard ancestors who died hundreds of years ago as still members of the group living today’ (Bienkowski 2013: 47). Where researchers face views which are so very incongruent with their own, their best efforts to ‘treat the dead with respect’ are liable to seem inadequate to those who regard the dead as a subset of the living. Although it would be unwise to conclude from this that the discourse of respect for the dead and their remains should be abandoned (since we have nothing better to put in its place), some proffered defences of particular dealings with the dead as ‘respectful’ may be recognized to be little more than hand-waving.

THE PROBLEM OF THE MISSING SUBJECT

[image: image]

Philosophers have been far from unanimous in their views on whether anything can be good or bad for the dead. One writer who thinks that the dead retain some form of moral estate is T. M. Wilkinson, who believes not only that some interests are carried over from life to death (such as the interest in retaining a good reputation), but that certain new interests can develop after death (for example, ‘the interest in not having one’s remains desecrated’) (Wilkinson 2002: 34). In Wilkinson’s view, ‘[w]e can make sense of harming someone after her death in the same way that we can make sense of remembering someone after her death’ (2002: 34). Furthermore, the interests that survive, or arise after, death are potentially as important as those that a person has during life and should not be seen as interests of the second rank. Wilkinson notes that there are many examples of people going to great trouble during life to ensure that (what they conceive as) their posthumous interests will be satisfied. And because these interests matter to people, there are resultant moral obligations on others to take them seriously (2002: 36).

Yet the notion of posthumous interests, whether new or continuing, is metaphysically troublesome for the reason that Eric Partridge, echoing Jefferson, has crisply stated:

After death, with the removal of a subject of harms and a bearer of interests, it would seem that there can be neither ‘harm to’ nor ‘interests of’ the decedent. Because in such a context, these phrases (i.e. ‘harm to’ and ‘interests of’) use prepositions with no objects, they are, strictly speaking, senseless. (Partridge 1981: 253)

Once again, the rock in the way of positing posthumous interests is the non-existence, or permanent non-presence (though I shall not continue to specify this alternative), of a posthumous subject to have the interests. Pace Wilkinson, it is more difficult to explain how we can harm or wrong someone after his death than how we can remember him (the latter is what philosophers call an intentional attitude, which represents in mind an object that need not currently exist). Intriguingly, Partridge does not draw the apparent conclusion that it does not matter morally how we act in regard to deceased people (or their remains). Rather, he thinks that we should promote the ‘fiction’ that the dead remain interest-holders in order to sustain ‘the moral order in society’ that might be compromised if such things as casual slander or the breaking of promises were tolerated where the ostensible ‘victim’ was dead (1981: 258). But the relegation of the idea of posthumous interest-holders to the realms of fiction has struck many philosophers as morally dubious and conceptually inadequate.

One ingenious proposal to deal with the missing subject problem has been defended by a number of writers, including most notably George Pitcher and Joel Feinberg (Pitcher 1984, Feinberg 1984.) In their view, it is the living, ante-mortem person (an indisputably existing subject) that is the real subject of harmful or wrongful acts committed after her death, the harmful or wrongful impact being, in effect, retrospective. This may initially appear a far-fetched suggestion, involving an objectionable concept of backwards causation, something usually deemed to be metaphysically impossible. But Pitcher and Feinberg deny that backwards causation is at issue, pointing out that the current significance of acts and projects—their status as successful or futile, say—is very often determined by what happens at a later date. If, for instance, virtuous Sue devotes her life to fighting for a certain good cause and then after her death malicious Sam effectively negates all her previous efforts, then Sam makes it the case that those efforts were actually futile all along, although no one, including Sue, could have known that at the time. By rendering the dominant project of Sue’s life a misadventure, Sam can be said to harm the ante-mortem Sue, causing her to have been wasting her time, despite the fact that the frustrating acts are performed only after her death.

This account can be applied to the case of archaeological treatment of human remains. Take the Egyptian pharaohs and other notables who went to great lengths to build secure resting-places for their mummified remains in order that their spirits should flourish in the afterlife. Their immortality-seeking projects were entirely defeated when tomb-robbers or archaeologists undid the good work. While the acts that wrecked their intentions were posthumously performed, they made it the case that the pharaohs and others were engaged during life in a project that was going to fail. Admittedly, archaeologists who disbelieve the Egyptian cosmology will regard that project as mistaken, and reject the charge that disentombment is really harmful to the dead. But the Pitcher-Feinberg account of how posthumous harm and benefit is possible relies on a theory of well-being which (roughly) holds us to be better or worse off according to whether our desires are fulfilled or thwarted. On this account, Howard Carter’s dismantling of the tomb of Tutankhamen harmed the ante-mortem king by frustrating his desire for his remains to be left in peace. In the words of Walter Glannon, ‘the future event of the thwarting of my present interests logically entails that I am now (while alive) harmed, even though I do not know it’ (Glannon 2001: 138). Although Tutankhamen would never experience the rifling of his tomb, the fact that it would happen harmed him while still alive since it meant that he was entertaining a desire that would one day be frustrated.

The Pitcher-Feinberg theory of posthumous harm, and the theory of well-being which underpins it, are controversial and continue to be keenly debated by philosophers. Some writers persist in finding the idea of backdated harm paradoxical or reject the desire-satisfaction theory of well-being. For Glannon, nothing that occurs after a person’s death can make any difference to the ‘intrinsic properties of his mind and body’ while alive, and only such changes can constitute genuine harms or benefits (2001: 139). Christopher Belshaw similarly contends that there can be no harm after death since ‘the notion of harm seems to point to some description of your internal condition—it is not as good as it was, or not as good as it otherwise would have been’, and while the dead have no such ‘internal condition’, that of the ante-mortem subject is incapable of being affected by posthumous events (Belshaw 2009: 151). Moreover, the unrestricted desire-satisfaction theory of well-being seems unreasonable in implying, for example, that the fulfilment of a very mild wish of mine for an improvement in the welfare of a distant stranger would be good for me. Yet there is intuitive force in the thought that the fulfilment of at least some kinds of self-regarding desire constitutes a benefit to us, and does so even when the fulfilment is posthumous. Plausibly, it is better for Sue if Sam’s efforts, after her death, to derail the project with which she has identified herself during life should fail. Likewise the non-observance of a person’s testamentary wishes may be seen as not merely subversive of the moral order of society, as Partridge holds, but positively bad for the testator. But if we wish to avoid ascribing the harm that is done to a ghost, then we may prefer to assign it, as Pitcher and Feinberg propose, to the ante-mortem person.

It is also worth reflecting that the genus of harm has many species and is by no means limited to the more overt forms of physical or mental damage. When Wheeler claimed that archaeologists do no harm to the ‘poor chaps’ they disinter, he ignored the fact that one sort of harm consists in the denial of a person’s right to make crucial decisions affecting his own future (a right that is deemed sufficiently important to be protected by the 14th amendment to the US Constitution). Almost no one thinks that living people can reasonably be compelled against their wishes to take part in medical or other research, even where such research can be guaranteed to do no lasting physical or mental injury. Yet, in spite of the second Vermillion principle, burials of dead subjects are routinely disturbed by archaeologists regardless of the likelihood that the deceased subjects would have regarded such a prospect with horror (if not for religious reasons, then sometimes from a simple wish to protect their privacy). True, the second Vermillion principle calls only for ‘respect’ to be paid to the wishes of the deceased and places no outright ban on excavation in such cases. But this call for respect possesses scant content if the standard presumption is that, where wishes clash, those of researchers may always take precedence over those of the interred dead. This asymmetry of attitudes to the living and the dead is puzzling because the right to say what shall happen to our remains after our death, while not unqualified (e.g. we cannot reasonably demand that our heirs should scatter our ashes on Mount Everest), is a right of self-determination closely related to the right to lifetime bodily integrity. Someone who ignores those wishes after our decease acts against our present right to determine the fate of our remains, and may thus be held to treat us harmfully as living subjects and without the deference that is due to rightfully self-determining beings.

Archaeologists will argue that the research they conduct on bodies and burials serves other legitimate interests that need to be weighed in the balance against the autonomy interests of the dead whom they disturb. And they will rightly point out that research done on the unconscious dead cannot cause mental pain to its subjects in the way that research done on the conscious and unwilling living would do; so it at least avoids that form of harm. (However, since this defence of archaeological treatment of the dead would appear also to warrant unconsenting research done on living subjects who are in a persistent vegetative state, it perhaps should not be pressed too far.) But the difficult question remains of determining to what extent the presumed wishes of the dead should be taken into practical account, and here the vague prescription of the second Vermillion principle is of little help. From the researcher’s point of view, the most obvious practical difference between living and dead people is that the former can defend their own interests while the latter cannot. But that is hardly a morally salient contrast.

RESOLVING VALUE CONFLICTS
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Imagine that all tombs and burial sites of people who would have been strongly opposed to any interference with their remains bore ‘Keep Out’ signs at their entrance. Maybe an explicit injunction to stay outside would give some archaeologists pause who normally feel few inhibitions about excavating burials. Tombs and graves would appear more obviously like private houses, which no one thinks may be entered without the owner’s consent. As Wilkinson remarks, ‘[b]y symmetry, if it would not be permissible to break into the property of living people against their wishes for the sake of a research project, it should not be when they are dead’ (Wilkinson 2002: 36).

Archaeologists will reasonably protest, however, that it is not mere idle curiosity, or greed for treasure or plunder, or an arrogant disregard of others’ belief systems and moral values which impels them to investigate burials and the human remains within them. Their objective is the noble one of knowledge—a primary human good—and the methods they employ essential to accessing the information content of their sources. According to the British Museum Newsroom:

The study of human remains provides one of the most direct and insightful sources of information on different cultural approaches to death, burial practices and belief systems, including ideas about the afterlife… In addition to furthering the public understanding of other cultures, human remains in museum collections also help advance important research in fields such as the history of disease, changing epidemiological patterns, forensics and genetics. (BM Newsroom 2005)

While the truth of this statement is indisputable, its practical implications are elusive. Presumably not just any research into human remains, or modes of museum display of skeletons, unwrapped mummies, or bog bodies, are ethically acceptable, but devising any more specific guidelines than the generalized prescriptions of the Vermillion Accord is hard in view of the competing values involved. There is no sound philosophical reason to suppose that all value conflicts must in principle be capable of rational resolution even within a single worldview, or that moral demands can always be non-arbitrarily ranked. Where different worldviews are in competition, the problems are even more complex. But since in practice doing nothing is generally not an option, competing interests somehow need to be weighed and action-policies determined.

In the case of archaeological human remains the situation is frequently further complicated by the existence of a third class of stakeholders, namely people who claim genetic or cultural connection with the dead and a consequent right to a say in what happens to their remains. Although archaeologists’ relations with indigenous communities are not the focus of the present chapter, it should be remembered that many members of such groups feel strongly that any disturbance of the dead in the name of science is an affront both to the deceased themselves and to their living descendants. Sa’ke’j Henderson, a Canadian lawyer of First Nations ancestry, puts a typical position forcefully:

For a variety of legal, ethical and spiritual reasons, most First Nations strongly believe that the skeletons ought not to be disturbed. FN considers ancestral burial grounds or sites and their contents as ‘sacred’ and involving freedom of religion… They consider the spirits of such sites to be of central importance, to implicate the order of embodied spirits and to be necessary for the maintenance of good relations and harmony. (Henderson 2009: 56)

The moral imperative to take account of the beliefs and values of genetic or cultural descendants is recognized by the third principle of the Vermillion Accord, which holds that ‘respect for the wishes of the local community and or relatives or guardians of the dead shall be accorded whenever possible, reasonable and lawful’. Yet in view of the potential conflicting interests involved in this eternal moral triangle, what, and whose, criteria are to be applied in defining what is ‘possible, reasonable and lawful’?

It is often claimed that the paramount moral imperative is to do no harm (primum non nocere). To this, many would add that we should reduce to a minimum the risk of doing harm. Taken strictly, this position threatens to rule out any archaeological practice whatsoever which disturbs the dead, except in rare cases where it is safe to assume that the deceased subjects would not have objected and where the consent of descendant communities is readily given. (There are also cases where the dead would be disturbed anyway, in the course of development or the reuse of land, but it is not clear that archaeologists can legitimately shift all the moral responsibility for disturbance in such cases on to the shoulders of third parties, given the advantage that they themselves take of it.) A more workable and common-sense view, however, allows that it is sometimes right to cause lesser harms in order to prevent larger ones or produce greater benefits. The undoubted goods that flow from archaeological investigation of burials and their human and material contents provide a moral warrant for their research which is, though, much less than a carte blanche. Foolish archaeologists will rush in where wiser ones fear to tread without carefully considering the moral issues and, where possible, consulting with members of local or descendant communities, who will often (though not always) have a better idea of what the subjects under investigation are likely to have wanted. Judicious investigators will also apply a light-touch approach to excavation where this will not seriously jeopardize attainment of the research objectives. Excavations in sensitive areas should be planned and conducted in close consultation with local people, and care should be taken to do the minimum of damage to tombs and graves. On the principle of diminishing marginal returns, the number of burials uncovered should be kept to the minimum, while non-intrusive techniques of investigation should be substituted for exhumation wherever possible.

Contemporary archaeologists are much less likely than their predecessors to assume that their interests invariably trump those of deceased subjects or of their living descendants. If they are not to deserve the epithet of ‘sapient trouble-tombs’, archaeologists who deal with the dead should accept, as most now do, that theirs are not the only concerns in town—though they need not apologize for those concerns or concede their invariable subordination to those of other stakeholders. The dead need not be regarded as being ethically off-limits to archaeologists, but nor are they a morally unproblematic research resource to whose remnants anything at all may be done. To negotiate the thorny path between these extremes requires archaeologists to operate in a spirit of compromise and concession which maintains the integrity of their own professional values while also acknowledging the legitimacy of others’.
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LOOTING MATTERS

Early Bronze Age Cemeteries of Jordan’s Southeast Dead Sea Plain in the Past and Present
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MORAG M. KERSEL AND MEREDITH S. CHESSON

INTRODUCTION
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The complex interplay between archaeological research into mortuary practices and ancient and modern looting of cemeteries and tombs creates challenging methodological and ethical situations for archaeologists investigating the past. This chapter describes a work-in-progress, our current and ongoing research project in Jordan (entitled ‘Follow the Pots’), as a platform for exploring several methodological, theoretical, and ethical challenges faced by archaeologists whose research area was/continues to be the focus of intensive and long-standing illegal excavation.

Extensive Early Bronze Age (EBA, in this subregion spanning c.3600–2000 BCE) cemeteries on the southeastern Dead Sea Plain in Jordan represent a unique opportunity to study both settlement and mortuary patterns at a time when the social landscape was changing dramatically—for the first time populations fortified their towns and invented a new type of settlement (Fig. 38.1). Mortuary evidence is an integral part of the archaeological record of past cultures and behaviours, providing information about past lifeways and social interaction. Archaeological remains at the three EBA cemeteries and two town sites in the region allow for the examination of the assumption that changing settlement systems and distinct burial customs may indicate increasing social differentiation within this 3rd millennium society. Unfortunately this particular landscape has been the object of systematic and sustained plunder for decades due to the unbridled demand for EBA pots from these cemeteries. The illegal, unrecorded excavation of burial sites results not only in the removal of saleable pots for the marketplace, but in the indirect (or direct) destruction of human remains, which ultimately means a loss of knowledge about burial customs and practices. Valuable information about mortuary traditions has been lost and our interpretation of the past may be skewed.

While archaeologists develop new methodologies for recording and reconstructing the archaeological evidence of looted cemeteries (see e.g. Sneddon 2002, Webb and Frankel 2009, Contreras 2010, Contreras and Brodie 2010), the other side of the story, that of the looted artefacts that have been purloined to be sold on the market, often falls by the wayside as a question outside the purview of traditional archaeological practice. Our project in the Dead Sea Plain of Jordan attempts to explore the social lives (sensu Appadurai 1986) of these Early Bronze Age pots: first lives as utile grave goods and second lives as both archaeological evidence for past mortuary practices and as current objects of desire in the antiquities marketplace. ‘Follow the Pots’ employs a conventional archaeological investigation of the emergence of prehistoric urbanism and increasing social complexity, and an ethnographic inquiry into the multiple and contested values of this archaeological heritage.
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FIG. 38.1 Location of Early Bronze Age settlements and cemeteries on the southeastern Dead Sea Plain of Jordan

We begin with a brief discussion of why looting matters and how illegal excavation can and does affect archaeological interpretation of past lifeways. Using the preliminary results of the ‘Follow the Pots’ project, we provide a theoretical discussion of how we make connections between the object biographies of EBA pots and the remaining archaeological evidence. ‘Follow the Pots’ arises from several years of preliminary analysis and fieldwork and emerges from our realization that only by integrating ethnography and archaeology can we hope to produce a holistic and cohesive story about the use and reuse of these EBA materials, uncovering a clearer picture of the mortuary practices of the Dead Sea Plain.

WHY LOOTING MATTERS
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The illegal excavation of archaeological sites happens everywhere there are ancient locales. In 2006 Roosevelt and Luke (p. 179) reported that of the approximately 400 tumuli they surveyed in western Turkey, 90% showed signs (holes, looter’s tools, back dirt piles, broken pottery damage to the architectural remains) of looting. Using satellite imagery Stone (2008) concludes that evidence indicates that recent archaeological site looting in Iraq has been pervasive. Archaeological sites of all sizes and periods have been affected in various parts of Iraq. Stone (2008: 129) suggests that the focus of looting activity tends to favour larger sites and those dating to periods most likely to generate cylinder seals, cuneiform tablets, and, to a lesser extent, early coins—all artefacts in demand in the marketplace. Looting is not limited to west Asia and the lookout is dreary for the global picture of looting (Atwood 2004, Brodie and Renfrew 2005, Contreras 2010). Comparison of Gordon Willey’s 1940s accounts of the looting of the Virú Valley in Peru with recent satellite imagery led Contreras (2010) to confirm the earlier looting and to add that additional and extensive illegal excavation has taken place since then, some holes dug as recently as 2006. These recent studies and those in progress clearly demonstrate the loss of knowledge due to pillage and plunder, but also provide information to counter claims from the dealing and collecting communities that looting has no relationship to the market. Contreras’s (2010) study also illustrates the importance of studying looted landscapes: through systematic study of archival and aerial photographs and satellite imagery he was able to identify previously unrecorded, albeit looted, cemeteries.

While looting poses a serious threat to the preservation of sites, there are few diachronic, systematic studies of actual looting from particular areas. Bowman (2008: 228–9) suggests that the reason for this paucity in research can be attributed to two factors: (1) looting is a clandestine activity; researchers rarely come into contact with looters and if they do make contact looters are reluctant to share their ‘stories’ and (2) looting involves both recorded and unrecorded sites—those yet to be discovered—making assessment of damage to the archaeological record very difficult. ‘Follow the Pots’ seeks to rectify these lacunae by addressing both of these issues—recording a looted, previously unpublished site and interviewing the local looters about their interactions with the mortuary landscape. The motivations behind looting vary (Matsuda 1998, Kersel 2007), but ultimately most of the by-products of looting (archaeological objects) end up passing through a number of hands before finding their eventual resting place in a museum, in a private collection, or in an educational institution.

LOOTING MATTERS AND THE MORTUARY RECORD IN JORDAN
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In the Dead Sea region of Jordan there were reports of looting as early as the 1920s when Mallon and Albright first identified the cemetery and settlement site of Bab adh-Dhra’ as EBA. Albright (1924) asserts that ‘Père Mallon discovered some cairns which the Arabs had opened, disclosing pottery of the Early Bronze Age’, and it was this unearthing that led them to investigate the area, finding monoliths, large amounts of pottery and flint covering the surface, architectural foundations and enclosures. For archaeologists and physical anthropologists the site lay unexcavated for some 40 years, but for illegal excavators the site was a virtual gold mine. In the late 1950s archaeologist Paul Lapp’s attention was drawn to the area after he watched the trickle of unmistakable Bab adh-Dhra’ pots appearing in the antiquities shops in Jerusalem and Amman turn into a virtual flood by 1965 (Lapp 1966). The listed provenance (archaeological findspot) of the material in the antiquities shops was ‘reported to have come from the Hebron area’, an often used descriptor for laundering looted artefacts (Kersel 2006). Lapp enlisted the aid of local experts (suspected looters) when he embarked on a rescue excavation to the area.

That evening we had a session with another local expert, who told us that he knew of tombs which had yielded a truckload of pottery. The next morning he did his best to show his ability as a diviner. His formula was simple: to find large, smooth black stones with faces emerging at the surface. This formula worked very well, and we soon discovered the truth—the cemetery had been so intensively used [during the Early Bronze Age] that we were almost bound to hit something wherever we dug. (Lapp 1966: 105)

Looting intensified in the region in the 1970s—after the Jordanian government allocated the rich alluvial lands along the Dead Sea for agricultural development and military activity in the region decreased. Reports of the devastating looting in the region gained global attention after a series of documentaries appeared in the international news in the mid-1990s. The archaeologically rich area was being plundered at an alarming rate and the Jordanian Department of Antiquities (DOA) was powerless to stop the destruction (Politis 1994). Increased looting was attributed to development work undertaken by an Italian construction company. A number of artefacts were recovered as a result of the deep trenches dug as part of an irrigation system. Through archival research Politis (2002: 259) suggests that the ancient artefacts were taken back to Milan by various Italians as reminders of their work in Jordan. Recognizing demand for archaeological material, local villagers increased their illegal excavations in the area in order to find material to sell to the Italians. The movement of grave goods was carried out at the local, state, and international level, passing through numerous hands and crossing a number of national and international borders. Looted material was sold directly to Italian construction workers and/or transported to Israel (where the sale of artefacts was legal) and Europe. The Jordanian Provisional Antiquities Law no. 12 of 1976 made it illegal to trade in antiquities, forcing local Jordanian looter and dealers to find other markets for the material.

Early efforts by the Jordanian DOA to lessen or halt the looting were unsuccessful. In response to the worsening situation and the ‘lunar-like landscape’ of the region, an independent strategy for cultural heritage protection was established. With the approval of the Minister of Tourism and Antiquities and the Director-General of Antiquities, archaeologists were provided with financial backing in order to purchase some of the more important antiquities directly from the tomb robbers. This had a double effect. It helped gain the confidence of the local looters and disrupted the intricate dealing network (Politis 2002: 263–4). For the archaeologists the justification for initiating the buyback programme was the ‘saving the artefacts for the public’ argument, assuring all those concerned that the artefacts were being purchased to be placed in a museum in the Ghor es-Safi region, which would bring valuable tourist dollars to the area. At the same time the archaeologists were disrupting the traditional trade networks by buying directly from the looters, bypassing the middlemen and dealers in the surrounding towns and cities. Unfortunately, our recent visits to the region and to the antiquities market in Israel indicate that the looting of this EBA mortuary landscape is ongoing, despite efforts by the Jordanian DOA and archaeologists to ameliorate the problem.

FACTS ON THE GROUND IN JORDAN
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Archaeologists have long known about archaeological resources on Jordan’s southern Dead Sea Plain, and the earliest published report of an archaeological survey in the region appeared in the early 20th century (Albright 1924, Glueck 1935). Paul Lapp (1965, 1966, 1968a, 1968b, N. Lapp 1975, Schaub and Rast 1989) conducted the earliest systematic excavations at Bab adh-Dhra’, focusing on the cemetery, and he noted that the appearance of southern Ghor Early Bronze Age I (EBA I) pottery in the local antiquities shops in Amman influenced his decision to dig at the site (Lapp 1968b). Rast and Schaub (2003: 2) cite a similar experience in 1972, which spurred them to conduct a systematic survey on the southern Ghor in 1973 (Rast and Schaub 1974). Thus, extensive amounts of research has been conducted in the region, with excavations at EBA Fifa, Numayra, Khirbat Khanazir, and Bab adh-Dhra’ in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s (P. Lapp 1966, N. Lapp 1975, Bentley 1987, 1991, Bentley and Perry 2008, Chesson 1999, 2001, 2007a, 2007b, Chesson and Schaub 2007, Ortner and Fröhlich 2008, Schaub and Chesson 2007), salvage operations at Bab adh-Dhra’ in 1995 (McCreery 1996) and Naqa and Fifa in 2001 (al-Najjar, personal communication 2001). Excavations at the town sites (Bab adh-Dhra’ and Numayra) and the cemeteries (Bab adh-Dhra’, Naqa, Fifa, and Khirbat Khanazir) offer unique opportunities to explore the use of material objects in daily life and in mortuary practices throughout the entirety of the dynamic EBA in which people created a new type of living space: the walled town (Greenberg 2003, Philip 2003, 2008, Chesson 2007a).

Due to space constraints, we limit our discussion to the EBA I material culture and mortuary practices. In the EBA I (c.3600–3100 BCE), when the earliest walled communities were established throughout the southern Levant, people travelled to the southeastern Dead Sea Plain to bury their dead in secondary mortuary rituals at Fifa, Bab adh-Dhra’, and Naqa: the first EBA settlers to the Dead Sea Plain were the long dead. The living deposited the segmented remains of their dead in shaft or cist tomb chambers, following guidelines for sorting the skeletal remains and grave goods. Three distinct burial practices with corresponding settlement patterns can be identified at Bab adh-Dhra’. The EBA I (c.3600–2950 BCE) occupation of Bab adh-Dhra’ is characterized by shaft tombs carved into the Lisan marl. To date no associated settlement has been discovered at or near the site, and the general consensus is that the secondary burial remains in these shaft tombs were carried by people who travelled to the Dead Sea Plain to bury their dead. While we do not know where these people were living, or if they were fully sedentary or fully nomadic or somewhere in between, we do know, based on the analysis of dental morphology by Bentley and Perry (2008; see also Bentley 1987, 1991), that they buried their dead in kin-based groups in shaft tombs. Shaft tombs generally consist of a central circular shaft and between one and five hemispherical chambers radiating from the base of the shaft (Rast and Schaub 2003). Typically, in these graves, the crania were lined up along the left edge of a reed mat; the long bones and other remains were heaped in the centre of the mat, and grave goods were stacked to the right of the opening of the chamber (Fig. 38.2). The EBA I mortuary toolkit usually comprised of ceramic vessels, ground and polished stone vessels, shell bracelets, beads, stone maceheads, wooden items, unfired clay anthropomorphic figurines, and textiles (Chesson and Schaub 2007: 255). Chesson (1999: 141) has suggested that the vessels and objects placed in mortuary contexts, like Bab adh-Dhra’ hold multiple significances, evoking memories and powerful meanings. These meanings and significances carry on to today’s antiquities markets where collectors wish to purchase artefacts imbued with the spirit of the place and time.

Simultaneously, in the nearby cemeteries (c.20 and 25 km to the south, respectively) at Naqa and Fifa in the EBA IA they used rock-lined cist graves for the secondary interment. And while the mortuary toolkit at these sites was similar in make-up to that of Bab adh-Dhra’, there is notable divergence in the forms and decoration on the ceramic vessels. Are these differences related to people from different ethnic groups, lineages, or regions? The classic model of pots = people—pottery as a passive reflection of social identity—has gone in and out of fashion in archaeological discourse and analyses. But whether or not one subscribes to the pots = people paradigm, the important point here is that the absence of pots due to looting affects the way in which we interpret the past. Is there really a difference between the pottery assemblages from the sites only 20 km apart, or has the looting of ‘unique pots’ from Bab adh-Dhra’ (perhaps similar to those from Fifa and Naqa) biased the way in which we read the archaeological record? How can we make inferences about the people and society of the Early Bronze Age Dead Sea Plain if we are missing a huge piece of the archaeological puzzle?

In a preliminary analysis of human skeletal remains from EBA I shaft tombs, Fröhlich and Ortner (1982: 262) note that a hard-pointed instrument was forcefully pushed into the sides of a shaft tomb in order to locate further burial chambers—looters searching for further chambers and saleable material. They also mention that in the process of obtaining grave goods, thieves broke up the fragile human remains. People pillaging cemeteries are not particularly interested in human remains, instead concentrating their efforts on the marketable pieces—the pots, maceheads, metal objects, shell bracelets, and the like. As skeletal remains are moved aside in an effort to reach the prized possessions, remains become commingled and our assessment of distinct burial groups is compromised. At Bab adh-Dhra’ this pattern of moving the human skeletal material was confirmed by McCreery (1996: 58) in his 1995 salvage project of Area X: ‘unfortunately, many of the burials were disturbed or destroyed when dirt from other chambers was thrown into the robbed-out chambers but most of the human material is left lying around’. McCreery noted that, as a result of looting between the 1980s and 1995, 39 new shaft tombs had been uncovered. A salvage campaign was mounted in an area referred to as X to (1) map the location of the looted tombs, (2) recover the bones, pottery, and other artefacts that still remained, (3) determine the chronological relationship of this area of the cemetery to previously excavated areas, and (4) formulate an estimate of the extent of the cemetery (McCreery 1996). As part of a pilot project to test methodologies for recording a looted cemetery, the ‘Follow the Pots’ surveyors mapped the looted tombs recorded by McCreery (1996), while noting the discrepancies between ‘barren’ or unsuccessful looters’ pits with those in which looters had successfully discovered and looted an EBA tomb. Our team found that any estimates of looted tombs in cemeteries needed to incorporate a ground-truthing programme: looters’ pits do not always indicate a looted tomb.
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FIG. 38.2 Schematic plan of EBA IA Chamber A114 N, Bab adh-Dhra’, Jordan

Source: AfterFröhlich and Ortner 1982: pl. LXXIII.

Damage caused by the illegal excavators, whether they successfully plundered a tomb or merely disturbed the site’s surface with pits and commingled spoil heaps, placed severe limitations on attempts to accurately describe the orientation and original condition of the tomb chambers. In some instances robbers came down through the roofs of tombs or the sides, obfuscating the shaft and chambers of the tomb, making it virtually impossible to determine the associated chambers and structure of some of the tombs or to establish which remains were intentionally deposited together or separately. Fill from looted chambers was (and still is) commingled with geologically silted chambers, making it difficult to discern intentional deposits from a pillage spoil heap. McCreery states (1996: 54) ‘the absence of pottery from well preserved chambers like X23W is probably due to the fact that all of the grave goods in this chamber were found intact and therefore removed’, but how can we ever be sure? Were there pots in the original mortuary deposit or was this the burial place of some individual(s) buried with little or no fanfare? Evidence from similar graves suggests that there were artefacts, but looting has created a lacuna in this archaeological record.

McCreery also notes (1996: 58) a total absence of basalt vessels, maceheads, figurines, beads, bracelets, and metal objects from tombs in the archaeological salvage area. In preliminary surveys of internet sales websites and brick-and-mortar stores in Jerusalem, we found ceramic vessels, basalt bowls, and stone maceheads for sale. In visiting these sites several times in the last two decades we have seen broken ceramic and stone vessel fragments, whole and broken shell bracelets, as well as beads of various materials scattered across spoil heaps from looters’ activities. Even at this preliminary stage, we find that these artefacts are all differently prized commodities in the antiquities market, and thus looters make decisions to collect or abandon different items based on their saleability and their preservation. For us, therefore, it is difficult to discern their original distribution in tombs in all three EBA IA cemeteries. Were these objects part of the original toolkit for all tombs, or differentially used within and between these cemeteries? Once again illegal excavation has potentially altered the interpretation of the archaeological record.

The second type of discernible burial practice is first identified in the transitional late EBA IB/early EBA II (c 2950–2800 BCE) when a small village was established adjacent to the cemetery at Bab adh-Dhra’. The associated sedentary phase in which people began living on site, farming and raising livestock, witnessed the expansion of burial practices to include both shaft tombs, containing both primary and secondary burials, and above-ground circular burial structures—mud-brick charnel houses (McCreery 2003, Rast and Schaub 2003). Chesson and Schaub (2007) have suggested that these earlier circular charnel houses bridged the span between shaft tombs and the later rectangular above-ground body-libraries of the EBA II–III (c.3100–2500 BCE). The mortuary toolkit of this period still contained ceramic pots, stone vessels, beads, maceheads, figurines, and bracelets, as well as wood objects and textiles.

Inhabitants built the first fortification walls at Bab adh-Dhra’ around 3000 BCE, concomitantly abandoning fully subterranean burial practices in favour of above-ground rectangular charnel houses, the third example of mortuary practice at Bab adh-Dhra’. In many ways the houses for the dead resembled the houses for the living—rectangular mud-brick structures with stone thresholds and occasional cobble flooring (Chesson 2007b: 114). Debate continues over whether the semi-subterranean charnel houses were for primary or secondary burial, but associated grave goods were still prevalent. The state of preservation of the charnel houses is not as good as most of the shaft tombs due to their above-ground setting, erosion, and looting, but charnel houses fall into two basic sizes and are also differentiated by the type of grave goods present. In the larger houses there is clear evidence for greater access to nonlocal prestige items connected with trade and exchange—metal, ostrich egg, faience, alabaster, carnelian, lapis, and crystal. As Chesson (1999: 155) has stated: ‘this is not a case of haves and have nots, but rather one of greater and lesser access to local and non-local craft items and by extension, to status and authority’. This demarcation supports the theory that there was differentiated status in the burial record. But can we state this with authority if many of the charnel houses have been pillaged and the archaeological record tainted by illegal excavation? What more might we have learned about the EBA I or the EBA II–III society and mortuary practices had these cemeteries not been so severely impacted by looting to supply the antiquities market? Based on preliminary analyses, we see no real discernible pattern of which grave goods accompany what people—the guidelines for the mortuary toolkit maybe be masked by the commingled nature of the material in antiquity or by recent looting. Due to depositional activities—both intentional and geological—we will never know if a particular individual was buried with a certain pot or macehead.

In the final report on the skeletal remains from the Smithsonian excavations at Bab adh-Dhra EBA I shaft tombs and an EBA IB charnel house (G1), Ortner and Fröhlich (2008: 305) suggest that during the process of establishing the EBA IB village the community may have experienced an increase in interpersonal conflict and violence. In skeletons from EBA IB tombs and the charnel house, they documented an increased number of lesions and depressed fractures to skulls, in all cases fully healed and not contributing to the death of the individual. They suggest that the simultaneous increase in interpersonal violence and the construction of large fortifications around the town at Bab adh-Dhra’ may be interpreted as indicating increased violence and conflict within and between walled towns in the EBA II–III. However, preliminary analyses suggest no increase in perimortem fractures and blows to the head in the EBA II–III charnel house A22 when compared with other EBA I remains (Gasparetti and Sheridan forthcoming). While it may be difficult to surmise whether there is evidence for progressively increasing violence in the EBA from the artefacts, every time a skeleton is disturbed, destroyed, or dumped as a result of looting activity important osteological information is lost that might support or deny such claims about violence.

As a result of ongoing looting and the demand for archaeological artefacts, we will never fully be able to reconstruct the mortuary record of the Dead Sea Plain in Jordan. Understanding the archaeological record of a looted site has become the object of inquiry for a number of recent studies (e.g. Al Hamdani 2008, Stone 2008, Webb and Frankel 2009, Contreras 2010, Contreras and Brodie 2010). But studies focusing on the objects of desire—the looted items—in order to complete the picture are rare. By examining the social lives of the EBA pots that are the object of the intense looting we can gain an awareness of the multiple phases of an object’s life history. Stahl (2010: 158) suggests that a key insight that has emerged as a result of object biographies is that artefacts are not static and made immutable by their various incarnations. They may sustain essential qualities like ‘ceramicness’ in their various lives, but their value and use is context dependent, often highly variable, and adds to our understanding of the past. It is with this in mind that we are undertaking the ‘Follow the Pots’ project. By examining the first (EBA mortuary grave good) and second (unearthed artefact—either through looting or systematic controlled excavation) lives of these objects, we hope to develop a robust set of insights into the original uses and reuses of EBA pots.

SOCIAL LIVES OF EBA POTS: MATERIALITY AND HUMAN BEHAVIOUR
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For our research, the key to linking the ancient mortuary practices and the modern looting of these cemeteries relies on a universal human behaviour: the production and use of material culture. In our examination of the social lives of these EBA archaeological objects, the artefacts have at least two lives: as looted and excavated artefacts in the present and as associated grave goods from the past. The project combines archaeological and ethnographic methods used in the practice of an engaged anthropology (Erikson 2006) with ground-truthing of the archaeological record in order to better understand both the ancient and modern use of a prehistoric mortuary landscape. In seeking to integrate modern voices and understandings about heritage resources (Franklin 2001, Wilkie 2001, Loosley 2005, Porter and Salazar 2005, Steele 2005, Kersel 2006, Little and Shackel 2007, Emberling 2008, Greenberg 2009), we adopt a critical self-reflexive stance by investigating archaeological practice and looting as equally valid subjects for interrogation. In investigating the second lives of these artefacts, we approach looting and archaeology as behaviours equally worthy of investigation—both practices remove archaeological materials from sites and both groups of stakeholders place values on these material goods. Meskell (2005) and Lafrenz Samuels (2009) argue that the link between the archaeological past and the present rests on two things: (1) the materiality of archaeological evidence, and (2) people’s varying use and/or valuing of material culture, especially in terms of telling stories, crafting identities, and surviving the challenges of daily life (Miller 1998, 2005, Brumfiel 2003, Joyce 2005, Meskell 2005, Kus 2007).

Nowhere is the materiality link clearer than in the complex intersections between archaeological field research and extensive looting of the archaeological heritage in the southeastern Dead Sea Plain of Jordan. With the heady combination of looting, antiquities markets, traditional archaeological practice, and modern heritage management, Appadurai’s (1986) and Miller’s (1998) models for the social life of things brilliantly come to life: meanings and values of archaeological material culture shift swiftly, depending upon context, stakeholder, and intended (or even unintended) destination. Additionally we can gain an understanding of the multiple lives of these objects. Lafrenz Samuels (2009: 84) asserts that we can learn a great deal about the intersection between past and present meanings of material culture by tracking the objects’ movements and contexts of meaning and making; and values associated with them. Exploring the reuse of these objects, we examine why and how they and their landscapes experience a ‘second life’ as studied, excavated, trafficked, reappropriated, and employed by researchers and looters alike for purposes different from their originally intended use and context (Appadurai 1986, Miller 1998). Excavating and looting force a rebirth or re-production of the object and an entirely new life course (cf. Holtorf 2002), with actors and agents staking claims and assigning values (potentially oppositional in stance) to the artefacts. For Appadurai (1986: 15), both excavated and looted archaeological artefacts become what he would consider things intended for uses other than their original purposes. In this ‘second life’ of objects, looted for sale or excavated for study, people’s interests, values, and relationships to this heritage vary widely.

’FIRST LIVES’ OF EBA POTS
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As part of this larger, comparative analysis, our current plans for ‘Follow the Pots’ centre on Fifa as a comparative base for analysing the past and present uses of the cemeteries of Bab adh-Dhra’ and Naqa. We know from previous excavations, our visits to the site, a 2011 intensive survey and aerial photographs, that approximately 10,000 looters’ pits exist at Fifa, many of which have destroyed stone-lined cist tombs containing secondary burials, ceramic and stone vessels, shell bracelets, stone maceheads, and beads. Currently the site resembles a moonscape, with looters’ holes extending across rolling hills as far as the eyes can see, and the ground is covered with the spoil heaps of dirt, skeletal remains, and broken artefacts (Figs. 38.3 and 38.4). Such a scale of destruction makes total documentation of all looters’ pits impossible; thus we concluded a non-random, systematic survey of the cemetery of Fifa in 2011. After the initial topographic survey, we selected ten sample units for intensive recording, allowing us to estimate the original number of tombs, the rate of ‘success’ of looters (distinguishing barren holes and actual looted tombs), and the range and numbers of grave goods abandoned by looters because they were broken, judged unsaleable, or otherwise not valuable. Based on this field season we created a comprehensive plan of the site of Fifa, mapping in all archaeological features (from all periods) visible from the surface and thoroughly documenting the extent of the 6.4-hectare site. We documented and created a typology for the three types of tomb constructions at Fifa, and we tested the Contreras and Brodie (2010) hypothesis regarding the use of Google Earth as a tool for monitoring archaeological site looting. We concluded that you can in fact use Google Earth to chart change over time but in order to estimate the loss of culture heritage groundtruthing is essential to a holistic picture.
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FIG. 38.3 Archaeologists Sean Bergin (foreground) and Khalid Tarawneh (centre) visit the salvage excavations at the site of Fifa in 2001

Source: Photograph by Meredith S. Chesson. 
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FIG. 38.4 Looted and broken ceramic vessels on surface at Bab adh-Dhra’ in 2010

Source: Photograph by Morag M. Kersel.

’SECOND LIVES’: LOOTED GOODS AND EXCAVATED ARTEFACTS
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Complementing the archaeological research, ongoing ethnographic interviews with locals document meanings and values of the EBA material culture to the various stakeholders (looters, archaeologists, museum professionals, collectors, dealers, and government employees). Following the pots through the specific economic activity of the antiquities market and as archaeologically documented artefacts is fundamentally a multi-sited effort, and this diversity in interests dictates the interview process and participants. While many of these people are situated in Jordan, earlier fieldwork has involved extensive ethnographic work with licensed and illegal antiquities dealers in Jerusalem where many of these pots are sold, as well as internet auction sites, including eBay, Sotheby’s, Christie’s, and at smaller firms located in the UK, US, and Israel. As part of this project, we are also documenting the distribution of EBA tomb groups in museums throughout the world.

Recent work by Brodie and Contreras (2012) examines the economic value of the pots looted from this area. Building on the earlier work of Rose and Burke (2004) on the economics of looting Roman-Byzantine tombs in the northern region of Irbid in Jordan, Brodie and Contreras provide some estimates of the amount of money that can be realized from the sale of EBA IA pots in the UK market. Both studies indicate that there are profits to be made from the sale of artefacts and that the local economies in both regions of Jordan have come to rely heavily on the practice of illegally excavating sites. Of relevance to understanding this mortuary landscape is tracking the movement of EBA pots—both looted and legally excavated.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS: LOOTING DOES MATTER
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We will never know the complete picture of the mortuary record in the Dead Sea Plain of Jordan, but do we archaeologists and physical anthropologists ever really get the entire story of past lives? That is both the mystery and the beauty of archaeological inquiry. What we do know from this brief analysis of the region is that looting and the destruction of the archaeological record can and does skew our interpretations of the past. McCreery (1996: 61) warns that ‘it is dangerous to claim definitive conclusions from the results of a salvage operation, especially one that relies strictly on observation of robbing activity’. Looting of this area, once a rich necropolis, continues to this day, and pots from these Jordanian sites are still for sale in the licensed antiquities market in Israel. The myriad consequences of the illegal excavation at Bab adh-Dhra’, Naqa, and Fifa on the interpretation of changing mortuary practices, social differentiation, and increasing violence and tension in these early fortified settlements may never be known; valuable data about mortuary practices has been lost and our understanding of burial customs may therefore be distorted. The question of how archaeology can proceed under these circumstances requires further consideration and a solution that takes into consideration the positions of the various stakeholders in the cultural heritage of the region.

’Follow the Pots’ represents one facet of a larger research project examining social differentiation and the emergence of EBA urbanism on the southeastern Dead Sea Plain (conducted by the Expedition to the Dead Sea Plain, directed by Tom Schaub and Walter Rast), involving the analysis of publication of primary data from excavations of the legacy sites of Bab adh-Dhra’, Fifa, Naqa, Numayra, and Khanazir. Our project draws on this larger umbrella project for background and comparative data to rewrite the traditional archaeological interpretation of the past, by considering how EBA peoples deployed material culture in graves in the past, and how archaeologists and looters reuse and re-value this same material culture in the present. By integrating archaeological and ethnographic methods into an engaged anthropology framework, this research embodies the spirit of holistic anthropological inquiry and practice. We hope that the results of our research will encourage archaeologists to rethink their privileged position of controlling how people value the past, forcing us as anthropologists to examine our relationship to people and things under study: one of the most crucial questions at the heart of the post-colonial focus of the discipline (e.g. Hamilakis 2008). The social lives of objects in the past and the present are inextricably linked and cannot be divorced from one another.
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HOW ANCIENTS BECOME AMMUNITION

Politics and Ethics of the Human Skeleton
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JOE WATKINS

INTRODUCTION
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In the United States, colonization of American Indian land often included overt actions on American Indian human remains. As Patricia Rubertone (2001: 173) has noted: ‘For many colonists, the graves of New England’s Native Americans were objects of curiosity, sources of commodities, subjects of scientific study, and confirmations of myths of Indian extinction’. Regardless of how the dominant American population has viewed the human remains of this continent’s Indigenous cultures, the ways that American Indian human remains and skeletal materials have been treated has contributed to a growing politicization of those items.

European interest in American Indians began shortly after the beginning of European American exploration of the wilderness. On 19 November 1620, pilgrim explorers in search of the inhabitants of their new land happened across what they described as ‘a place like a grave’. They dug into it, and found ‘the bones and skull of a man [and]… the bones and head of a little child’ along with cultural material that had been placed with the bodies. Not content to leave the material alone, they took ‘sundry of the prettiest things away with us, and covered the corpse up again’ (Heath 1963: 27–8). While the explorers left the skeletal remains in place, the important fact is that they disturbed and plundered American Indian graves for their contents only eight days after they had anchored off Cape Cod.

A discussion and presentation of the overt formal political actions of the United States government towards American Indians is far outside the scope of this chapter, but a brief examination of the political aspects of the actions demonstrates that government programmes aimed at helping the westward expansion across the continent stood in direct conflict with programmes that were meant to keep the Indians separated from the American public. Treaties with Indians were meant to limit not only the movements of the tribes within boundaries imposed by the federal government, but also to restrict the interaction between non-Indians and the tribes. It was the government’s intent to leave the Indians with tracts of land where they could live and hunt without being bothered by outsiders. As settlers continued to move west, however, and as the needs of the American population grew, the demand for Indian land for farms and ranches grew until conflict was inevitable.

Because of the general belief that American Indians were doomed by the westward approach of ‘progress’ and that their so-called ‘primitive culture’ was destined to disappear, anthropologists of the time believed it was their job to record as much of the Indians’ culture as possible before it was lost. Because anthropologists studied Indian tribes and wrote about their lifestyles in academic publications that caught the attention of the public, they were viewed as the experts when it came to Indian issues. But such attention was not without bias. Anthropologist Bruce Trigger has noted, however, that science does not operate in a vacuum from the social structure in which it occurs: ‘problems social scientists choose to research and (hopefully less often) the conclusions that they reach are influenced in various ways… [among them] the attitudes and opinions that are prevalent in the societies in which they live’ (Trigger 1980: 662).

A large number of anthropologists (e.g. Bettinger 1991, Downer 1997, Ferguson 1996, Kehoe 1998, Lurie 1988, McGuire 1992a, 1992b, 1997, Meltzer 1983, Trigger 1980, 1986, 1989) have traced the history of anthropology and its relationships with American Indians. Perhaps at times the interests of the scientists were benign, but as is often the case, the results of scientific research can influence the society of which it is a part. One example—what Willey and Sabloff (1980: 35) have called the ‘moundbuilder controversy’—is illustrative here.

In the earliest history of American archaeology, the ‘moundbuilders’ were believed to have been a non-Indian race (perhaps related to the prehistoric Mexicans, Hindus, or even Danes) who had withdrawn from eastern North America or had been exterminated by the groups of American Indians who historians believed were ‘newly arrived’. At that time, most writers felt that the enormous mounds encountered by American travellers and explorers must have been constructed by a civilization that no longer existed, because it was felt that the Indians of North America who were living in the areas at the time of contact were not capable of such feats of engineering. By the time archaeologists finally proved the mounds were products of the ancestors of the Indians who were encountered by the first colonists and westward travellers, those Indians had mostly been dispossessed of their land. Yet the demolition of the lost moundbuilder race hypothesis by Cyrus Thomas of the Bureau of Ethnology (later the Bureau of American Ethnology) of the Smithsonian Institution in 1894 (Willey and Sabloff 1980: 43) did nothing to change popular attitudes towards the American Indian. In a more critical (and political) interpretation of the controversy, archaeologist Randall McGuire (1992a: 820) argues that the moundbuilder myth also worked to remove Indians’ ancestors from the history of the United States: ‘By routing the red savages, the new, civilized, White American race inherited the mantle, the heritage, of the old civilization’.

Anthropologists were not the only group interested in the cultural remains of America’s earliest civilizations. Jack Trope and Walter Echo Hawk (2000: 126–8) offer a sometimes grisly history of the use and abuse of American Indian bodies from the founding of colonies through the 18th and 19th centuries. For example, in the 1840s, American physician Dr Samuel Morton used skull measurements to ‘prove’ that the American Indian was racially inferior to non-Indian US citizens and was therefore doomed to die out as a culture. The skulls Morton needed for his comparative ‘cranial library’ were American Indian skulls gathered by grave robbers, Indian agents, physicians, and military personnel from old and recent graves of tribes defeated in battles. Sometimes Indian remains were taken from battlefields almost immediately after the fighting had ended. Additionally, in 1868, the surgeon general of the US Army ordered army personnel to collect Indian crania and other body parts for the Army Medical Museum to be used for comparative material and for scientific study.

Such scientific perceptions of the physical and (ultimately) psycho-social differences between the American Indian and Euro-American populations were not merely academic endeavours, however. Historian Robert Bieder (2000: 32) notes that the representations of the American Indian body in 19th-century American anthropology changed from one of ‘classification of racial groups based primarily on external physical characteristics’ to one where ‘internal characteristics linked to heredity [e.g. brain size]’ were used to define the status and intelligence of such groups.

In 1973, archaeologist Elden Johnson listed the excavation of burials first among four recurrent themes of protests by American Indians (Johnson 1973: 129). While the article did not go into detail concerning the possibilities of alleviating the issue, it ended with the hope that the recurrent themes ‘… be dealt with collectively by responsible members of a professional society and that the issues will not continue to be met post hoc by individuals and single institutions as reactions to protests’ (1973: 130).

While Johnson recognized the issues at hand, not all encounters between archaeologists and American Indians at that time ended in protest. Roderick Sprague (Sprague and Birkby 1970) describes the analysis and reburial of skeletal remains encountered during construction of water and sewage line construction in Weippe, Idaho, and during a cemetery relocation project in the Lower Granite Dam Reservoir. Both projects involved the Nez Perce tribe. In the Lower Granite Dam project the graves ‘were located and excavated by teams of University archaeologists and tribal members working together. The skeletal remains were analysed by physical anthropologists and then reburied on tribal land with appropriate ceremony’ (Sprague 1974: 2). This cooperation was indeed the exception rather than the rule.

As I have detailed elsewhere (Watkins 2000, 2003, 2004, 2005a, 2005b, 2008), a great deal of the history of the conflict between American Indians and archaeologists has been the result of social and political perceptions of the groups involved. Even the foundational piece of legislation aimed at protecting the remains of America’s earliest inhabitants, the Antiquities Act of 1906, has in some measure contributed to the situation by defining pre-Contact (‘prehistoric’) human skeletal remains as ‘archaeological resources’, thereby giving control of American Indian heritage to archaeologists and others (Colwell-Chanthaphonh 2005: 382, Watkins 2006a).

The Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) is perceived as a remedy to the inconsistent treatment of human remains of European and those of American Indian lineage. Many authors (Hutt and McKeown 1999, Hutt et al. 1992, Tsosie 1997, Welsh 1992) believe that NAGPRA is human rights legislation aimed at providing equal treatment to all human remains under the law, without consideration of ‘race’ or cultural background, as a means of remedying the unequal treatment of Native American remains by previous generations of American military, bureaucrats, and scientists. Laurajane Smith’s analysis, however, may be more accurate: ‘A more critical approach reveals NAGPRA to be a piece of legislation designed to formalize negotiations between the state, American Indians, and archaeologists’ (2008: 180).

The literature on the repatriation of human remains is immense and growing, but Sarah Harding (1999: 294) offers a relatively succinct analysis of the underlying principles upon which it has been based: ‘The work that has been done on understanding and justifying repatriation… tends to focus on the rights of cultural groups or the political value of cultural heritage [while people] who argue against repatriation and restrictive laws stress its educational and scientific value or other benefits derived from having open access to a wealth of objects and customs’.

REALLY OLD NORTH AMERICAN HUMAN REMAINS
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Really old human remains, such as Kennewick Man from Washington (approximately 9,200 years old) and Spirit Cave Man from Nevada (approximately 9,400 years old), draw attention to some of the underlying issues inherent in a perspective of scientific supremacy which seems to speak to the collective benefit of humanity. That particular notion, however, seems guided primarily by an idea that conveniently dismisses the perspectives of American Indian or other Indigenous populations as parochial. In response to this situation, Tsosie (1999: 632) writes: ‘it is obvious that the appeal here is for the entire world to accept the supreme value of scientific knowledge over all other cultural, political and social values which might govern the claim for control of ancient human remains. This type of claim constitutes an imperialistic endeavor that seems more consistent with the colonial history of science than its modern-day proponents want to admit’.

The Kennewick Man case started when two college students found a human skull eroding out of the banks of the Columbia River near Kennewick, Washington. The skull’s characteristics suggested Caucasian origin, but when a radiocarbon date on a bone fragment returned dates of between 9,200 and 9,600 years ago, the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) was invoked as authority for repatriation of the skeletal remains. The interested reader is referred to general works such as Chatters (2001), Downey (2000), Thomas (2000), and Watkins (2000) for more detailed information on the find and resultant court cases.

NAGPRA was passed in 1990 to protect Native American human remains and force the repatriation of human remains, burial furniture, and items of cultural patrimony which were in museums and institutions funded to any extent by federal funds. As custodian of the property on which the Kennewick materials were found, the US Army Corps of Engineers was obliged to follow the procedures established under NAGPRA regulations for inadvertent discoveries. The Corps halted all analysis and study of the bones, and, on 2 September 1996, the remains were transferred to the Corps.

The Corps notified American Indian tribes which were ‘likely to be culturally affiliated with’, which ‘aboriginally occupied the area’, or which were ‘reasonably known to have a cultural relationship’ to the human remains. As a result, five Native American groups (the Umatilla, Yakama, Nez Perce, and the Colville Tribes, and the Wanapum Band of Indians) filed a joint claim for the human remains. However, on 16 October, eight anthropologists filed suit in District Court to block the repatriation. The lawsuit forced the Corps to halt plans to repatriate the skeletal material until the Court could decide on the merits of the plaintiffs’ intervention.

At issue was the assumption that the skeleton’s age automatically meant the individual was ‘Native American’. Secondly, NAGPRA allows the study of remains when the outcome of the study would be ‘of major benefit to the United States’ and the anthropologists asserted that the repatriation would prevent such a study. Thirdly, the scientists asserted that their civil rights (their ‘rights’ to study the remains) were being denied simply because they were not ‘Native American’.

Magistrate John Jelderks of the 9th Circuit Court based his decision that NAGPRA did not apply to the Kennewick Man human remains on the definition of ‘Native American’ in the law, reading ‘“Native American” means of, or relating to, a tribe, people or culture, that is indigenous to the United States’ (25 USC 3001 § (2)(9)). In his interpretation, Jelderks held that ‘… it is reasonable to infer that Congress intended the term “Native American” to require some relationship between remains or other cultural items and an existing tribe, people, or culture that is indigenous’ (Jelderks, 2002: 27), and that ‘[T]he culture that is indigenous to the 48 contiguous states is the American Indian culture…’ (Jelderks, 2002: 30). Magistrate Jelderks did not rule that the human remains were not that of an American Indian, but that the remains did not meet the specific definition of ‘Native American’ in NAGPRA. This effectively created a legal loophole whereby science was able to circumvent the apparent intent of the law as a privileged ‘stakeholder’.

Currently, Native Americans are defined by law, but tribal membership is regulated by each tribal group. Tribes have a special relationship with the federal government, a relationship described by Supreme Court Justice John Marshall in 1832. The federal government has maintained that relationship while, at the same time, trying to find ways to legislate American Indians out of existence (see d’Errico 2000 for a more detailed discussion of the history of the concept of tribal sovereignty in Indian law). The 9th Circuit Court’s decision that the early inhabitants of North American do not meet the definition of ‘Native American’ under NAGPRA has the impact of calling into question the exact point in time that cultures ‘became’ Native American. Such a finding requires now that tribal groups must demonstrate a cultural ‘pedigree’ to maintain their rights under the NAGPRA. Thus, this ruling has social and political implications concerning who is and who isn’t ‘Native American’ beyond this single legal case.

In his writing on the Kennewick decision, Larry Zimmerman (2005: 265) notes that the court decision ‘supports a notion that archaeological materials are a public heritage, no matter their culture of origin’. This decision, Zimmerman believes, declares ‘in no uncertain terms that science, a very Western way of knowing, remains the most powerful way of knowing the past, no matter the feelings of Indians about the matter’ (2005: 269). This judicial support of science contributes to the gulf between archaeologists and American Indians by fuelling the political controversy over the ownership and control of the past. I have discussed the issue in great detail elsewhere (Watkins 2000, 2003, 2004, 2005b) and will not do so again here, but the political aspects of the case continue to reverberate beyond the scientific and American Indian situations.

American anthropologists Douglas Owsley and Richard Jantz (2001, 2002), writing about the situation, declared the ‘legal challenge is not against Native Americans per se… It is in the interest of all people that a clear and accurate understanding of the past be available to everyone’ (2002: 141). Patty Gerstenblith, in response to Owsley and Jantz’s perceptions that their research will benefit all humankind, notes that they are merely justifying ‘their unilateral appropriation of cultural and human remains and their control over interpretation of the past through these remains’ (2002: 175). Colin Pardoe (1992: 140) notes that ‘[Archaeologists have]… legitimised our curiosity by appealing to the noble view of world history, a democracy of knowledge for all… (which) no one person could own’. Rebecca Tsosie (1999: 632) notes: ‘The “common heritage” theory seems superficially attractive, and has the same broad appeal as claims for “universal citizenship” and other warm and fuzzy notions of “our common humanity”’.

The idea of a common or shared heritage is an argument that is used often in heritage discussions concerning the control of the interpretation of the past. Richard Handler notes that those who wish to retain the cultural property of others ‘… are quick to condemn the parochial nationalism of their opponents, but rarely question their own more imperial nationalisms, which they mask in the name of internationalism’ (Handler 1991: 71).

Perhaps a similar set of issues awaits archaeologists and American Indians as a Nevada museum struggles to deal with a set of human remains known as ‘Spirit Cave Man’. The legal situation has been described by Edgar et al. (2007) and will only be summarized here.

Spirit Cave was excavated on 11 August 1940, by Sydney (S.M.) and Georgia Wheeler, who were doing salvage work in the dry caves around Grimes Point, Nevada. It wasn’t carbon dated until 1994, and the dates returned estimated the body and artefacts at 9415 ± 25 BP, making Spirit Cave Man the oldest known North American mummy (Dansie 1997). At least two separate bioanthropological investigations of Spirit Cave Man (Jantz and Owsley 1997, Steele and Powell 2002) have placed the set of human remains outside of any particular archaic or recent Native American sample, much like Kennewick Man. This should not be unexpected, given the amount of time between Spirit Cave Man and Kennewick Man and contemporary American Indian populations, but some scientists view this as demonstrative of a lack of physical affinity between ancient American populations and contemporary ones. Joseph Powell notes there might be some unstated biases in such determinations: ‘Explanations that imply that Paleoindian remains are not ancestral to contemporary Native Americans stem from typological and racial thinking… which has become all too common in modern physical anthropology’ (Edgar et al. 2007: 107). Powell is drawing attention to the fact that some biological anthropologists are still mired in the concept of race—a concept that the American Anthropological Association is trying to discredit.

A not-for-profit organization—The Friends of America’s Past—filed an amicus brief (a ‘friend of the court’ legal document to provide outside, unsolicited opinion to help the magistrate in his decision-making) in the United States District Court, District of Nevada, to urge the Court to apply the precedent set in the Kennewick Man case and to decide that the human remains described as Spirit Cave Man are not Native American human remains within the meaning of NAGPRA, thereby finding that NAGPRA would not apply to them. This is based on the argument that, since the 9th District Court found that Kennewick Man’s remains are not Native American within the meaning of NAGPRA and that NAGPRA does not apply to them, and since the Spirit Cave Man human remains are even older than those of Kennewick Man, that therefore the Court must rule that NAGPRA does not apply in the ‘Spirit Cave Man’ situation as well. However, as Edgar et al. (2007) have shown, the differential cultural, archaeological, and social situations between the Kennewick and Spirit Cave remains are such that a consistent application of one case to the other doesn’t seem likely.

NOT SO OLD NORTH AMERICAN HUMAN REMAINS AND THEIR TREATMENT
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The worldviews of Americans and American Indians also seem to be at odds. Most Americans try to protect the graves of their dead and erect monuments to mark their final resting places. They often fail, however, to extend the same level of consideration to the graves of American Indians. Perhaps the failure to consider the graves of American Indians as special is because they were not ‘marked’ in the same ways as those of the Americans and other Europeans, or perhaps the ‘common’ American does not feel a spiritual or ancestral connection to the human remains; the protection of marked and unmarked graves of American Indians varies from state to state.

Even the sanctity of a cemetery did not always prevent the collection of American Indian human remains, as anthropologists often took Indigenous peoples’ human remains from marked cemeteries and even relatively fresh graves in order to study the skeletal structures. Most of these activities were done in small settlements and under cover of darkness, but not all such activity was carried out that way. In 1898, the American Museum of Natural History in New York performed a fake funeral to hide the fact it had kept the body of an Eskimo man who had died while visiting the city rather than burying the body or returning it to the man’s son (Thomas 2000). The scientists apparently thought the chance to study the bones of an Eskimo was worth deceiving the man’s child. Today, it is unlikely that there is a single scientist who would stoop to such tactics to obtain study materials.

The differential treatment of American Indian human remains did not end in the 19th century. Duane Anderson (1985) chronicles a situation as it arose in Iowa in 1971, when a highway construction crew uncovered the bones of 27 people who had been buried more than 100 years previously. Based on the materials in the graves, scientists were able to determine that one of the skeletons belonged to a young Indian woman, and that the other 26 were non-Indians. The remains of the non-Indians were reburied in a local cemetery, but the bones of the Indian woman were sent to a museum in Iowa City for storage. Maria Pearson (Running Moccasins), a local American Indian woman, protested to the State Archaeologist about the unfair double standard applied to the Indian skeleton. As a result of this protest, Iowa became the first state to pass a reburial act to rebury American Indian human remains. The Iowa law was one of the first laws that afforded Indian skeletons treatment in a manner similar to the remains of non-Indian people. While disturbing a marked grave or cemetery is against the law, for a long time people could dig up American Indian graves without fear of being put in jail. In Texas, it wasn’t until House Bill 2927 took effect in September 2009 and amended Chapters 711 and 713 of the Texas Health and Safety Code that an ‘unmarked Indian burial’—one not in a marked cemetery or with a recognized headstone—was afforded the same protection as marked burials.

CONTEMPORARY POLITICS
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What are some of the political implications of Jelderks’ opinion and ruling in the Kennewick case? First and foremost is the precedent it has set in holding in question that ‘the ancestors of the American Indians were the only people here in prehistoric times’ and that ‘Congress did not create a presumption that items of a particular age are “Native American”’ (Jelderks 2002: 31). Based on such a finding, human remains without associated cultural materials no longer can (or must) be assumed to be American Indian. While proving ‘cultural affiliation’ will continue to be problematic, perhaps the more difficult problem of demonstrating ‘racial affiliation’ in some sort of a legal sense will become the issue in the future.

Vine Deloria, Jr,, a well-known proponent of American Indian rights and values and opponent of the unquestioned right of scientists to study American Indians, took another tack. He wrote:

By making us immigrants to North America they [scientists] are able to deny the fact that we were the full, complete, and total owners of this continent. They are able to see us simply as earlier interlopers and therefore throw back at us the accusation that we had simply found North America a little earlier than they had (Deloria 1995: 84)

I have explored this issue more fully previously (Watkins 2006b), but it bears repeating (to an extent) here. When Patricia Lauber quoted Smithsonian archaeologist (and Kennewick plaintiff) Dennis Stanford as saying ‘… it is important to explore the possibility that Europeans were among the first Americans’ (Lauber 2003: 58), she opened the door to political misinterpretation of archaeological theorizing. She also quoted Smithsonian biological anthropologist (and Kennewick plaintiff) Doug Owsley as saying he was ‘surprised by how different the older skulls [pre-7,000 years ago] were from any of the modern-day groups’ and that ‘[t]he differences could mean that people from northeast Asia were not the earliest colonizers. They could even mean that some of the first colonizers were not ancestors of today’s Native Americans’ (Lauber 2003: 46–7). This oversimplification of fact continues to cloud the issue by casting the discussion in terms of race and racial type—that is, that human morphology can be used to create convenient boxes within which to place social, cultural, and behavioural ‘identities’.

While scientists generally explore numerous options and possibilities, their pronouncements can often fuel political fires. Lowell Ponte, a right-wing political writer, took these and other scientific statements to heart, commenting

Kennewick Man might prove… that the true Native Americans were white, victims of murderous genocide by the ancestors of today’s Indians who seized their land. The European invasion of the past five centuries, in this potential revisionist history, merely reclaimed land stolen 9,000 years earlier from their murdered kin. (Ponte 1999)

The political implications are enormous. It is quite possible that, if motivated enough, ultra-right-wing politicians could use such pronouncements to void the treaties (and associated rights) that are the foundation of American Indian–federal government relationships. The so-called ‘potential revisionist history’ offers a possibility of recreating the ancient North American landscape by establishing ‘New Europe’ in lieu of a ‘New World’. It creates a possible ‘right of possession’ at a point in time never before considered, with ‘European’ explorers being replaced by a conquering Mongolian horde sweeping across North America annihilating the ‘original’ inhabitants until being conquered in turn by the ancestors of the ‘real’ owners of the continent.

Is it any wonder that Native American groups are uncomfortable in an America of political and social conservatism? The Kennewick plaintiffs and their ‘science-first’ supporters may not be racists, but, whether they realize it or not, their actions are contributing to a fervent and sometimes rabid reaffirmation of ‘white privilege’ that helps keep archaeology the handmaiden of colonialism that Indigenous people think it always will be.

This growing political use of science within the last decade is disconcerting. Previously scientific pronouncements had little impact on the world in general. Now, however, scientists must be more careful in the pronouncements they make. People take information and twist it to the extremes to fit some outlandish political purpose, and such purposes, with the so-called backing of science, can often be dangerous.

CONCLUSIONS
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Human remains, as Colin Pardoe (1994: 182) has written, serve many purposes. ‘Bones represent many things today: political domination, subculture identification, cheap thrills in horror movies, religious iconography. Bones also represent science and history.’

Bones truly represent different things to different groups of people. To biological anthropologists bones represent information about past populations and carry with them an implied responsibility to record that information for knowledge’s sake; to many Indigenous groups they represent the moral remains of ancestors and carry with them an implied responsibility to protect them from perceived harm.

But perhaps more disturbing is the extent to which scientific theories and pronouncements have lately been used to justify blatant political agendas. While American Indian perceptions of the use and misuses of science have largely been based on the implications such pronouncements might have in terms of social/cultural evolutionary perceptions (such as the idea that American Indian cultures were ‘primitive’, ‘backward’, or ‘uncivilized’ when compared to European colonizers), newer interpretations by right-wing politicians offer disturbing possibilities. Archaeologists and other social scientists must be aware of the political uses to which their writings and researches are put. If all it takes for evil to flourish is for good people to do nothing, then archaeologists should publicly act rather than stand by and let politicians of any ilk or colour make inappropriate use of our discipline’s strengths or weaknesses.

Currently, Native Americans are defined by law, and their relationship with the United States government is based on the hundreds of treaties entered into by the United States with the various American Indian tribes. These treaties are the basis for all aspects of tribal sovereignty exercised by today’s tribal governments. Tribes have a special relationship with the federal government, a relationship described by Supreme Court Justice John Marshall in 1832. The federal government has maintained that relationship, while at the same time, through actions such as the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 and the Termination policies of the 1950s and 1960s, it has tried to find ways to legislate American Indians out of existence.

The decision in the Kennewick Man case that early inhabitants of North America do not meet the definition of ‘Native American’ under NAGPRA creates an ambiguous question concerning the point in time that cultures ‘become’ Native American. Such a finding could cause an additional requirement that American Indian tribal groups demonstrate a cultural ‘pedigree’ to maintain their rights under NAGPRA. It would be the ultimate irony if the bones of the ancients become the ammunition that finally ‘terminates’ American Indians.
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This volume is a first-hand and personal account of the Kennewick Man situation by the individual scientist who initially analysed and studied the skeletal material that was at the crux of the Kennewick Man court case in the northwestern United States.
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The volume of collected works is intended to provide methodological practices and theory so that archaeologists can create new ways of providing archaeological information to indigenous groups around the world. The ‘decolonization’ attempts to lessen the colonialistic uses to which archaeology in the past has been put.

Swidler, N., Dongoske, K., Anyon, R., and Downer, A. (eds) 1997. Native Americans and Archaeologists: Stepping Stones to Common Ground. Walnut Creek, Calif.: AltaMira Press.
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Thomas, D. H. 2000. Skull Wars: Archaeology and the Search for Native American Identity. New York: Basic Books.

The book looks at the situation between American Indians and anthropologists/archaeologists in the United States as exemplified and exasperated by the discovery of the skeleton that became known as the ‘Kennewick Man’ in the northwestern United States. It offers a very good and broad history of some of the basic issues that surround the general conflict between American Indians and archaeologists.

Watkins, J. 2005. Sacred Sites and Repatriation. Contemporary Native American Issues series. Philadelphia: Chelsea House Publishers.

This volume is intended to help secondary students and beginning post-secondary students better understand American Indian relationships with sacred sites and the concepts, history, and issues revolving around the repatriation of Native American human skeletal remains, funerary objects, sacred objects, and objects of cultural patrimony.
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IN SEARCH OF OTHERS

The History and Legacy of ‘Race’ Collections
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CRESSIDA FFORDE

Good friend for Jesus’ sake forebeare
To dig the dust enclosed heare
Blest lie the man that spares these stones
And curst be he that moves my bones

(Shakespeare’s curse, inscribed above his grave in Stratford Church)

INTRODUCTION
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Readers are advised that this chapter contains information about the acquisition of indigenous human remains from Australia, New Zeland, and South Africa that they may find confronting.

The human remains primarily considered in this chapter are those which were acquired, largely during the 19th and early 20th centuries, for the purposes of studying ‘racial’ difference. While the concept of ‘race’ as a biological construct has long been abandoned by mainstream science, the term is retained, selectively, in this chapter solely because of its use in the historical context. Amassed in their tens of thousands, the majority of these remains were of European origin, but, as institutions sought collections of sufficient number and geographical diversity to compare the whole of humankind, a very large proportion were obtained from outside the continent—indeed from all areas of the globe. It was the remains of those people perceived as most ‘different’ (in today’s terms—most ‘other’) which were, correspondingly, the most sought after and scientifically valued.

This chapter will examine what happened to many human bodies after death and after burial, as they transitioned from having primary standing as ‘the dead’ in one culture to a meaning defined by their value as ‘scientific object’ in another. It will review the history of why human remains were acquired by European museums, looking briefly at the intellectual journey that resulted in scientific value being placed on the skeletal and soft tissue remains of the ‘other’. It will describe how human remains were obtained, and from where, and discuss what is known about the response of those whose burial places were disturbed. Practised within the racial (and racist) paradigm of that era, analysis of the dead—and their transfer from the ‘far-flung reaches’ to the European metropoli—was both enabled by the colonial enterprise and deeply embedded within its ideology. The primary sources associated with collecting (the donor letters, catalogue and diary entries) are a rich resource of information about this practice, and can reveal attitudes that have cast a long and dark shadow on the history of the disciplines involved. Understanding the implications of the historical context and legacy of collecting provides insight into the reburial issue that arose in the 1970s and continues in many countries today.

While 19th-century documents record objection to the removal of remains and provide examples of demands for their return, the reburial movement as it is known today began in the late 1970s. It was during this period that some Indigenous groups, particularly in New Zealand, Australia, and North America, began to ask museums and research institutions for the return of their ancestral remains and these requests were refused. The resulting ‘reburial issue’ revealed and challenged fundamental assumptions held by many of those who curate and study the remains of others, and confronted Indigenous groups with a raft of new challenges. The issue has driven change in the way that some museums manage the human remains they house—whether in the adoption of repatriation policies, curation practices, or re-examination of decisions as to whether or not to display remains to the public. The final section of this chapter examines the reburial issue and what it can reveal about contemporary perceptions and the legacy of past scientific practice. Readers should be aware that to term the issue ‘reburial’ is in some ways a misnomer, as many remains had been taken prior to burial and, for some source communities, burial is not the appropriate funerary treatment. However, the term is retained as it is now in common parlance.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW1
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Analysis of Human Difference

Description and interpretation of the physical variety of humankind has contributed to definitions of human difference since at least the time of the ancient Greeks. From the Hippocratic Corpus (4th century BC) to Pliny’s Natural History (1st century AD) to Vesalius’ 1543 publication of De Humani Corporis Fabrica Libri Septem, human variety has been a subject of considerable interest and scrutiny (Stepan 1982, 1985, Stocking 1988). By the late 17th century, increasing encounters with different Indigenous populations, coupled with a new analytical approach to diversity in the natural world, facilitated a growing interest in the ‘scientific’ classification of humanity. Instead of following the biblical lineages of Ham, Shem, and Japheth, the earliest classifications sought to distinguish between divisions which, with Bernier’s publication of 1684, were designated as ‘racial’, though the number and nature of such divisions was a cause of disagreement during the entire period of study into racial difference (see e.g. Blumenbach 1775: 99, Buffon 1785: 57, Linnaeus 1735).2 Those describing difference assigned each ‘race’ both physical and behavioural characteristics, demonstrating not only an assumption that biology and behaviour were connected, but also how well established by this time were preconceived notions of racial character and ‘worth’. Thus for Linnaeus, Homo sapiens Afer was black, phlegmatic, cunning, lazy, lustful, careless, and governed by caprice (in Haller 1971: 4). While the Hippocratic Corpus may have contained little ascription of worth to the different peoples it described, this was not the case for scholars describing human difference in the 18th century.

Quantifying Racial Difference and the Beginning of ‘Race’ Collections

Whatever the number of varieties they defined, Linnaeus, Buffon, and others relied on a description of external physical features only. However, there was a small group of 18th-century zoologists—the comparative anatomists—who rejected this approach and instead focused their attention on quantitative anatomical description. This group and their work constitute the beginning of the scientific market for human remains obtained for the purposes of describing supposed racial difference, as they believed such study could no longer rely upon observation of external characteristics of living peoples, but required their skulls for examination and measurement. By the late 18th century, collections of ‘race’ crania began to be amassed, notable amongst them being those of Petrus Camper in the Netherlands, John Hunter in London, and Frederich Blumenbach in Gottingen. Camper is notable also because he was one of the first to employ systematically a quantitative method to distinguish between the different ‘races’. With his use of the facial angle (ostensibly facial slope—later known as Camper’s Angle), he arranged skulls on a ladder of human worth: ‘When I made these lines to incline forwards, I obtained the face of an antique, backwards, of a Negro; still more backwards, the line marks the ape, a dog, a snipe etc. This discovery formed the basis of my edifice’ (Camper 1794: 9). John Hunter’s anatomical collection (which included ‘race’ crania) was bought by the British government in 1799 and formed the nucleus of the collections at the Royal College of Surgeons of England. By the end of the 19th century, the College had the largest ‘race’ collection in Britain, containing skeletal, mummified, and soft tissue material from around the world. A good indication of the number of remains and their origins can be found in a 1907 catalogue published by W. H. Flower, Conservator of the Hunterian Museum from 1862 until 1884. The College received a direct hit by German bombing in 1941 and some of its collection was destroyed. What survived can be gleaned from a number of sources, including A. J. E. Cave’s Assistant Conservator’s 1941 report published in the Royal College of Surgeons of England, Scientific Reports 1940–1941 (pp. 3–15) and information found on the College’s Index Card catalogue, which is now in the Natural History Museum, London (NHM). After the war, most of the surviving collection, with the exception of those remains originating from Hunter’s collection, were transferred to the NHM. Information about Blumenbach’s collection can be found in Wagner (1856).

From the late 18th to the beginning of the 20th century, human remains from around the world were increasingly viewed as scientific desiderata. Throughout the 19th century, and in most, if not all, Western countries, the assembly of ‘race’ collections continued apace and they were a standard feature of any museum or research institution concerned with the representation, teaching, and/or study of human origins and diversity. Private collectors also entered into the practice: Major Horatio Robley obtained a large number of moko mokai (Maori tattooed heads) and Joseph Barnard Davis accumulated an extensive collection of crania from around the world. The majority of Robley’s collection was purchased by the Natural History Museum in New York. J. B. Davis’s collection (for its catalogue see Davis 1867) contained at least 1,540 human skulls and other parts of the skeleton. It was acquired by the Royal College of Surgeons in 1867, and what survived the bombing of the College in 1941 was transferred to the Natural History Museum, London.

Different techniques developed to describe and compare skulls which included, in particular, cranial capacity (a measure of the volume of the cranial cavity) as well as an increasing multitude of angles, measurements, and indices (for examples see Meigs 1858, Topinard 1890: 204–97, Duckworth 1913). As with Camper’s Angle, and as Gould (1978, 1981) has demonstrated in his study of cranial capacity, such measurements reified and ‘confirmed’ pre-existing (and inaccurate) notions of racial hierarchy.

The Impact of Darwin

Before 1859, research on skeletal remains had been undertaken in order to define and understand the structure of human diversity. Comparative anatomy contributed to the monogenist/polygenist debate about the origins of humankind only in so far as it was believed to supply evidence that could be used to support or contradict the contention that races were separate species. Monogenists (such as Petrus Camper, the Count de Buffon, and James Cowles Prichard) described a single origin for humankind, while polygenists (such as Joseph Barnard Davis, James Hunt, and Louis Agassiz) believed that the races had been created separately and should be considered separate species. For an overview of the monogenist/polygenist debate see Stocking (1987). With the publication of Darwin’s theory of evolution, comparison between the skulls of different peoples, between humans and apes, between modern humans and archaic forms, took on an entirely new significance and prompted an acceleration in the acquisition of remains from around the world. Study began to focus beyond taxonomy towards locating evidence of human evolution in the bodies of modern peoples. As Darwin (1871: 404) had looked upon Tierra del Fuegians and remarked ‘such were our ancestors’, so others scanned the ‘lower’ races for physical and cultural ‘evidence’ that they were the modern representatives of past European populations (e.g. Sollas 1911). A major new avenue of research concentrated on examining the bodies of the so-called ‘lower’ races to identify ‘primitive’ characteristics. Thus, from a study of various crania, Berry and Robertson (1911: 67) concluded that ‘of recent man the Tasmanian stands nearest to Homo fossilis’.

Soft Tissue Remains

By the late 19th century, racial analyses in Europe began to be undertaken on soft tissue remains as these started to become more available. Although preserved body parts were not unknown in European collections before this time, they were more generally regarded as ethnographic ‘curios’ (such as Moko Mokai from New Zealand, or ‘shrunken heads’ from South America) or were the heads of leaders killed or executed and acquired as trophies. By 1857, for example, the Williamson Collection contained three dried heads and one ‘stuffed figure of a Hottentot female’ (Williamson 1857: 42–3, 68). In addition, throughout the 19th century, there were a number of reports published of the dissection of ‘Negroes’ (Turner 1878, 1879, 1897) and individuals from Africa, with particular interest in the bodies of San and Khoisan people (see Cuvier 1817, Williamson 1857: 69, Flower and Murie 1867). The small number of soft tissue remains which were sent to Europe at the end of the 19th century were largely acquired from hospital morgues or dissecting rooms. From such places, at least, the brains, heads, penises, tongues, arms, and a small number of whole bodies of Australian Aboriginal people were obtained and sent to the UK. For example, the Royal College of Surgeons of England was sent at least two Aboriginal bodies, which were housed in a slate tank in the basement (Waring 1933: 12, Keith 1950: 344–5). There is no evidence that these bodies survived the bombing of the Royal College of Surgeons in 1941.

At least two Aboriginal heads in spirit were sent to Cambridge University by Professor E. C. Sterling of the South Australian Museum (Macalister 1897: 1036–7). These were analysed by Dr W. L. H. Duckworth of the university’s Department of Anatomy. His aim to identify ‘lowly’ characteristics in the soft tissue remains of Aboriginal people is clear in the reasons given by Duckworth (1908: 69–70) for his analysis:

One of the chief points of interest concerning the brains of Australian aborigines is their consideration in light of evidence derived from the other anatomical systems of these natives. That evidence points to their lowly status, because of the frequent characters very rare in the white races of mankind, but at the same time normal in the ape tribes. In fact, simian characteristics are frequent, though the Australian aboriginal has by no means a monopoly on these. But the brains of these natives have seldom been studied owing to the difficulty of procuring material. The question at once arises then, does the conformation of the brain support the general conclusion (as to the lowliness of status) suggested by the skeletal and other systems?

Although seeking to identify inferior characteristics in the ‘lower races’, not all analysis of soft tissue remains concluded that it was possible to do so. In an account of their dissection of a ‘Bushwoman’ in the 1860s,3 Flower and Murie (1867: 204–5) observed that, ‘The relation of the arrangements of the muscular system of Man to that of the inferior Primates was first clearly defined by Professor Huxley… On referring to the absolutely differentiating characters there laid down, we find that in no case does our subject pass over the boundary line. We also find that in no one of the numerous variations does the approach to Simian characteristics actually exceed that which has occasionally been met with in the white races of Man’. However, demonstrating unquestioning adherence to the racial paradigm, Flower and Murie did not conclude that the lack of ‘inferior’ characteristics equated to a lack of inferiority. This is clear when, from their subsequent observation that the tendons in her foot ‘deviated from the specially human condition of these parts is as fully marked as in any case hitherto recorded’, they (1867: 205) concluded, ‘Whether this is in any way characteristic of the inferior races of the human species, or a mere coincidence, remains to be determined by future observers’ (my emphasis).

Increasing Measurement

By the late 19th century, the number of measurements of skeletal remains became increasingly extensive and the number of remains in collections rapidly increased, largely in a continuing effort to distinguish between racial and individual variation. However, as more data became available, so the distinctions between the races became harder to define. While some craniologists, such as Joseph Barnard Davis (1867: xiii), disregarded these findings, others began to recognize the difficulty in accurately defining ‘races’ by the physical characteristics identified in skeletal remains (e.g. Flower 1885: 378–9). Faced with such evidence, the principal claims that racial characteristics were exhibited in the morphology of each individual became increasingly tenuous. Partly because of this, the concept of racial ‘type’ began to gain favour at the end of the 19th century, particularly with the work of French physical anthropologist, Paul Topinard (1890, and see Stocking 1968: 58). For Topinard, each type was ‘a physical ideal, to which the greater number of individuals in the group more or less approach, but which is better marked in some than in others’ (1890: 446–7). Although the search for human ‘types’ initiated a new aim for physical anthropology, it too was challenged by the results of continued skull measuring, as well as the work of Franz Boas, whose research on the inheritance of headform disputed the fundamental tenet of stability of cranial shape through the generations, ‘the old idea of absolute stability of human types must… evidently be given up, and with it the belief of the hereditary superiority of certain types over others’ (Boas 1911: 218, and see Boas 1903 and Stocking 1974).

Although the ‘metric torrent’ propagated by physical anthropology since the early 19th century had unexpectedly weakened one of the fundamental underpinnings of the scientific conceptualization of human difference (Stocking 1968: 163), the concept of ‘race’ endured. That social concepts of race and racial hierarchy dominated physical anthropology is apparent in the tenacity of the race paradigm in science despite evidence within the academy that showed it to be false. Although some leading anthropologists were ready to admit that ‘a race type exists mainly in our own minds’ (Haddon 1924: 1, and see Haddon and Huxley 1935: 107, Barkan 1988, 1992: 279–340), there was little consensus that ‘race’ was not a valid scientific concept, nor indeed that it was not a fundamental determinant of cultural and mental capacity. It was not until the extremes to which Nazi Germany had taken the doctrines of race theory became apparent that a public scientific consensus on race was forthcoming (Stocking 1988: 11). This was achieved in 1950 by UNESCO, which issued a series of statements on race, with the opening statement declaring that ‘Scientists have reached a general agreement in recognizing that mankind is one: that all men belong to the same species, Homo sapiens sapiens’ (UNESCO 1952: 98, cited in Harraway 1988: 211). Yet even so the concept of race was not entirely abandoned and it continued to be a subject of debate and description in mainstream anthropology journals and publications for many years after 1950 (see Coon 1962, 1963, 1964, Dobzhansky 1963, Montagu 1963a, 1963b, 1964a, 1964b, 1974, Tucker 1994: 180–268, Littlefield et al. 1982, Goodman and Armelagos 1996). Furthermore, its seemingly increasing—and uncritiqued use—in disciplines such as forensic anthropology and sports science suggests that a re-analysis of the popularity or ‘attractiveness’ of ‘racial’ distinctions would be timely (Sauer 1992, Tatz 2009).

Although race as a topic of discussion and debate may have continued after 1950, the work on the collections amassed during the heyday of the race paradigm had started to decrease by the early 1900s. New donations from overseas were increasingly rare, as interest in acquiring them decreased, institutions in the ‘colonies’ began to compile their own collections and, at least from Australia, it became illegal from 1913 to export Indigenous remains without a permit. By the 1950s, lack of interest and competing pressure on space led to many collections in the UK being placed in storage areas and, in many cases, forgotten about. Some collections were transferred to other institutions and can be traced (e.g. the Williamson collection); others are still missing. It is likely that, for many collections, the greatest interest in them since at least the 1980s (and perhaps the 1950s) has been from, or instigated by, Indigenous groups requesting the return of their ancestors.

OBTAINING REMAINS AND INDIGENOUS RESPONSE
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The practice of acquiring remains from around the world is richly documented over the course of the 19th and early 20th centuries in a range of primary sources, but particularly in accession registers, collection catalogues, donor letters, and travellers’ diaries. These are immensely revealing sources of information about a particular type of historical encounter which was largely unknown in the Western understanding of the colonial period until the rise of the reburial issue in the 1980s instigated research in this area (see e.g. Bieder n.d., Hubert 1989, Layton 1989, Turnbull 1991, 1993, 1994, 1999, 2002, Weatherall 2000, Ballard 2001, Endere 2002, Fforde et al. 2002, Fforde 2004, Tapsell 2005, Hole 2007, Wilson 2007, Hemming and Wilson 2010). These records detail the entry of the dead into the museum system, and may describe where the remains were taken from, who took them, and how they were obtained. Sometimes they provide the identity of the deceased and some personal history; they can indicate the attitudes of the collectors towards the deceased and the living peoples whose burials were desecrated; and they can also provide information about Indigenous responses (see e.g. Turnbull 1991, 1993, 1999, 2002, Fforde 2002: 27–8, 2004: 61–4). Described, for example, in terms of unease and fear shown by local people at the disturbance of graves, warnings to collectors, the necessity for collectors to be clandestine in their actions, requests for remains to be returned and active opposition, the historical record contains ample evidence of Indigenous objection, concern, and resistance—and these are echoed in the reburial campaign of more recent years. Europeans were aware of burial places and, as Turnbull (2002) has detailed in relation to Australia, knew of, and respected, the significance placed on them by Aboriginal people. Although these documents can only provide a partial understanding of what it was like for those whose burial places were robbed, they certainly show that many collectors knew their activities were opposed—and that such practices were not carried out ‘in ignorance’. However, for the most part, science conjoined with pejorative perceptions about other ‘races’ made such knowledge irrelevant. And while financial remuneration was uncommon, there were nonetheless considerable benefits for donors—they received access to famous scientists, sometimes literature and patronage, and often prestige in exchange for contributing to one of the most high-status sectors of scientific research at the time.

Collecting Networks

Institutions in Europe obtained human remains from around the world using extensive global networks, as colleagues or past students travelled or took up work in the colonies. Thus Professor Macalister (1893: 960) at Cambridge called upon members of the university ‘scattered over the world’ to help him in his desire to have ‘the most perfectly equipped school of physical anthropology in Britain’. The collection of the Army Medical College, at Fort Pitt in Chatham, was largely supplied by medical officers serving abroad (see Williamson 1857). Anthropological societies could draw upon their international membership. Private collectors relied more heavily on purchase and put considerable effort into cultivating friendships overseas. Many European institutions also benefited from voyages of exploration and scientific enquiry. Thus, for example, the Royal College of Surgeons of England received Australian Aboriginal human remains from Captain Philip King, obtained during the voyage of the Mermaid (1818–22) (Flower 1907: 333), while the University of Edinburgh received human remains from multiple countries acquired during the surveying voyage of HMS Challenger (Turner 1886).

Human remains were also used as part of exchange programmes between museums. High on the list of museum desiderata and hard to obtain in Europe, human remains of the ‘other’ were valuable exchange items. While many museums entered into exchanges in this way, a prominent example in terms of the number of Indigenous remains sent to Europe is provided by Auckland Museum (now Auckland War Memorial Museum (AWMM)). In the 1870s and 1880s, this institution’s curator, Thomas F. Cheeseman, set up an extensive national and international exchange programme, trading Maori and Moriori crania, cultural artefacts, and New Zealand fauna and flora, and in this way helped increase the size and variety of the collections at Auckland Museum (Tapsell 2005, Fforde and Hubert 2006, Gill 2010).

Cheeseman made connections around New Zealand and in the Chatham Islands to obtain crania for exchange. Thus he wrote to A. Shand in the Chathams:

Sir, I duly received your note of Sept 14th and am extremely obliged for the trouble you are taking on the matter of the skulls—of course they are much more valuable and more suitable for scientific purposes if they have the lower jaw to match, but we should still be glad to have them without, if this cannot be obtained. We have not a single specimen in the Museum, and I much want to obtain half a dozen to retain permanently there, and besides this a number to send in exchange to foreign museums, which are always writing for them. Only the other day, I received a most pressing application from the Royal College of Surgeons in London to send some for their Museum, and offering to forward us some very valuable specimens in exchange. If you have got number without the lower jaws, you might send them on by first convenient opportunity, and the complete ones might come at a subsequent opportunity, as you find them. (Cheeseman to Shand, 1 October [?] 1880. AWMM MA 96/6 Letter book 1872–82, p. 409)

Shand’s reply is informative as to the Moriori response:

I am only now able to redeem my promise to you of sending skulls… It is rather difficult now to get perfect skulls anywhere on the island and the moriori do not relish the idea of our sending them away to be put to bad purposes as they say. The ones in question I carried on my own back for 15 miles so that I hope that the society for who they are intended may feel flattered with them in procuring such for them. (Shand to Cheeseman, 18 October 1881; AWMM archives MA95/38/10. Av2.1.25)

By the early 20th century, collecting remains in the Chathams, where both Moriori and Maori burials exist, is recorded by Roger Buddle as being illegal and fraught with danger due to Maori objection (which, he notes, thus increased the value of remains), as well as allegedly widespread:

After breakfast I rode into Waitangi to see if the steamer was in. As soon as we came over the hill, we saw the ugly little tub anchored in the bay, so I went out to Mrs Palmers to pack my boxes. I was not a little alarmed when Mr Palmer took me aside and said, ‘let me give you a word of warning. You have been seen going in the direction of some cave or other, and the maories [sic] have found out that some bones in there have been taken away and there will be the deuce to pay’. Of course I denied the insinuation that I had been digging up anybody and I thought I had better go and pack up my trophies and put them into a safe place. So for the rest of the day I was at it hard, perspiring, in my shirt sleeves, and up to my eyes in paper and straw.

In the afternoon I thought I would have a spell, and so walked over towards Wangamarino, and on the way met Miss Cox, who asked me if I had any skeletons, and if I had, she advised me to bury them, and get them sent up afterwards, when the trouble had blown over, since the Maories were very angry, and knowing that I was hunting for curios, might get into my room and go through my boxes. It appeared also that the doctor had been mixed up with the business.

It would be rather funny if Mr Cox, who is a JP had to sit on the doctor (who is magistrate) and fine him for removing Maori bones, since Mr Cox himself is not above suspicion on the subject. I was very perplexed as to what I should do with my dangerous trophies. I did not want to lose them, since they would be all the more valuable from the difficulty in getting them. Finally I nailed them up in a box and waited til it was dark and put them in an out house, where no prying Maori would be likely to think of looking, and then I rode home to the Hendersons. (Extract from February 1907, diary of Roger Buddle on board ‘Hinemoa’ December 1906–February 1907; AWMM MS 42)

Many of the Maori remains sent overseas by Cheeseman came from burial caves north of Auckland. Letters describing the acquisition of these remains also clearly show that he knew their removal would be opposed by the local Maori people (Tapsell 2005, Fforde and Hubert 2006: 85).

Human remains were taken from any place the dead could be found. As illustrated in the quotes above, remains were removed from burial places, whether accidentally disturbed through construction or erosion, or dug up to take the remains therein. Usually, collectors only donated one or two skulls, but some revisited cemeteries repeatedly. Thus the Adelaide Coroner, William Ramsay Smith, made numerous visits to the burial grounds in the Coorong South of Adelaide, and also to the cemetery at Point MacLeay (now Raukkan) to obtain the remains of hundreds of Aboriginal people which he sent to the University of Edinburgh. These remains have been repatriated to the Ngarrindjeri, who, as Wilson (2009) describes, face considerable challenges in appropriately interring the huge numbers of returned dead (and see Wilson 2007, Hemming and Wilson 2010). A few further examples serve to illustrate what was the most common recorded form of collecting, as well as demonstrating the variety of information available in both published and unpublished catalogues:

• A Dr Schutte bought a skull in Sydney and sent it to Emil Schmidt at Leipzig University in 1870. Schmidt (1887: 148–9) wrote in the collection catalogue: ‘According to Dr Schutte the skull was dug up from an Aboriginal graveyard and the skull shows many of the features of the Australian type’.

• Williamson (1857: 65) records that a ‘Skull disinterred from a burying-ground, at Fort Amherstburgh, Canada, by Assist Surgeon Gordon, 34th Foot; presented by Dr Wm. Horne, 2nd Class Staff Surgeon…’ was donated to the collection of the Army medical museum at Fort Pitt in Chatham, Kent.

• A letter (7 December 1891) from donor R. Murray to Thomas Cheeseman describes Australian Aboriginal skulls sent to the Auckland Museum: ‘Sir, the two skulls of aboriginal Australians were found by me on the banks of the salt lakes which lie at a few miles distance to the north of Camperdown, Southern Victoria. The skeletons to which these skulls had belonged having become exposed by denudation of the surface soil duing to action of weather and waves thereon…’ (AWMM archives MA 95/38/7. Av 2.1.16). These remains were not located in searches of the Auckland War Memorial Museum undertaken between 2003 and 2006. It is likely that they were sent out by the museum director as exchange specimens—this conclusion is partly supported by the lack of any mention of these remains in museum accession registers; almost all of the remains sent out by Cheeseman in exchange were not formally accessioned into the museum.

Human remains were also collected prior to burial. In Australia, Aboriginal remains were taken from hospital morgues in at least Adelaide, Hobart, and Brisbane. The removal of body parts from Adelaide Hospital by William Ramsey Smith and their transport to Edinburgh University led to an official enquiry (Fforde 2004: 66–8). A similar enquiry followed the desecration and theft of William Lanne’s remains from the ‘dead house’ in Hobart and the subsequent treatment of his mortal remains (see Fforde 1992; Ryan 1981). Hermann Klaatsch, the German physical anthropologist, took remains from burial grounds, procured brains from the hospital in Broome, and, while measuring Aboriginal prisoners at Wyndham jail in 1906, obtained skeletal material from the morgue as and when the prison doctor informed him of new deaths (Stehlik 1986: 63).

Some remains were from individuals who had died from disease or drought. Ballard (2001) describes the removal of the heads of individuals—without the permission of relatives—who had died of disease near a British exhibition camp in Dutch New Guinea, and which were then sent them to the Natural History Museum in London. The removal of these remains continues to be remembered by the Amungwe community who have stated their desire to have them returned.4 Indian Medical Service Residency Surgeon, Lt Col Roberts, collected six skulls from ‘a famine camp established in 1899’ near Alirajpore, where the skulls were said to be ‘numerous’ and sent them to the University of Edinburgh (Edinburgh University Skull Catalogue, p. 30). Palaeontologist Dr Robert Broom sent Edinburgh University the skulls of Khoisan people who had died during a period of drought in the 1890s. The skulls from India and Port Nolloth were sent to the University of Edinburgh. This University was one of the first UK institutions with a large ‘race’ collection to adopt a pro-repatriation policy, and it leads in the number of human remains it has repatriated. As demonstrated by the following quote Broom was clearly unconcerned about how he obtained remains:

You ask about skulls from Port Nolloth. I sent I think four skulls of ‘Hottentots’ from P.N. to Turner in 1897. There was a drought at the time and many came down to P[ort] N[olloth], mostly old people, and a number died there. I cut their heads off and boiled them in paraffin tins on the kitchen stove and sent them to Turner. At that time I did not know what a ‘Hottentot’ was—nor did I know a Bushman—but there was no disgrace, no one else did. (Extract from a letter dated 28 March 1851 from palaeontologist Dr Richard Broom to L. H. Wells of the Edinburgh University Anatomy Department)5

This unconcern is further illustrated by a letter written by Broom to D. M. S. Watson at University College London on 5 September 1929 in which he describes fossil collecting in general, and concludes:

Today my old boy brought me two nice skeletons—one fine Kaffir and one Bushman. At Pretoria I wanted to see a Kaffir skull for comparison with the Springbok—[?]Swierstia said ‘we have not got one’. I expressed surprise ‘where can we get one’. I said ‘oh dig one up’ ‘we can’t get permission’ ‘Why do you ask permission?’ I replied. I get as many as I want. I have really the best collection in S. Africa of Bush, Hottentots, [?]Kraunas, Kafirs. I never ask permission. Perhaps one time or other I may do some further work on our Craniology. Anthropology is in about as bad a muddle as the mammal. Like reptiles were in 1895.6

As should be clear from the information provided in this chapter, the level of indifference and racism Broom’s letters exhibit is not uncommon in the primary sources which detail the collecting enterprise. From them can be deduced Broom’s lack of concern not only at the methods he used, but also that his peers should care if he reveal them. Although he assigns ‘disgrace’ to a lack of knowledge about racial affiliation, his decapitation of bodies and the boiling of heads in the domestic kitchen space passes (at least in this correspondence) without comment. The power of scientific justification provided a potent motivation for the abandonment of social controls about treatment of the dead. It is also pertinent to point out the apparent lack of admonishment from institutions at the methods employed by their collectors. Although Broom’s letter to Watson carries the implication that ‘Pretoria’ did not acquire remains because they could not get permission to do so, this is a rare example where permission is mentioned as an issue. Some institutions encouraged their collectors to seek out the bodies of the recently killed as they provided a ready supply of human remains. Thus the Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland advised travellers that the heads of ‘natives’ could be readily obtained after battle or ‘other slaughter’ (Notes and Queries 1874: 142) (and see also Cuvier 1800: 175 and Turnbull 1991: 115). In 1868 army medical officers in the United States were ordered by the Assistant US Surgeon General to collect Native American human remains for the army medical museum in Washington, and these included the remains of those killed in battle. Battlefields were a source of human remains worldwide. Perhaps unsurprisingly given its military roots, the Williamson Collection contains remains acquired in this way, including at least two skulls of Zulu warriors killed in the Battle of Rorkes Drift in 1879, the ‘Skull of Felix McDermott, an Irish rebel chief, who was killed at the battle of New Ross, county of Wexford’ (Williamson 1857: 12), and ‘The skull of a Sikh soldier, taken from the field of Gujerat a few days after the action on the 21st of February 1849’ (Williamson 1857: 80).

There is also evidence that the remains of massacre victims were sent to Europe. For example, as part of the collection received from the Royal College of Surgeons of England after World War II, the Natural History Museum in London received the bones of an individual shot in a massacre near the Victoria River in the Northern Territory of Australia around 1900. These remains were initially donated to the College by Dr Arthur Gedge to whom they had been bequeathed by ‘a patient of the leader of the above expedition. In this forty natives, men and women, were killed. The osteological specimens were prepared on the spot, maceration being effected by boiling’ (Microfiche of the Royal College of Surgeons Index Card catalogue, held at the Natural History Museum, London. Entry for 1028.2).

THE REBURIAL ISSUE
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The reburial or repatriation issue is a term coined for the controversy that began to develop over 30 years ago when some Indigenous groups started to campaign for the return of ancestral remains from museums and collecting institutions, and their requests were refused. For the claimant groups, the knowledge that the human remains of their ancestors had been stolen and studied, and continued to be retained in institutions, was a cause of profound concern, deep hurt, and outrage. For many archaeologists, physical anthropologists, and museum professions, the reburial issue raised not only fundamental ethical questions about the past, present, and future practice of their discipline(s), but also the prospect of an imminent loss of potential research material.

While concerns for the repatriation of the dead are now voiced by a wide range of Indigenous groups worldwide, those in Australia, New Zealand, and the USA were at the forefront of reburial campaigns from the late 1970s onwards. Campaigns were initially focused on domestic returns, and steadily forced a shift in museum policies away from the position that scientific value was paramount. In the USA, the 1990 Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) enshrined repatriation in law. In Australia, after long campaigning by Indigenous groups, museums and professional organizations began to develop policies to facilitate repatriation. A leading document in this regard has been ‘Previous Possessions, New Obligations: Policies for Museums in Australian and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People’, which was launched in 1993 by the Council of Australian Museum Associations, the precursor body to Museums Australia. ‘Previous Possessions, New Obligations’ provided a framework for the development of relationships between museums and Indigenous Australians. A new document was issued by Museums Australia in 2005: ‘Continuous Cultures, Ongoing Responsibilities: Principles and Guidelines for Australian Museums Working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Cultural Heritage’ represents a revision of the original document’s approach in the form of a set of principles and guidelines for policy and procedure. The starting premise of ‘Continuous Cultures’ in relation to human remains and repatriation is clear in its terms of definition (2005: 10, 11). In relation to repatriation, its guidelines (2005: 18) state:

1.4.3 The community from which the ancestral remains originated needs to be involved in deciding what will happen to remains repatriated by museums.

1.4.4 Museums are to seek out the rightful custodians of ancestral remains and ask them whether they wish the remains to be repatriated to the community or held by the museum on behalf of the community.

1.4.5 If rightful custodians ask for the return of ancestral remains museums should agree. All requests for the repatriation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander ancestral remains should be promptly and sensitively dealt with by museums, who must at all times respect the materials’ very sensitive nature.

1.4.6 Museums must not place conditions on communities with regard to the repatriation of ancestral remains.

In Australia it is now generally accepted best-practice professional conduct for museums to proactively engage with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities to determine, and respect, their wishes with regard to human remains (see Pickering 2011 for a discussion of ethical codes in this regard).

By the mid-1980s requests for the return of human remains were beginning to be received by institutions overseas, and particularly the UK. During the course of the 1990s, some museums in the UK began to respond positively to requests, although, with the exception of the University of Edinburgh, all of these held only a few remains. In 1990, Edinburgh University was the first institution with a large collection of remains to adopt a pro-repatriation policy, agreeing to return remains to ‘appropriate representatives of cultures in which such remains had particular significance’ (Edinburgh University Court Minutes 5 November 1990; and see Fforde 2004: 123–6). This decade also witnessed increasing attention to this area by UK professional organizations which sought to develop codes of ethics or guidelines in response (Simpson 1994, 1997, Leggett 2000, Fforde and Ormond Parker 2001).7 The World Archaeological Congress, an international organization, had by this time developed and adopted the Vermillion Accord (1989) and a Code of Ethics setting out members’ obligations to Indigenous peoples (1991). Although formerly having received little interest in the UK political arena, in the early 2000s the reburial debate in the UK came increasingly under political consideration. Thus, in 2000, the issue was the subject of a joint prime-ministerial statement by Tony Blair and John Howard that agreed to ‘increase efforts to repatriate human remains to Australian indigenous communities’ (Palmer 2003: 3). In the same year, repatriation was a matter of consideration by the UK Department of Culture Media and Sport (DCMS), first within a House of Commons Select Committee on Culture Media and Sport, which was to consider issues relating to Cultural Property: Return and Illicit Trade, which accepted written and oral evidence in 2000, and more specifically in a subsequent Working Group on Human Remains which reported in November 2003. Following this report, a consultation document was prepared which, following submissions, was finalized in 2005 as the DCMS Guidance for the Care of Human Remains in Museums.

Indigenous fora at the UN have deliberated the repatriation issue since at least 1985 (see Daes 1995) and it is specifically addressed in Article 12.1 of the UN Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007), which states that:

Indigenous peoples have the right to manifest, practise, develop and teach their spiritual and religious traditions, customs and ceremonies; the right to maintain, protect, and have access in privacy to their religious and cultural sites; the right to the use and control of their ceremonial objects; and the right to the repatriation of their human remains.

Thus, as a result of the sustained efforts of Indigenous groups over the past 30 years, awareness of the issues surrounding repatriation has been raised at a national and international level, and an increasing number of holding institutions now recognize that it is the appropriate authorities within originating communities that have the right to decide the future of their ancestors’ human remains. However, despite these advances—and particularly in Europe—many museums continue to retain remains against the wishes of claimant groups, which demonstrates a growing division in the museum community on approaches to this issue.

In gaining an understanding of the debate, readers should consider that opposition to the disturbance of the dead without consent is by no means an exclusively Indigenous concern, either today or in the past—as Shakespeare’s curse at the start of this chapter demonstrates. UK newspapers regularly document concern about the disturbance of burial places—coverage of more well-known cases, such as the theft of the bones of radio broadcaster Alistair Cooke in the US, demonstrates the revulsion and outrage that such incidents cause.8 While the majority of British remains in anthropology collections are those obtained through archaeological excavation, some are known individuals who died in the early 20th century—knowledge of the opinion of their families would be an interesting contribution to the reburial debate. Past centuries have witnessed resistance to, and concern about, the use of bodies without consent by the medical profession (Richardson 1988). The ramifications of the discovery that body parts had been taken from the bodies of babies at Alder Hey Hospital in the UK, without the consent of parents, ultimately led to the establishment of the UK Human Tissue Authority and to the Human Tissue Act (2004). The historical context of acquisition and any legal obligations under British law also affect the way that human remains are treated. This can cause stark contradictions. Thus while today’s anatomy departments are under the legislation of the Anatomy Act and must strictly control the management of cadavers which have been donated to medical science (which legislates for the eventual burial or cremation of at least a portion of the individual’s remains), such legislation does not cover the management of human remains collected without consent over the past two centuries which may be housed in the room next door. It is identification of the ‘double standards’ at play which has often fuelled the flames of the reburial issue, or prompted action.

Part of the explanation for differential treatment relates to the way that human remains are perceived—whether as ‘the dead’ or as ‘objects’. For while Western culture may have socially recognized and accepted ‘rules’ about who should rightfully care for the dead (families, relatives), and where they should be placed (in cemeteries, crypts), it has also recognized ‘rules’ about who should care for scientific objects (scientists, curators) and where, in turn, they should be placed (museums, research institutions). This explains why it is that the remains of those individuals more readily perceived as ‘the dead’ in a so-called Western context—named or known individuals—were at first (and still are in some cases) more likely to be repatriated than the anonymous remains which make up the majority of collections, despite requests from claimant groups which view the return of all remains as of equal importance. An emphasis on a more Western understanding of who should be considered appropriate to make claims for the dead is also apparent in perceptions that claims should be given more weight if made by those who can prove biological descent.

Such positioning is instructional as it not only reveals underlying perceptions about the veracity of the cultural beliefs of others, but also disregards the realities of dispossession in the colonial period, despite increasing information in this area that is available to policy makers. Identifying named individuals and biological descendants relies heavily on the accuracy of museum documentation, which in the vast majority of cases does not contain such details. Requiring the burden of proof to be the responsibility of those whose dead were taken is telling and unreasonable, and provides a benefit to museums that is directly attributable to their deficiency of record keeping in the collecting process. It is an effective strategy for retention by those institutions which adhere closely to this model, some of which were (and continue to be) very reticent about fully disclosing details of their holdings—thus making identification of descent even more difficult. Many ethical codes and institutional policies do not privilege (or require) claimants to prove genealogical descent, but others continue to do so, and these are usually those with the largest collections for whom the study of human diversity and evolution is still a core research interest.

CONCLUSION
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The 19th and early 20th centuries witnessed the removal of human remains from around the world and their transport to the West. Here they joined large numbers of European dead to be housed and studied in numerous collections across the continent, many of substantial size. Many decades after their removal, source communities from an increasing number of countries have sought to secure the return of their dead for appropriate interment back home. In providing a review of the acquisition of human remains and the rise of the reburial issue it is important in concluding to point the reader to further issues which must be considered in gaining a fuller understanding of the implications of collecting and repatriation. The pejorative and wholly ‘other’ identity commonly ascribed to the subjects of colonization was supported and legitimized by the so-called scientific analyses of their remains. For example, as with many other groups, notions of race and racial hierarchy pervaded the management of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People, and sat as founding pillars which guided the construction of oppressive policies and legislation. The impact of collecting was thus not only that produced by the removal of the deceased (however this may have been undertaken), but the part that analysis of remains played in fundamental rationales of the colonial period. Measuring skulls was intrinsically about providing ‘scientific evidence’ of an identity for the ‘other’ that had been constructed long before quantitative analysis was developed. As these measurements, and the conclusions drawn from them, were always considered in comparison to the identity of those on the highest rung of the racial hierarchy, so this type of research was also of course intricately linked to the construction and maintenance of the privileged identity for ‘self’.

A broad understanding of the history of collecting has only emerged in the last 30 years or so because the reburial movement has focused attention on the old ‘race’ collections and how they were acquired. Despite claims of high scientific value, the 1990s reality was that most institutions had little knowledge of their holdings, and many had transferred remains elsewhere or had placed them in store where they lay largely forgotten about (or lost) until research driven by Indigenous interest caused them to be (re)located and/or again become a focus of attention. Limited contemporary interest in collections and a separation of archives from the remains themselves led to a common misconception by curators that little was known about their history. Indigenous groups have driven the in-depth research required to provenance human remains and connect them once again to source communities, revealing the type of fine-grained historical information that now informs broader understanding of this period. Without their efforts it is likely that such information would have continued to remain largely unknown. In consideration of the reburial movement it is interesting therefore to note the mechanisms which silence and reveal history(ies).

The repatriation debate is fundamentally instructive because it provides a rare window through which to view contemporary attitudes that underlie professional practice, and thus an opportunity for development and change. Reburial campaigns, and particularly responses to requests for the return of remains, can reveal underlying perceptions, values, and assumptions held by some in the academy that many consider inconsistent, outdated, contradictory, and detrimental. For example, although the race paradigm was abandoned in mainstream science many years ago, issues concerning perceptions of identity still surround the old ‘race’ collections, but only become apparent when control of these remains is contested. Thus it was argued by some who opposed repatriation that Tasmanian Aboriginal requests for remains should not be considered valid because no such group exists (this view has, for example, been expressed in the British press—see McKie 2003. For a Tasmanian Aboriginal response to such opinion see Palmer 2003: 38, and Fforde and Hubert 2006: 88–9). To deny the reality of Tasmanian Aboriginal people today is not only to demonstrate a lack of knowledge about their post-contact history, but to continue to adhere to a perception that group identity is solely related to so-called ‘blood percentage’. To argue that if someone has mixed ancestry their identity is somehow ‘diluted’ or even, in this case, ‘non-existent’ reveals that the legacy of the race paradigm can still constrain definitions of identity today. Phrasing this argument differently helps to highlight the inherent double standards—few would assert that someone should have less right to care for the remains of their French grandmother if the rest of their grandparents were English. Of course, if rights over remains in collections are to be viewed in terms of biology, then those which are assumed by European curators should automatically come under close scrutiny.

Reburial campaigns have driven change in the way that some museums relate to Indigenous groups, particularly in their home countries, although there is a continuing divergence of views among many museums and holding institutions in Europe (and elsewhere) about repatriation. In their recognition that source communities have the pre-eminent right to decide the future of their ancestors’ remains, decisions to adopt pro-repatriation policies can be viewed as a means of addressing unequal power relations established between museums and Indigenous groups by the removal of remains in the 19th century. An awareness of the historical legacy of collections and contemporary responsibilities in this regard has played a significant role in decisions by some museums to adopt pro-repatriation policies. Those institutions which retain contested remains do not appear to concur with this position, despite the historical evidence which surrounds the collections they hold in store. While engaging positively with requests for repatriation provides institutions with new opportunities for cultural exchange and understanding, refusing to do so maintains unequal power relations and continues the benefit from past unethical conduct.

SUGGESTED FURTHER READING
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This list is divided into Primary Sources and Secondary Sources.

Primary sources provide the reader with an overview of 19th and early 20th century interest in ‘race collections’, emerging literature in the early-and mid-20th century that began to question the foundations of this scientific method, and others that continued to use it.

Secondary sources provide the reader with information about the reburial debate and the history of how remains were obtained.
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REPATRIATION, REBURIAL, AND BIOLOGICAL RESEARCH IN AUSTRALIA

Rhetoric and Practice
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COLIN PARDOE

INTRODUCTION
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The changing history of skeletal remains is a large part of my autobiography. In 1984, I was the first biological anthropologist in Australia to argue publicly for Indigenous control over their heritage, including the bodies of their ancestors. Twenty-five years later I act as the sexton of my discipline: almost the only biological research I conduct within Australia ensures that unprovenanced Aboriginal ancestors are reburied in their own country. What follows is therefore inevitably a personal account.

For 25 years, I have worked on grants and fellowships as a burial archaeologist, as a museum curator responsible for both the skeletal and archaeological collections at the South Australian Museum, and as a consultant in the fields of both archaeology and human remains. During this period, there have been significant changes to the social, political, and intellectual context within which I work. This chapter documents some of these changes, with a particular focus on changed practice.

These days, I spend a lot of time with Aboriginal representatives walking in rural south-eastern Australia carrying out surveys for proposed developments regulated by heritage legislation. As we walk, recording sites such as scarred trees and concentrations of stone artefacts, we talk about the land, the nature of archaeology, sports, evolution, and the rest. Chronology is a recurring topic. We discuss the age of sites, how old a sand dune might be, or how long a football team may spend at the bottom of the league table. But the question that is always asked is ‘Have I seen that show where they find burials and put a face on the skull?’ Yes, Meet the Ancestors is one of my favourite shows. I am then asked why we don’t have such a show in Australia. After all, we have our own version of Big Brother, Idol, and So You Think You Can Dance. I work daily with Aboriginal people who are fascinated by skeletal remains and the information they provide about past lives, but have to explain that heritage legislation is now dominated by a discourse of return and reburial. Almost all Aboriginal people I talk with are mesmerized by the science of the skeletons; at the same time, the vast majority of Aboriginal people wish to have their ancestors’ remains removed from museums and reburied. This chapter is about the discord between shadow and substance, where public perceptions on repatriation are driven by various interest groups, and individual interests cross-cut those opinions. It is about a lifetime spent in a Twilight Zone where things like skeletons instil wonder in some and fear in others, and where ideas about skeletons range between what may be learned, what they symbolize, or what they are worth.

SITUATIONAL ETHICS: AN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

[image: image]

While some philosophers argue that there is a realm of ethics, based on reason, which transcends time and place, most of us would recognize that ethical behaviour is invariably situational and changes as we travel through time and place.

It has become fashionable among social scientists to plunder the works of early biological scholars and collectors for examples of unethical behaviour, to caricature them as ‘grave robbers’ and ‘body snatchers’ in pursuit of racist stereotypes. For those of us who read the history of our discipline from both scientific and social perspectives, the picture is more complex and balanced. Like all disciplines, biological anthropology has a history, some of which is indefensible. Ethical practice, though, is never static and rarely absolute. History teaches us that we can expect today’s ethical practice to have unanticipated consequences and be challenged by future generations.

European exploration and colonialism from the 15th century presented people with puzzling questions about the nature of humankind as well as the power and authority to address them. During the 19th century, skeletal material from across the globe was collected by European scientists as they sought answers to a wide range of debates. While the 18th-century Enlightenment had promoted values such as social justice, equality, human rights, and tolerance, in practice, colonization meant dispossession, pauperization, and often enslavement. Dramatic social changes within Europe, as well as relationships with overseas colonies, were causing people to analyse their own society, to seek explanations for increasing poverty in an era of commercial success, and to legitimize their appropriation of other people’s land and resources. The powerful anti-slavery movement in Britain, and related debates about human rights and equality, generated opposition from those who had a vested interest in continued exploitation. In a social and political context that still subscribed to Christian values, it is easy to see how arguments that some people were not fully human and therefore not fully deserving of human rights became seductive. This was the social context within which biological anthropology was pursued and the intellectual positions taken by scholars often reflected their ethical and political standpoint. Universalism, stage theory, survival of the fittest, evolution versus devolution, monogenesis versus polygenesis were all ideas that influenced 19th-century biological research and interpretation.

Polygenesis (the idea that different peoples are the product of different and separate creations) was popular among those who sought to dehumanize colonized people. Monogenesis (the view that all human beings have the same origin) was supported by those who saw all people as members of the same human family (species). The monogenesists won the debate and biological anthropologists since the 19th century have promoted the interrelatedness of all humankind (Desmond and Moore, 2010).

Charles Darwin came from an abolitionist family and was passionately opposed to slavery. His new theory of biological evolution, though, published in 1859, was misapplied to pre-existing ideas of ‘the survival of the fittest’ to support ideas of ‘racial’ inequality that gained currency in Europe and were used to further oppress Indigenous people in the colonies from the middle of the 19th century.

Less than a hundred years later, in the 1940s, a biological anthropologist led the fight against the concept of race. Appalled by the way in which fascism had perverted biological knowledge, Ashley Montagu convened a group of scientists who produced the first UNESCO Statement on Race in 1950, which included a scientific refutation of race theories and a moral condemnation of racism. It suggested that the term ‘race’ be dropped altogether in favour of ethnic groups.

By the time I began my studies of biological anthropology in the 1970s, ‘race’ had become an irrelevant concept, replaced by studies of population variation and the evolutionary processes that shaped this. Key Australian text books on ‘race’, though, emphasize the role of Western science, and Darwin’s work in particular, in the construction of racism (Hollinsworth 1998). The role of anthropologists in contesting discrimination on biological grounds is seldom presented.

My early work took place in a context where the right of archaeologists and anthropologists to excavate human remains or to study them in collections was not questioned. For the first ten years of my academic life, I pursued biological and archaeological studies, both in the field and in the lab, with the enthusiasm of a pure scientist, although by the late 1970s, we were becoming increasingly conscious of the social context of our work. I arrived in Australia from Canada in 1980, to begin a doctorate, and emerging social issues began to impact on my discipline.

In 1984, I began research at the then Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies (AIAS) into burial archaeology in south-eastern Australia. A major focus was to see whether it was possible to negotiate a future for skeletal studies in Australia that would have the support of Aboriginal people. The Indigenous Principal of the Institute at the time, Professor Eric Wilmot, noted presciently that I might be able to carry out such studies at the local level, but that politics would intrude and bring such work to a halt. Despite this, I was optimistic that, by acknowledging Aboriginal control over their heritage and negotiating appropriate ethical practice, a new shared approach to long-term human history might be possible.

ETHICAL PRACTICE: PART 1—BURIAL ARCHAEOLOGY 1984–1995
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Negotiated Research

The new ethical practice I pursued involved complete acceptance of Aboriginal ownership of their ancestors’ remains. This meant negotiating permission to carry out any field research, survey, or excavation. It meant visiting communities along the river systems of New South Wales and Victoria and spending time talking to people, formally and informally. I learned to carry out consultation at the local football match, round the kitchen table, at a backyard barbecue or on the river bank as well as in local offices. I would discuss archaeology and bring copies of scientific articles relevant to the region. In most areas, I was initially allowed to survey and measure the many naturally eroding burials resulting from the depredations of stock, rabbits, and drought. If I was not allowed to excavate or remove any remains, I never questioned these restrictions. Sometimes at public meetings I was berated about past disturbance or removal of burials. Such expressions of anger or blame formed part of the negotiation process; for all of us, they were a step in building a new working relationship, never an end in itself.

Reporting back to communities on the results of my research was a top priority and I devised a small booklet style of a dozen or so pages which aimed to be interesting and readable as well as scientific. These booklets address questions that Aboriginal people regularly ask: ‘How old is this?’; ‘Do you think it’s true that we originally came from China?’; ‘Can you do facial reconstructions’; ‘Why do desert people look so different from river people?’ and so on. Booklets have included topics such as descriptions of individual burials or osteobiographies; local burial practices and orientation; the distribution of cemeteries as opposed to individual burials; causes of illness and death in the past; different colonization models; toothwear caused by string manufacture or ashy diet; and biological variation between groups, how it is constructed and maintained.1

Where development or environmental threat meant that remains had to be excavated before reburial elsewhere, I was allowed to study the remains either within the community or back at the laboratory. Examination might include X-rays for Harris lines and radiocarbon dating. Where people requested dates, which involves destruction of a small part of the skeleton, community members selected which fragments they were prepared to sacrifice. After study, remains would be returned along with a report or PowerPoint presentation that could be used within the community.

I have described more extensively elsewhere the advantages and limitations of collaborative research (Pardoe 1985, 1990, 1991a, 1991b, 1996). To what extent, though, can ethical practice overcome cognitive distance and result in a meeting of minds?

Bicultural Research

How does an archaeological perspective on landscape differ from an Aboriginal perspective, and can the two worldviews be negotiated without one group imposing its worldview and interpretations on another? Until the 1980s, the archaeological view predominated, buttressed by a non-Aboriginal ideology and relations of power that denied an Aboriginal voice. That has now changed in Australia. Aboriginal people have regained, at least under the law, control over their heritage and their past. As archaeologists, we can only work with Aboriginal approval and control and some of us enjoy it that way. But what does that mean in terms of intellectual constructions of the archaeological record and the landscape in which it is found? Is it possible to arrive at a shared construction, or are they incompatible? Do we construct a new worldview, or become bicultural or schizophrenic?

All landscapes are constructed. In the long term, they are constructed by forces that Western scientists explain in terms of plate tectonics, geology, geomorphology, and organic evolution. Landscapes are also constructed by the changing effects of climate, of wind, sun, and weather. Flora and fauna too impact on the landscape. In the short term, though, it is the activity of men and women who change the physical face of the landscape by fire, clearing, cultivation, domestication of animals, building dams, diverting streams, sometimes exterminating animal species and whole ecosystems.

At the same time as human beings physically modify a landscape, they are also constructing it in their minds, creating the worldview within which knowledge about landscape is explained, interpreted, and transmitted to the next generation.

As an archaeologist, educated in the Western scientific tradition, my focus is on the material remains that people leave behind them within the physical landscape. As a biological anthropologist who studies human burials and remains, I look at the material record of human life itself. Archaeology can never tell us of the hopes and dreams of people who lived in the past. We can offer explanations for why people might have chosen to live where they did, who they married, how they made a living, and occasionally where and how they died. I can tell you that most people along the River Murray were buried with their feet towards the rising sun and suggest that this is evidence of cultural ties over a large region and probably shared religious beliefs. I cannot, though, tell you what those beliefs were thousands of years ago. Whether we like it or not, our discipline ties us to material explanations.

Our archaeological view of landscape may be material, but it is not objective. We relate to landscape not just as archaeologists; we also see it through the lens of our own cultural background. When Europeans arrived at Botany Bay in 1788, they didn’t just import their agriculture and their cattle; they also brought a whole way of seeing land that differed radically from the perceptions of the people who were already there.

I have said something about the archaeological perspective. What of the Aboriginal perspective? There is no one Aboriginal view any more than there is one archaeological view and we should all beware of the dangers of essentializing an Aboriginal worldview. There are just as many Aboriginal Christians as people following a Dreaming Law, and far more live in urban environments than in the bush. There are a number of Aboriginal archaeologists and people working in the heritage industry. Some have grown up within a scientific worldview and bring this to archaeology but situate it within a broader political discourse that insists on Aboriginal control. Some, like Mark Dugay-Grist, an archaeology graduate, acknowledge a disjunction between an archaeological perspective and another worldview that he terms his spiritual view. At times he sees contradictions between the two and struggles to resolve them in his mind (Dugay-Grist 2006).

This spiritual worldview sees landscape as formed by Dreaming ancestors, both human and animal, who created the hills, waterholes, rivers, and all the other features of the landscape through their travels and actions. Landscape is peopled, personalized, and humanized not just by Dreaming ancestors, but also by human ancestors whose spirits may still linger near their remains, particularly if the circumstances of their death were violent, had involved breaches of the law, or if the correct rituals had not been carried out. Country can be safe or dangerous depending on such factors, and unknown country has to be approached with caution. Archaeological work can, therefore, lead to anxiety and fear, particularly when past generations have not been able to pass on detailed knowledge about particular places.

Most of the people I work with along the River Murray are the survivors of large populations that were decimated by disease and murder 150 years ago. Their great-grandparents were forced on to missions or stations, and cultural continuity of knowledge was often broken. Many Aboriginal people in the area see archaeology as giving them back some of the knowledge of their past that recent history has denied them. People are curious to know how their ancestors lived before 1788. Archaeology also offers tangible evidence of a valued heritage and can be a source of pride and self-worth. Burials, in particular, provide a direct link with the ancestral past. Interest can often overcome anxieties, although this interest has to be legitimized within an Aboriginal worldview.

Interest in the stories I have pieced together about the past has grown. Over the years, many Aboriginal people have told me that the ancestors were coming to the surface to tell them about the past that was denied them by recent history. In this context, my work was not an obscene intrusion into sacred ground; rather, I was responding to events that were initiated by the ancestors themselves.

In 1994 I was asked by an Aboriginal community to excavate some burials at Lake Victoria, on the River Murray in the south-western corner of New South Wales. They were being disturbed by wave action and it had been agreed to move them to a more secure place, chosen by the Aboriginal community. As we excavated, it was apparent that the cemetery was far more extensive than anticipated, comprising thousands of burials. One of the Baakantji elders, Roddy Smith, said: ‘It was like it was all meant to be. It was like the people buried there had decided it was a good time to be seen again. You have to remember that much longer left as they were, they would have been gone for good. It was like they’d waited until we’d listen before they told us they were there. It makes you think. It does make you think.’

The community agreed that I would take some of the remains to Adelaide for further study so that they could find out the age of the cemetery, and something about the health and lifestyle of the people buried there. One particular skeleton had three bone points in the centre of his back and I showed it to Roddy Smith before going any further. He asked if I’d like to take this one away to study; I said that I would be interested to find out what the bone points were made of, and other details about this man’s life. Perhaps the points had been in a small bag that had been buried with him; perhaps, though, they had caused his death. Roddy agreed, but came to see me the next morning. It was still all right for me to take the remains away, but, he explained, he would worry about me. If the man had been killed by the bone points, it might have been for a transgression of the law, or possibly be connected with magic or sorcery. The remains could therefore be dangerous and something might happen to me down there in Adelaide.

I realized at once that I couldn’t take these remains away. Did I believe that the spirit could harm me? No, but Roddy did. If I had been run over by a bus in Adelaide or suffered any other harm, Roddy would know that it had been caused by removing that particular skeleton and he would feel responsible.

How do we interpret stories like this that attribute agency to spiritual forces? Have Aboriginal people not observed natural forces of erosion following overgrazing, and felt the wind that has blown away the topsoil and scoured huge areas of country?

I would argue that Aboriginal people are doing what everyone does, which is to explain events in terms of our overarching worldview so that they make sense to us. I interpret sites in terms of a scientific positivistic worldview that requires me to address geomorphological processes and the body of archaeological knowledge. Aboriginal interpretations, however, give us insights into an Aboriginal worldview of the landscape by incorporating and interpreting a site of enormous significance to them within their own system of knowledge.

Do I recognize Aboriginal interpretations of landscape? Do they recognize mine? Can the two become one? Some non-Aboriginal archaeologists and anthropologists claim to be affected by Aboriginal spirituality, to be able to share an Aboriginal worldview. While this can no doubt be genuine, Aboriginal people have become cynical about all forms of cultural appropriation and many deride such claims as humbug. Others try to juxtapose Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal perspectives, bracketing the archaeology within a Dreaming story. I think that the very best we can aim for is to be bicultural, showing mutual respect for two knowledge systems.

My best day at Lake Victoria came with the announcement that I should go with six Baakantji men to look at some sites they had found the day before, not human burials but animal ones. It wasn’t the morning tea of rabbit, kangaroo, goat, goanna, and a cup of tea that made the day. Sitting at an exposure of extinct giant marsupials, it was time for me to ‘tell us how you think this lake was made’. Roddy, Dennis, Fox, Dave, Rex, and Ronald knew their own stories about the area. What they wanted from me was a deeper understanding of geomorphology, of the soils and how they came to be there, of the preservation of bones and burials, of the distribution of the archaeological record and how I might read it, of numbers and ages. The nature of the lake, its historical and spiritual value, its economic value, had suddenly made it important to have as much information as possible. And this has never been a one-way street.

As part of sharing knowledge, I try to understand what the country means to Aboriginal people. They don’t expect me to become a convert to that perspective, but I am expected to respect and value it and to take it into account in my work. Some Aboriginal people, who have grown up in a particular landscape, offer historical and ecological insights that are invaluable. Equally, Aboriginal people are interested in my perspective, find it interesting, and can see that an understanding of it can assist them in their dealings with a range of non-Aboriginal groups who may have different needs and values: heritage managers, water resources personnel, developers, and farmers.

Maybe there are two different worldviews incorporating the human past of the River Murray, maybe not. Certainly there are different goals and agenda and perhaps these may never come together at the ideological level, but we can all try to become bicultural, to understand and respect each other’s views. Aboriginal control has been liberating in this regard, allowing me the freedom to argue for science, and them to ask me about it.

Mutual Respect

In 1989 I attended a World Archaeological Congress conference on human remains in South Dakota. The Australian contingent comprised a mixture of Aboriginal people from across the country as well as non-Aboriginal researchers. The conference adopted The Vermillion Accord on Human Remains, which represented an attempt to broker the interests of different stakeholders in an ethical context that emphasized mutual respect and the important role of negotiation. Respect for the wishes of local communities was juxtaposed with respect for the scientific research value of human remains. Community members and researchers were both seen as having legitimate concerns. The Accord concludes: ‘The express recognition that the concerns of various ethnic groups, as well as those of science are legitimate and to be respected, will permit acceptable agreements to be reached and honoured’.

In 1989 I was confident that it was possible for science to coexist alongside other understandings of the world. A true dialogue is an exchange of ideas between equals, each party valuing the contributions of the other. None of us saw any difficulty in appreciating each other’s contributions, which invariably embraced Dreaming stories, biblical stories, and geological science. This optimism is reflected in my publications at the time (Pardoe 1990, 1991a, 1992).

A Changing Intellectual Context—the 1990s Onwards

During the 1980s in Australia, biological anthropologists and archaeologists began to practise new ethical standards. Collaboration and negotiation were central to research practice. Indigenous ownership and rights in their heritage were recognized and state-based training programmes encouraged Indigenous participation. Conferences within the relevant disciplines held sessions on the topic; professional associations developed new codes of ethics; and heritage legislation and regulation reflected changed practices. During this period, negotiation for the return of specific ancestral remains took place. In 1992, Alan Thorne, chief investigator of the biological anthropology of the Willandra Lakes, agreed to the unconditional return of ‘Mungo Lady’ (LM1), the oldest cremation in the world, and probably the most iconic individual in any collection. A literature emerged around this new ethical approach (McBryde 1985; Sullivan 1985, Pardoe 1985, 1990, 1991a, 1991d, Webb 1987a, 1987b, Mulvaney 1989, 1991). At the same time, biological anthropology continued to attract students interested in working within Australia (Collier 1990, Donlon 1990, Bennett 1995, 1996, Littleton et al. 1994, Littleton 1998, Willis 1998).

By the late 1980s, though, postcolonial and postmodern analyses had begun to dominate the social sciences and Cultural Studies emerged as a strong discipline with a keenly relativistic approach. Post-processual archaeologists accused scientists of ‘badgering’ Aboriginal people to accept scientific interpretations of their cultural heritage, ‘a contemporary variant of habitual European appropriation’ (Burke et al. 1994), and promoted ‘a politicised archaeology’ that would recognize the legitimacy of Indigenous knowledge (Smith 1995). Since 1990, there has also been a rise in publications by historians, social anthropologists, and cultural theorists that have documented some of the practices that brought Aboriginal remains into national and international collections (Monaghan 1991, Turnbull 1991a, 1991b, 1994, 2001, 2007, 2008, Hubert 1992, Creed and Hoorn 2001, Anderson 2002, Fforde et al. 2002, MacDonald 2004, 2005a, 2005b; Pickering 2008, 2010a). A common focus has been the removal of particular named individuals: Pemulwuy in New South Wales (Fforde 1992b); Yagan in Western Australia (Fforde 2002); William Lanne(y) in Tasmania (Fforde 1992a and MacDonald 2004). The actions and practices of individual collectors have been exhaustively documented (William Crowther in Tasmania; Amalie Dietrich in Queensland; William Ramsay in South Australia and the Northern Territory; and George Murray Black in New South Wales and Victoria). None of these ‘procurers’ (Turnbull 1994) was a biological anthropologist or archaeologist.

While this literature concentrated on specific case studies, it is important to point out that the majority of human remains in Australian and overseas collections result not from any intentional collecting activity but as a result of house construction, development, or earthwork which has accidentally exposed burials or cemeteries. Legislation requires that remains uncovered in this way be examined by the coroner and, until recently, that they be sent to the appropriate museum. This was a statutory requirement. For example, out of a total of 2,672 Indigenous remains held at the South Australian Museum up to 1995, 1,402 were received in this way. Of the remainder, large numbers of individual remains were indeed collected ‘for science’ once exposed by development (e.g. 170 at Swanport) or by erosion (e.g. 136 at Fulham). It should be noted that the loss of topsoil across much of the arable and pastoral south-east of the continent in the mid-19th century exposed enormous numbers of skeletons and sites. Such accidental acquisition, though, does not encourage the dramatic titles that appear in the bibliography. Stories of ‘science and Aboriginal body snatching’, ‘episodes in human dissection’, ‘body trade’, ‘the capture of indigenous skulls’, ‘scientific theft of remains in colonial Australia’, and ‘theft in the name of science’ resonate with far more outrage and moral vanity.

This inflammatory rhetoric, produced principally by non-Aboriginal champions of Aboriginal rights, has encouraged Aboriginal people to equate reprehensible actions by 19th-century collectors with science, archaeology, and in particular with biological anthropologists. Most 19th-century collectors were, in fact, members of the medical profession (MacDonald 2010). And yet the medical profession today is not held responsible for these evils of science; blame for this history is reserved for Australian biological anthropologists and archaeologists. We are the ones accused of treating human remains as utilitarian objects (Walker 2000), as fetishized commodities (Lahn 1996), or as specimens (Langford 1983, Pickering 2006).

Much of this repatriation literature fails as history and philosophy of science. It tends to focus exclusively on the relationship between biological research and theorizing about ‘race’ in the 19th century. This discourse ignores the huge revolutions in anatomy, biology, and evolutionary theory which formed the foundation of medicine, health practice, and biological anthropology today. It also misrepresents science, claiming that it is based on ‘assumptions about unassailable “truths”, “objectivity”, “rights” and “universal relevance”’ (Smith 2004). For scientists, science is a process of self-criticism, organized skepticism, and hypothesis testing that deals in probabilities not certainties and recognizes the provisional nature of all knowledge.

Much of the literature also fails as social history. With some notable exceptions which explore the complexity of the colonial mind (Griffiths 1996), it is selective, anachronistic, and devoid of historicity. Past practices are judged exclusively by today’s values to produce polemic and a narrow politicized agenda rather than understandings of past times.

Nilsson Stutz (2007a, 2007b) gives examples of similar hostility towards archaeologists and biological anthropologists in Sweden, commenting that they ‘often have to confront the negative and stereotypical view many other stakeholders have of them and which is mainly based on their very dark history’. She notes that they are ‘ridiculed’ in the debate or called ‘grave robbers’ or ‘looters’. While she recognizes that ‘this critique and mistrust is, from a historical perspective, to a great extent deserved’, she regrets that images of these disciplines today ‘have not been as successfully communicated as the strong and shameful images of what our predecessors did 100 years ago’ (2007a: 3).

Positive efforts by scholars do not seem to make good copy. Recent papers on repatriation (Pickering 2008, 2010a) caricature the scientific position as polarized, dogmatic, and irreconcilable. Examples are given of researchers who eat their lunch at a desk adjacent to human remains or who hold skulls in ungloved hands but refuse to pick up a dead mouse. I search in vain for published examples of respectful behaviour that might give balance. It is widely known, for instance, that I often burn incense when I work on collections. This form of ‘smoking’ is appreciated by Aboriginal visitors as a mark of respect; museum staff even switch off the smoke alarm to facilitate this.

Cultural relativism in the social sciences has promoted the view that all knowledge systems are equally legitimate and that no one perspective should be privileged above any other. The bicultural understandings of landscape that I described above offer concrete examples of this. Much of the reburial literature within the social sciences, though, promotes dichotomies between Indigenous and Western ways of seeing the world and an anti-science critique has become widespread, particularly within Indigenous Studies courses in Australia. Strong hostility within Australia to the Human Genome Diversity Project drew on this oppositional rhetoric (Tuniz et al. 2009). In a case study about the repatriation of lithic items in Tasmania, Allen (1995: 44) also documents a false dichotomy erected between scientific interests and Aboriginal empowerment.

This widespread anti-science ideology had a short-lived victory in 2003 when members of the Australian Archaeology Association endorsed changes to their Code of Ethics that required archaeologists to give primacy to Indigenous knowledge and Indigenous understandings of their heritage. The following year, following arguments that this was unacceptable, denied freedom of speech and inquiry, and ran counter to mutual respect in a multicultural context, these clauses were deleted. As Mulvaney had written in 1989: ‘To claim total knowledge of the past and deny the rights of others to question it, challenges the intellectual freedom of all Australians, particularly future Aborigines’. Nevertheless, by the late 1990s, cultural theorists had rejected the rhetoric of ‘sharing the past’ in favour of ‘contested knowledges’ and an intellectual context that was to make ethical practice more problematic.

ETHICAL PRACTICE: PART 2—CURATION OF COLLECTIONS 1993–1999
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In 1993, I became Curator of Biological Anthropology at the South Australian Museum. The Museum held the largest single collection of Indigenous human remains in the country and in taking care of this collection I was guided by two main aims:

First, I wished to negotiate the future of the collection with Aboriginal owners, to discuss their wishes and see whether it was possible to maintain a research collection with their support and interest. Although field research had been successfully negotiated, it was clear that biological anthropology as a discipline could not survive in Australia without access to comparative collections for teaching and for research.

Second, if the relevant Aboriginal people made an informed decision that they wished all or parts of the collection to be returned for reburial, I wished to ensure that this was done appropriately, that remains were returned to their correct ancestral country, and that communities were provided with the results of any research that had been conducted on their ancestors’ remains.

Although skeletal collections at the South Australian Museum had received far more study than archaeological material collections (mainly lithics), they had not enjoyed the same level of curation. The skeletal remains at the SA Museum were in a curious 19th-century state, where complete skulls were placed on open shelves ordered by accession number. Postcranial bones in boxes were mainly inaccessible and one-quarter of these were boxed by skeletal element. This form of organization was a relict of an earlier period, when an anatomical worldview (characterization of the normal individual and deviations away from the normal) held sway over a biological worldview (characterization of the distribution of variation in populations).

This state of affairs represented a failure of curation. Worse, however, was the physical condition of the collection. Bones on open shelves were grimy with dust. The rooms were dingy and equally grimy, with broken and missing linoleum tiles, stains on the floor, and so on. I spent the first part of my term as curator organizing the collection. The commingled bones required individuation. The storerooms required a level of cleanliness and facilities that reflected the respect due to these skeletons and their importance in research. Once each individual was put back together, they were organized by tribal groups. Each individual was grouped with relatives and each tribe (population) was with neighbours. This spatial organization was another coincidence that at the time seemed to augur for a better future. Biological anthropologists who visited the collection were impressed by how much information there was for many of the groups. Instead of an undifferentiated rack of skulls that defied any but the most basic geographical groupings, it might now be possible to collect data that would allow us to study population variation systematically.

At the same time, Aboriginal people who visited the collection were put at ease by the respect with which the remains were curated. The fact that individuals were grouped with relatives and organized within a familiar geography took away much of their anxiety. At a practical level, it allowed people to see at a glance how many of their ancestors were there and to think through some of the practical issues that reburial would mean. A new Museum policy recognized Indigenous ownership of their ancestors’ remains and this was emphasized to all visitors.

Some people were interested to know why their ancestors had been collected and I would explain how the remains had come to be in the Museum, perhaps as a result of road works, housing construction, or more rarely as part of a scientific excavation. Many were interested to know what scientists could learn from bones. I would introduce them to examples from their own ancestors, such as severe injuries that had healed, showing the degree of care practised in the past, or multiple skull fractures showing the level of warfare in their area. I always had examples of my own ancestors and their material culture to hand and people were interested in the difference between Aboriginal and English skulls, as well as the similarities between their polished stone axes. Most Aboriginal people are very interested in their heritage, but there is often ambivalence about the institutions that represent the establishment. Some value the diversity that is found only in museums and others see museums as representing a dominant class and take offence at the sequestering of their heritage.

During this same period, I brokered any request for research access to the collections. Researchers or students were required to write a short outline of the aims of their research. I would forward these to the relevant community organizations and discuss any questions people might have. On completion of their study, researchers were required to produce a clear English report presenting their findings and that too was forwarded to communities. Over a five-year period, 16 scholars carried out research on the reorganized collections with community permission. During the same period, pressure for the return of remains diminished and no returns were requested. Communities knew that they owned their ancestors’ remains and that they were being looked after with care and respect. With that issue resolved, most of them had more pressing concerns to address such as health, housing, and land rights.

Provenancing Unidentified Remains: Science Validated or an Ethical Dilemma?

During my reorganization of the skeletal remains at the SA Museum, it became clear that a significant number of individuals (between 10–15%) had no known place of origin (or provenance). In some museum collections this was as high as 25%. It became obvious that something would need to be done if Aboriginal people asked for the return of these remains. Could the science of biological anthropology be used to identify unprovenanced remains? Would this present a new opportunity for ethical practice? Or, in assisting reburial, would I be betraying my own discipline as suggested by Mulvaney (1991)?

A method was designed that took account of the strong relationship between biology and geography (Howells 1973, 1989, 1995, Pardoe 1986, 1991a, 1994a, 1999, Wright 1992). That relationship is formed and maintained by evolutionary processes, including natural selection and gene flow (Pardoe 2006a). Our biology maps our cultural history, and to whom we are related, through a complex pattern of variation in our genetic and morphological make-up. Since the study of geographical patterns of variation had been a major component of my biological studies, it seemed reasonable to reverse engineer the tenets of population genetics and seek to determine the place of origin based on the correspondence of biology and geography. The patterning of human diversity was a major plank of biological anthropology in the 20th century, particularly among the Toronto School (Meiklejohn 1968, Ossenberg 1969, Molto 1983, Pietrusewsky 1984, Heathcote 1986, Sawchuk and Pfeiffer 2001). Given sufficient data, it is possible to use statistical analyses to identify the group to which an individual belongs (Pardoe 1994a, 1999, Bennett 1996).

I spent several years accumulating and collating a large database based on cranial and postcranial biometrics of all individuals with secure provenance. With sufficient data, it is possible to use multivariate statistical analyses (including Discriminant Function Analysis and a Bayesian approach) to identify the group to which an individual belongs (Pardoe 1994a, 1999). To test the effectiveness of the method, a blind test using a random sample of individuals of known origin was assessed against the total database. While results are inevitably affected by the degree of completeness of individual remains, the results showed that, at the state or regional level, placement of individuals was correct in 87–94% of cases. Analysis of individuals within a specific region, such as the Murray River, placed 83% in their correct group or an adjoining neighbour (Pardoe 2004c).

This methodology, which I have called a Remains Identification Program (RIP), has been successfully applied to a number of collections from within Australia and overseas with good results (see section on repatriation).

The period between 1993 and 1999 in the social relations of science continued to give grounds for optimism, despite the emergence of some of the literature described above. Some skeletons were being reburied, but a long-term future for collections seemed possible. Equally, where reburial was requested, it seemed that the science of biological anthropology could be used effectively to polish a reputation that had become increasingly tarnished. Ethical practice could be applied to museum holdings with positive results.

ETHICAL PRACTICE: PART 3—REBURIALS
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From the 1980s, I had often become involved in reburials which led to different issues in ethical practice. Where I had been permitted to remove an individual for further laboratory study, the remains were always returned with a report for the community. Sometimes I would return remains on behalf of a government agency who had received them. It was not just a question of consigning a box to a courier or dropping it off in an office. The people I work with on archaeological projects generally live in rural towns and few have had tertiary education. While there are cases where people are pleased to receive remains and celebrate the return of their ancestors in a reburial ceremony, there is often anxiety or even fear. People may be uncertain what kind of ceremony is appropriate and I would provide literature from their region describing traditional burial practices. I would invariably be expected to assist with the whole reburial process, often laying the remains in the ground in proper anatomical order so that people didn’t feel as if they were dumping them randomly in a hole (see Walker 2000 for similar concerns in Native America). People also wanted to be sure that the remains really were those of an ancestor and sometimes sorcery was a worry.

As political pressure grew for the return of museum collections, some museums began to respond swiftly and communities were invited to collect remains for reburial. Bungled and premature attempts at repatriation can result in conflict between groups and individuals, distress over the lack of any information that might have assisted in culturally appropriate reburial practice, and anger at the disrespectful treatment of ancestral remains. I give three specific examples below.

Reburial—Inappropriate Returns

In 1989 when the Museum of Victoria (now Museum Victoria) decided to return the Murray Black Collection, comprising hundreds of individuals, most of the collection was boxed and sent to relevant groups. I knew this collection well and became aware that, while some remains were reburied very close to their original resting place, others were buried in the land of another tribal group, well away from their original land, resulting in community distress and conflict (Pardoe 1991c).

By coincidence, I became involved in one of these reburials. A group had received about a dozen large boxes, but little further information. According to an Aboriginal colleague, Mr Col Walker, sites officer for Moama Local Aboriginal Land Council, they had chosen a nearby sand dune: ‘The lads are digging there now’. We drove to the spot, an idyllic setting of sand dune beside a palaeo-channel in open Eucalyptus woodland, that slightly eerie bush stillness accentuated by flies and the lazy caw of crows. The lads were nowhere to be seen. The eskies (insulated cool boxes) sat under a tree. The shovels lay in the sand, and down at the bottom of the hole, were two skeletons. The lads had exposed some bone, brushed away enough sand to clearly identify these as burials, and bolted. Col laughed and laughed.

The next day we started unwrapping and getting ready to rebury the bones. Individuals had not been put together, but worse, I could see that the numbers written in black ink on the sides of the crania were a mix of several sites; some from Coobool, or Lake Poon Boon, and others from further afield. People didn’t know whether to leave them in their plastic bags, which seemed inappropriate and anachronistic, but if not, how to bury them. At the same time, nobody wanted to store the remains in the community while these issues were decided since they could attract malevolent spirits and be dangerous.

Repatriation and reburial had been taken seriously until the last stage. What was missing was an ethical practice that would assist the final process.

Reburial—Theological Issues

There are other less pragmatic but equally distressing issues that need to be acknowledged. At the return of one set of remains to a group in rural New South Wales, I was visited by the Aboriginal Pastor the evening before the reburial ceremony which he was expected to conduct. He was very concerned, but had difficulty articulating the problem. Over the course of the evening, I came to understand that his concern was this:

The bones were of people who had their own traditional religion. The Pastor was of the opinion that the spirits of these people had gone to their own Heaven (or possibly Hell). These places may or may not be the same as the Christian equivalents. If he performed a Christian ceremony, as was expected by a large number of the local people, what effect would this have? Would the souls of these ancestors move to a Christian Heaven? Would performing a Christian Ceremony adversely affect their status in Traditional Heaven? Might the Pastor inadvertently consign them to Traditional Hell by carrying out such a ceremony? Might they not go to Christian Heaven, but instead to Christian Hell or Purgatory? They were not baptized, after all.

We discussed these issues long into the night. I pointed out that the ceremony had been arranged to include some traditional practices such as smoking the remains with gum leaves and covering them with sheets of stringybark. He might also, therefore, wish to mention that these ancestors had practised a traditional religion during their lives. Blessing the remains in a Christian ceremony might be appropriate since it was the religion of most of the community today and the ancestors would understand that. The speech he finally gave can be seen in a video recording of the ceremony held at AIATSIS.

Reburial—The Road to Hell…

During the 1989 WAC Inter-Congress conference on reburial and ethics of the dead, one of the most bizarre ceremonies ever conducted took place under the big sky of South Dakota. A large collection of archaeologists, cultural heritage professionals, Indigenous people, two biological anthropologists, and assorted others were gathered near the crest of a large sand dune. In the middle of this a large hole was being dug, principally by non-Indigenous archaeologists.

The occasion was to rebury three skeletons that had been brought by the conference convenor, Larry Zimmerman, for the express purpose of a reburial that would signify… something. Twenty years later, I can’t recall exactly what was intended, but it appeared to be some sort of symbolic watershed that would actualize the ‘Vermillion Accord’ that had been prepared as a statement of ethical practice for archaeologists.

The reburial was taking place on land within the traditional tribal area of one of the Sioux tribes. After taking a turn down the hole, helping to dig what in my memory has become a 3 × 3 m pit, 2 m deep, I clambered out and stood beside a fellow participant from Australia. Mr David Mowaljarlai was an elderly and widely respected Indigenous man from the Kimberley region of north-west Australia. As we stood listening to the numerous Indigenous people making speeches at this reburial, David asked me where these people (meaning the skeletons) had come from. I told him that they were Seminole from Florida. I drew a mud map in the sand, pointing with my arm roughly towards the south-east and said they came from about 3,000 km in that direction. David was shocked. He asked again where these people had come from so that there might be no question of misinterpreting what I had said. I told him that the archaeologists and Indians involved in the reburial had clearly identified these skeletons as Seminole in origin and that they had come to be in South Dakota by an accident of history. David said repeatedly ‘that’s not right’. As I stood there, wishing it were only the prairie wind raising the hair on the back of our necks, David strode to the centre of proceedings, where he proceeded to sing the spirits home. For those readers who may not be aware of traditional Aboriginal law, when someone dies outside their country and it is not possible to take their physical remains home for burial, a ceremony is carried out that ‘sings’ the spirit home to his or her heartland. The songs help the lost spirit to find its way home along well-known Dreaming tracks, or song-lines that link people to one another and to country. David, softly spoken as ever, sang in Ngarinyin, his language, raising his arm to the south-east, singing home the souls of those three skeletons. As far as I was concerned, two people knew the full import of what was happening. As far as David was concerned, five people knew. As far as the rest of the crowd was concerned, this was a moving rendition of hands-across-the-water, full of sentiment and emotion, signifying… nothing.

ETHICAL PRACTICE: PART 4—REPATRIATION 1995 TO THE PRESENT
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During the late 1990s, reburial of human remains became subsumed within the broader concept of repatriation. By the end of the 20th century, public opinion had moved to broad support for Indigenous aspirations, of which the return of skeletons was a demonstrable symbol. The repatriation of Indigenous human remains is now supported by Australian Federal, State, and Territory governments, government departments, heritage agencies, and museums. Government funding has been made available for meetings, conferences, negotiations, and deliberations at both national and international levels. Funds are also available to ensure that the process of reburial is appropriately carried out to avoid the kind of distress described above. The National Museum of Australia and Museum Victoria, for example, have devoted considerable effort to this end (Pickering 2003, 2006, 2007).

Museum curators have become more aware of problems associated with commingled remains and recognize the importance of returning individuals with information on age, sex, and so on instead of boxes of bones. This assists communities with the reburial process. The importance of secure provenancing is also recognized if communities are to feel confident that they are indeed reburying their own ancestors.

Archival evidence accompanying remains can be difficult to interpret for a layperson, unfamiliar with historic curation practices or the idiosyncrasies of individual curators and scholars. Providing secure provenance means drawing on biological evidence as well as archival and other information if available. Such tasks can only be done effectively by a biological anthropologist (Pardoe 2004c).

Unfortunately, extensive documentation of the conditions under which parts of the collections were made and the conflation of scientific research with ‘grave-robbing’ have resulted in a view that biological anthropologists personify the evils of science. This demonization of a discipline is counterproductive if appropriate repatriation is the goal.

I have worked with curators of a number of collections to assist with the repatriation of Aboriginal skeletons in their care. This work consists of individuation of commingled remains, identification of non-Aboriginal remains, description of what skeletal elements are present, confirmation or determination of place of origin using the scientific provenancing methods outlined above, and any other information that might assist with subsequent repatriation and reburial (Pardoe 2001a, 2001b, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c, 2002d, 2003, 2004b, 2005, 2006b, 2011a). While this work is appreciated at the local community level, at a wider political level there is a reluctance to acknowledge the role of scientific information or scientists.

Science and scientists have become increasingly marginalized from the repatriation process. One consequence of this is that those negotiating the returns do not usually have the expertise required. For example, knowledge of collections, collectors, and human anatomy is necessary to ensure that all Indigenous remains are located, along with all relevant documentation. Identification of all Aboriginal remains should be carried out at the museum of origin before returns risk destroying the chain of evidence or separating remains from documentation or other parts of a collection as in the example below.

In Sweden, several sets of skeletal remains were discovered by researchers investigating an expedition to the Kimberley region of north-west Australia by Eric Mjoberg in the early 1900s. After several visits between Sweden and Australia by Indigenous representatives, public servants, and other interested parties, in 2004 it was arranged that an Aboriginal group from the Kimberley would fly to Sweden to accompany the remains home, initially to the National Museum of Australia. Museum staff explained to the Aboriginal delegation that a biological anthropologist was on hand to examine the remains, in case they required individuation or the intended recipients wished for any further information that might assist them with the return. This was rejected.

When the boxes containing the remains were opened back in the Kimberley, it became apparent that no one knew what to do. There was no indication whether individuals had been identified, whether they were men or women, and so on. The recipients were unable to fit these remains into their scheme of things, a situation made all the more difficult because there was an assumption that these were people who had died in the late 1800s and so should be part of known genealogies. And then some more bones were found back in Sweden. These too were returned in 2007. Do these bones belong with the first set? How were they missed? Who will incorporate these with the first set?

A Repatriation Industry

‘Repatriation’, rather like ‘climate change’, has become one of those convenient, feel-good words that can be attached to a wide range of projects to give them an additional moral legitimacy: a sense of righting the wrongs of the past, being on the side of the angels. As a dedicated source of funding, separate from other Aboriginal budget items, repatriation has attracted numbers of people, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, who wish to consume available resources. The meaning of the word has extended far beyond skeletal remains and sacred items to include casts, documentation, and data. It can also encompass the return to Aboriginal communities of items of material culture, books, reprints, film, or copies of photos that are held in institutions. A large proportion of available funding is spent on multiple trips to and from institutions, by Indigenous groups and public servants, to discuss questions of cultural sensitivity and protocols.

The Head of Repatriation at the National Museum of Australia (NMA) has suggested that too often, the focus tends to be on the rhetoric of ethics rather than ethical practice (Pickering 2002). A recent performance audit of repatriation activities was highly critical of a government department for allowing hundreds of skeletal remains (returned from overseas) to sit in storage in communities for up to eight years with no procedures or action plans to assist with a timely resolution (Department of Finance and Deregulation 2009). The Swedish example above was cited as a case study. Nilsson Stutz (2007a: 13) has written that ‘repatriation is a process that canalizes deep emotion and in the best of cases leads to the healing of old wounds’. When repatriation is botched, though, when the process extends for years, when communities are unable to achieve closure, wounds remain open; scabs are picked over. Recently I was contacted by an Aboriginal community where boxes of skeletal material had been sitting in their community theatrette for many years following repatriation. Before opening the boxes, they wanted someone present who could explain what was there, reassure them, and discuss possible reburial locations. The lack of support through official channels had prompted them to contact me directly.

Pickering, Head of the Repatriation Unit at the NMA (2007: 253–6; emphases in original), distinguishes between ‘research on indigenous human remains’ which he says has effectively ceased in Australia; ‘research about human remains which is increasingly common’; and ‘research about repatriation’ which has been ‘encouraged by the increasing profile of the repatriation debate’. He sees the National Museum of Australia as instrumental in encouraging research about reburial and repatriation by ‘philosophers, journalists, art historians and others, who bring new, important perspectives to the debates’, moving beyond the conventional disciplines of archaeology and anthropology. He has argued that ‘repatriation should be seen by an institution as an asset in its own right… value adding to its resource base’ (Pickering 2002). In a bizarre example of commodification, he estimates the commercial media exposure value of repatriation at the NMA at AU$980,000 over a three-year period. (This is apparently based on relating the amount of media coverage to the equivalent cost of buying advertising space.)

Pickering (2006: 43–7) blames physical anthropologists for the lack of research on human remains, arguing that they must accept some of the responsibility for the closure of collections. He suggests that ‘their relationship towards indigenous communities has been characterised by antagonism’ that they have ‘lectured and criticised indigenous groups’ and been reluctant to seek indigenous community approval for research or to follow professional ethics or museum protocols.

I am astounded by this. Biological anthropologists have always been a very small discipline in Australia and most of us were at the forefront of ethical practice and community negotiation during the 1980s and 1990s. Reasons for the decline of the discipline and its loss of critical mass have been identified elsewhere (Donlon 1994, Pardoe 2004a). It is certainly not a lack of willingness to recognize Indigenous rights and control over their ancestral remains. Rather, I would argue that continual denigration and misrepresentation of anthropologists, past and present, in the literature about reburial and repatriation has encouraged Aboriginal hostility to biology and science, particularly in the public domain.

In Australia, the media regularly report on the refusal of some European museums to return Aboriginal remains on scientific grounds. Reported sound bites from Aboriginal people are invariably angry: ‘These are our people’s remains, not just human bones. These scientists are not doing us a favour by giving them back to our people’ (Dillon 2003a); ‘Never have I come across a bloke with such a nasty attitude towards Aboriginal people’ (Dillon 2003b, referring to the Director of Palaeontology at the Museum of Natural History, London); ‘A lot of these people look at Aborigines as biologically inferior’ (Weatherall 2010). The Head of Repatriation at the NMA has been equally scathing about European anthropologists:

‘Museums have used this allegiance to science like religious dogma,’ Pickering says. ‘They say “You can’t do that, it’s unscientific!” But in reality it’s all just parochial, dog-in-the-manger stuff: the most vocal opponents to repatriation tend to be the anthropologists in the museums, because without their collections they don’t have a job’’ (Pickering 2010b)

Because it is apparent to many Aboriginal people that repatriation of human remains is one area where they can achieve tangible results, reburial can become a political strategy, a way of accessing resources. Similar issues occur in the United States: ‘It is easy for the control of bones and burial sites to become enmeshed in larger battles over unrelated economic and social issues concerning the control of land and natural resources, environmental preservation and so on’ (Walker, 2000: 30).

Nineteenth-century scientists have been accused of seeing human remains as rare and unique specimens, as objects to be fetishized, commodified, and consumed. More recently, human remains have been objectified as contested items, as pawns in political debates. According to Pickering (2010a: 17), scholars writing today about the evils of the past are equally guilty of objectifying and consuming human remains: ‘The people are transformed into objects. Even the history becomes a commodity to be used by governments and commentators to suit political agendas’.

The Destruction of Evidence: An Ethical Dilemma?

Data and evidence are central to the pursuit of science. The peer review process demands that measurements, observations, and other forms of data be made available to be assessed and verified by colleagues. Brown (1994, contra Pardoe 1994b) has taken the position that field research followed by reburial denies replicability and that results are consequently unverifiable. Webb (1995) has drawn attention to the loss of important palaeopathological evidence as a result of the return of whole collections. Many professional associations insist on preservation of the archaeological record as part of their codes of ethics (Allen 1995: 48, Quigley 2001: 209).

Provided accurate data is collected before reburial, does it matter that skeletal material is no longer available for ongoing research? Biological anthropologists often publish using data collected by others, even though the measurements or observations have not been verified or assessed for inter-observer error. The disappearance, though, of comparative collections severely restricts not only research but also the teaching of the next generation of anthropologists. There is a limit to what can be learned from casts—and Aboriginal people have also asked for the return of casts in some cases. Dating and genetic studies require destruction of small amounts of bone or teeth and it cannot be assumed that this is acceptable. After winning their legal battle for the return of remains from the Natural History Museum in London in 2006, members of the Tasmanian Aboriginal Centre were outraged to find that the Museum planned to take DNA samples and conduct tomography scans before the returns took place. New technologies appear all the time that can dramatically increase the information that can be retrieved from skeletal material. In recent decades, ways of determining past diets, biomechanical research using CT scans, techniques for producing accurate facial reconstructions, and the use of DNA to trace ancestry and descent have all improved significantly. More importantly, new questions are asked and old questions refined. Reburial puts an end to this.

And yet I carry out research that leads directly to reburial, destruction of the archaeological record, and a potential breach of professional ethics. At first glance, assisting with the return of skeletons would appear to be a betrayal of science in general and biological anthropology in particular. Mulvaney (1991) certainly took this view, arguing that reburial was denying future Aboriginal people access to their long-term past.

Although the majority of skeletons in museums did not result from grave-robbing, archaeological excavation, or biological investigations, the Western view of science and evolution informed the collection of skeletons, whatever their origin. The history of colonization gives the perception of museums as repositories of trophies some credence. I recognize that some human remains were unscrupulously collected and that my discipline colluded in this. I also recognize the unequal relations of power which dominated the removal of remains.

My operating rules are fairly simple. I accept ownership of Aboriginal skeletons by their descendants. Ownership and control have also been accepted by Australian society. As a scientist, I am opposed to reburial because I consider the history of human evolution on this planet one of the most exciting stories of humankind. Equally, though, I recognize that science needs to compete in the marketplace of ideas and persuade Aboriginal people of its value. If human skeletons are to be returned, then it should be done as well and as honourably as possible, using all the tools that we as scientists can provide.

I had always hoped that ethical practice would provide concrete examples of scientific research so that Aboriginal people could make informed decisions about the future of collections and collaborative research. While I anticipated that some groups might wish to rebury the remains of their ancestors, my curatorial experience in South Australia had encouraged me to think that, with mutual goodwill, a range of other options might be explored if we listened to rather than spoke for Aboriginal people. At the very least, I expected to continue to discuss and promote the value of science in interpreting the past. Repatriation rhetoric and policies prematurely terminated this dialogue.

THE END OF BIOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY IN AUSTRALIA
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I began this chapter by discussing intense Aboriginal interest in the field about their past—be it material culture or biology. Despite this, the study of Aboriginal biology within an archaeological or anthropological framework has more or less disappeared within Australia. Biological Anthropology continues to prosper in some Australian universities, but its focus tends to be on forensic anthropology, health, and skeletal studies in many countries across the globe. Just not in Australia.

Although it remains possible to negotiate some Australian-based field research with Aboriginal support and interest, generally these opportunities arise as a consequence of development and involve restrictions and constraints. Much of this work combines the best of biological anthropology and archaeology but, without access to comparative collections, is typically limited to studies of individual skeletons, leading to partial osteobiographies (individual life histories) that present information on age, sex, health, pathologies, physical characteristics, stature and build, physical characteristics, and, when permitted, date of burial (Pardoe 1988, 1993, 2000, 2011b, 2011c, 2012 Pardoe and Grist 1989, Donlon 1994, 1995; Littleton 1997, 1998, 2002; McDonald et al. 2007, McDonald 2008, Witter et al. 1993). This sort of research is ad hoc, unable to add to the discipline in a systematic fashion, or to allow coherent, sustained research plans suitable for funding from granting agencies.

Indigenous expectations of the repatriation process have stimulated new and different research into provenance and skeletal individuation (Bennett 1996, Pardoe 1999, 2004b). The repatriation of skeletal collections, though, has meant that student access to teaching collections containing Australian material has become almost impossible. As it became increasingly complicated and unpredictable to negotiate permission, access, and publication (not just with Aboriginal groups but also with heritage and museum bureaucrats), researchers have moved into other fields or other parts of the world (Allen 1995).

Not all science will prosper. Disciplines have their own lifespan and utility. Does the disappearance of skeletal collections and biological anthropology within Australia matter? Many museum administrators and curators will heave a sigh of relief that days of contention are over. Aboriginal politicians and activists can claim a victory and hopefully redirect funds and energy to more practical problems among their people. Governments can claim to have done something for Indigenous people and wonder why they are not more grateful. Like most of my colleagues, I will continue with research overseas and pursue my European and Indian Ocean projects (Pardoe 2010).

At a personal level, though, I regret that Indigenous Australians have been forced to choose between competing worldviews in which their ancestors’ remains are at the same time religious signifiers, symbols of oppression, political weapons, and repositories of knowledge about their past. I have spent 25 years trying to breathe life into that knowledge. Colleagues in other parts of the world (Buikstra 1981, Walker 2000) have also argued that reburial deprives Indigenous people of the opportunity to learn things about their ancestors that they can learn in no other way: ‘The current desire of many native peoples to see the skeletons of their ancestors reburied out of reach of Anglo anthropologists is understandable at one level…. Not to conduct such [scientific] research is to deprive ourselves (and others as yet unborn) of the opportunity to look through a unique window into the past—deliberately to choose ignorance over knowledge’ (Rhine 1998). While this clearly represents a scientist’s worldview, it demonstrates the passion generated by reburial.

CONCLUSION

[image: image]

This chapter has examined changing ethical practice over the last 25 years in Australia. Case studies in biological anthropology have been presented, drawing on burial archaeology, collection management, and repatriation. Some of the complex and sensitive issues involved in negotiating with Aboriginal people over skeletal remains have been described. There has been sustained support for Indigenous control of their heritage since the 1980s (Langford 1983). With only a few exceptions, this has been strongly supported by the two disciplines most affected: biological anthropology and archaeology. The 1980s and 1990s saw widespread optimism among archaeologists and Aboriginal people that, with mutual respect, shared or complementary understandings of the past could be produced to everyone’s advantage.

The promise of mutual respect for both Indigenous interests and science embodied in the Vermillion Accord (1989) has not been realized. To a considerable degree, effective collaboration and communication between biological anthropologists and Aboriginal people have been disrupted by a body of literature, widely promoted in the field of Indigenous Studies, which focuses on the evils of science, the misuse of evolutionary theory by racists, and which has demonized biological anthropologists as grave robbers. We have been pilloried as phrenologists, craniometers, and ‘race’ scientists. This constant revisiting of the sins of the ancestors on contemporary scholars has meant the demise of the discipline in any serious form. Indigenous Studies within Australia has embraced a politicized anti-science, anti-evolution discourse as one of the moral planks in the issue of ownership and control played out as repatriation. At one level this may not matter. My concerns are less with the future of my discipline than with some of the wider consequences.

First, any literature that focuses exclusively on past wrongs and neglects any positive outcomes of past research or changed contemporary practice encourages a negative view of all research, all science, and reinforces a victim ideology that is ultimately disempowering. It closes doors rather than opening them. This negative perspective has alienated many Indigenous people from the potential of scientific research into their past. Will it also alienate Indigenous students from the potential of science into our future?

Second, this negative view of scientists has meant that the majority of research by Australians in both biological anthropology and archaeology is now conducted overseas. A similar trend has been noted in the United States (Kakaliouras 2008).

Third, cultural relativism and the promotion of an anti-science view have denied Aboriginal people access to science as a knowledge system with its own laws and values. A postmodern ‘anything goes’ approach has had some strange consequences. The lack of any respect for scientific thought has resulted in contradictions and bizarre bowdlerizations. An Indigenous colleague recently conducted a phone poll of 65 Aboriginal people involved in cultural heritage in the State of Victoria. To a question asking whether the story of human evolution was important to them, 80% answered in the affirmative. To a further question asking whether they thought that Aboriginal people originally came from outside Australia, 80% answered in the negative. Only 20% thought that Indigenous and non-Indigenous people shared a common ancestry. The remaining 80% insisted on separate creation in Australia, a common enough autochthonous view. The researcher questioned one respondent, asking how he related this to his university education where he had taken an archaeology degree. The respondent replied that he accepted evolution: Aborigines had evolved from black fish in Gondwanaland and Europeans had evolved from white fish in Laurasia. Polygenesis is back on the agenda.

Indigenous people have a right to their own religious beliefs but I am left with renewed ethical concerns. Today, despite the best efforts of 19th-century biologists, the word ‘race’ is widely used by cultural theorists and social scientists along with other biologically based descriptors, such as ‘whiteness’. It is also reified in contemporary racial discrimination and racial vilification legislation. In many instances, biology and culture have become conflated into what Nilsson Stutz (2007a: 11–12) describes as a new form of cultural essentialism that serves to construct a difference between idealized indigenous sensitivities and the ‘villainous’ representatives of Western culture.

Many Aboriginal people support a separate evolution, divorced from the rest of humanity. One day we might regret the destruction of all the evidence that overturned racist arguments in the 19th and 20th centuries and demonstrated the common humanity of all peoples. Similar concerns have been expressed in the United States: ‘The unique perspective that skeletal evidence provides on the history of our species makes it a potent weapon against cultural relativists and historical revisionists who view the past as a source of raw materials they can exploit to refashion history into whatever narrative is currently considered au courant or politically expedient’ (Walker 2000: 14).

Finally, current policies are likely to result in the complete repatriation of all Australian human remains, ending the representation of Indigenous Australians in the story of human evolution. And so Aboriginal people have stepped away from the biggest story ever—the history of our humanity, who we are, how we have been shaped, how we came to be. A continent of humanity has pulled out of the story of our species. Aboriginal people have denied themselves an Australian Meet the Ancestors.
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Pardoe, C. 1998 [1988]. The Cemetery as Symbol: The Distribution of Aboriginal Burial Grounds in Southeastern Australia. In: T. Murray (ed.) Archaeology of Aboriginal Australia: A Reader. Sydney: Allen and Unwin: 182–210.
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THE ARCHAEOLOGY AND MATERIAL CULTURE OF MODERN MILITARY DEATH

[image: image]

LAYLA RENSHAW

INTRODUCTION

[image: image]

This chapter concerns the archaeology and material culture of modern military death. The focus of this chapter is the 20th century, primarily in Western societies and the mechanized warfare of the two world wars. The thematic emphasis of this discussion is the archaeology of the bodies of military dead and associated scientific, commemorative, and memorial practices, and the potential for an archaeological or material analysis of the artefacts and architecture associated with military death and commemoration. The narrow focus and limitations of this contribution should be highlighted by indicating the wider academic context in which to situate these themes. Conflict archaeology is a rapidly growing field which shares thematic and theoretical approaches across temporal boundaries to produce new understandings of warfare in both the distant and recent past. Overviews of the archaeological contribution to the history of conflict have been provided in works by Gilchrist (2003), Osgood (2005), and Pollard and Banks (2008), in which the long temporal perspective taken produces valuable insights. In contrast, this chapter will consider modern military death, as dated from World War I onward, with some discussion of the American Civil War 1861–5 as a precursor (Laqueur 2008). This is due to the pivotal place of these wars in Western cultures of death and commemoration, and their enduring cultural resonance (Fussell 1975), which has shaped collective responses to, and understandings of, subsequent wars. Despite a period of institutional and academic neglect (Price 2005), modern conflict now provides a rich and growing area of study (Schofield 2005), as part of the broader turn to contemporary or recent historical archaeology (Buchli and Lucas 2001).

The definition of what constitutes a military death, or even a ‘war death’, is a highly political decision, and some of the potential points of contestation will be touched upon in this chapter. For example, the commemorative practices surrounding the death of soldiers during World War II have to be situated in the context of the overwhelming and systematic violence perpetrated against civilian populations during the 1930s and up to 1945. The archaeology of civilian death and repression in World War II, and its particular ethical challenge, has been considered by Moshenska (2006, 2008), whilst the ethically fraught archaeology of the holocaust has been explored by Myers (2008). The disparity in the proportion of civilian and military losses sustained in the Vietnam-America War shapes radically different understandings of the war and commemorative practices in the two countries (Kwon 2008). The Cold War has a lasting material heritage (Schofield and Cocroft 2007), but the diffuse and covert nature of cold warfare presents a number of challenges in defining what constitutes a Cold War death, and who can be counted as its victims and memorialized as such.

Even the distinction between war and peacetime death has been held up to ethical scrutiny by Scheper-Hughes (2002), who argues that military conflicts and genocide must be understood on a continuum of violence that is not necessarily bounded by the dates of a particular war. The geographical focus of this chapter should also be highlighted as limitation, with a large number of examples being drawn from Western Europe, Australia, and North America. This is, in part, due to the highly orchestrated nature of post-war commemoration in these societies (Capdevila and Voldman 2006). To undertake an archaeology of conflict and military death in a greater range of societies, it is important to be sensitive to traces of violence and destruction on people, things, and landscapes (González-Ruibal 2008), rather than focusing solely on conventional commemorative practices. This kind of attention has been focused on Sierra Leone in the work of Ferme (2001) and Vietnam by Bion Griffith (2002).

The physical traces of military death can be discussed in terms of a number of themes that will be addressed in this chapter: the human body; the spaces and places of military death, burial, and commemoration; the physical and visual representations and architecture, including depictions of the body, produced in response to military death; the personal artefacts, material, documents, and ephemera that are associated with soldiers in life and come to have a memorial function in the wake of a soldier’s death, or with the passing of time. The individual soldier, living or dead, constitutes a point of intersection between the domestic realm of civilian families, and cataclysmic historical events, creating a tension between individual and collective memory and mourning. This tension is often negotiated, if not resolved, through the post-mortem care of the body and memorialization of the dead. It is useful to note the potential divergence between a state-orchestrated form of commemoration and more vernacular forms that emerge and evolve over time in response to different conflicts, in order to appreciate the multiple and mutable meanings of military death. To assess this further, this chapter will consider the naming and identification of military dead; the location and movement of the dead; the soldier’s body, living and dead, as a site of imaginative elaboration and representation; and forms of unofficial and vernacular commemoration that may contest the official version.

KNOWN AND UNKNOWN SOLDIERS: NAMING AND IDENTIFICATION OF THE MILITARY DEAD
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The form of memorialization that is ultimately possible is shaped, in part, by the technical possibility of uniquely individuating the dead. The likelihood of achieving a unique identification of a body is in turn a product of the investment of resources and intent in identification methods, both before and after death. As explored by Laqueur (1994, 1996), the imperative to name the dead individually, and then to attribute this name to a particular set of human remains, has been subject to change over time, particularly as regards the ‘common’ soldier. The question of naming, both as a process of accounting for the dead and as a memorial practice, can be considered first. The relatively modern concept of the ‘Unknown Soldier’ as symbolic and physical entity and the power attained by the Unknown Soldier in the context of a proliferation of names without bodies and bodies without names in the wake of World War I will be discussed. The impact of developments in forensic sciences, including archaeology, anthropology, and genetics, can then be considered in the light of this discussion.

While viewing the epic losses sustained in World War I as a significant catalyst for change in our memorial culture, Capdevila and Voldman (2006), Faust (2008), and Laqueur (2008) view the American Civil War as an important precursor to these changes. The conditions shared by these conflicts are that a huge percentage of the population was under arms, and these were not professional soldiers but individuals who left civilian life for a specific cause; technological changes in weaponry destroyed more of the body, rendering a greater proportion of remains unsalvageable or unidentifiable; intense networks of communication kept soldiers in an affective relationship with civilians until the time of their death; the power balance between the citizenry and ruling elites meant the deaths of common soldiers had to be accounted for and memorialized by the collective. In the American Civil War, soldiers were given a parchment tag with their name to aid post-mortem identification, but the practice was not adopted uniformly. In France in the 1880s, the move to enforce an identity tag system in the military reflected a need to define the bureaucratic status of the dead and legally settle their estates, rather than reflecting a preoccupation with psychic closure or memorialization (Capdevila and Voldman 2006). This preoccupation with the legal personhood of the dead and its challenge to the reach of new state bureaucracies is explored thoughtfully by Caruth (2002).

Laqueur’s (1996) analysis takes a step back from the practicalities of identification, to concentrate on the names of the dead, and the place of the name in material culture, before and after World War I. Hitherto, the names of everyday people had not occupied public spaces or held the status that they came to have in

a distinctly twentieth-century constellation of sensibilities and practices: acts of devotion and infusion of meaning through the display of names on surfaces and spaces of diverse sorts, through their conspicuous attachment to bodies, or through bodies whose meaning arises from their being forever, and impenetrably, nameless. (Laqueur 1996: 123)

An inscribed name on a gravestone used to function as a marker for the resting place of a specific set of mortal remains, but war breaks down the relationship between name, body, and resting place. The innovations in memorialization post-World War I—the cenotaph or empty tomb, the tomb of the Unknown Soldier nearby, and the architecture designed to bear panels of thousands of inscribed names—show efforts to mediate or reconcile the anxiety provoked by the breakdown between name, body, and place. These constitute a tomb with no name or body, names detached from body or tomb, a body buried without a name, all in response to the thousands of missing and obliterated bodies without a known name or place marker.

To explore more fully the significance of names, Laqueur (1996) notes the struggles by designers of the new monumental architecture to create structures capable of bearing so many inscribed names, balancing the demands of space and legibility. The phrase selected by Rudyard Kipling, which has accumulated its own meanings with regard to British and Commonwealth war dead, ‘Their names Liveth Evermore’, is from the Apocrypha, and was considered a most unorthodox choice when first aired (Laqueur 1996: 125). The capacity of a name to stand alone as a place marker, encapsulating an individual without further elaboration or representation, is expressed in other 20th-century memorials such as the Aids Quilt project or Maya Lin’s Vietnam War Memorial in Washington. In noting these examples, Laqueur (1996) suggests that naming as an antidote to erasure is a product of increasing democracy, that citizens expect individual and equal representation, in life and death. It may also be that in increasingly interventionist states, with highly evolved bureaucracies, citizens expect a thorough accounting to be made, and this is an exercise in restoring order in the wake of chaos. The epitaph created for unidentified bodies, ‘known unto God’, reassures the viewer that there is a greater process of accounting taking place, even if the state has fallen short.

The bringing of a single name, perhaps of a known loved one, into juxtaposition with a mass of unrecognized names has a specific effect in that the eye of the beholder searches for, and finds, a name they have known, whilst simultaneously apprehending the scale of the collective loss, akin to Laqueur’s (2002) analysis of the sublime in the comprehension of mass fatalities. The experience of a monument constructed of names can be unique to each person who approaches it. Mourners also have the assurance that their loved one is represented there to be acknowledged by the collective. This experiential quality, of discerning the special name amongst many, is remarked upon by visitors to Maya Lin’s Vietnam Memorial. For those experiencing the monument without a loved one represented there, the specificity of a proper name is part of the reality effect, underscoring the actuality of death which may seem incredible in its scale.

No more arresting emblems of the modern culture of nationalism exist than cenotaphs and tombs of Unknown Soldiers. The public ceremonial reverence accorded the monuments precisely because they are either deliberately empty or no one knows who lies inside them, has no true precedents in earlier times. To feel the force of this modernity one has only to imagine the general reaction to the busybody who ‘discovered’ the Unknown Soldier’s name or insisted on filling the cenotaph with some real bones. Sacrilege of a strange contemporary kind! (Anderson 1991: 9)

Anderson’s (1991) characterization of these acts, the naming of the Unknown Soldier and the filling of the cenotaph with bones as ‘sacrilege’, now requires some analysis, as attitudes towards the primacy, even sanctity, of individual identity, and the rapid advances in the technical capacity to identify the dead, meant that ‘the modern culture of nationalism’ is perhaps trumped by a culture of individualism.

In 1998, it was announced by the American Secretary of Defense that DNA technology has been used to identify the Vietnam Unknown in the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier located in Arlington National Cemetery (Butler 2005: 251). The remains of First Lieutenant Michael Blassie, a pilot in the United States Air Force, were identified through a comparison of his mitochondrial DNA with that of his mother (Holland and Parsons 1999). Michael Blassie had been shot down near a village called An Loc, and it was documented that the Vietnam Unknown had been recovered from this area. With the genetic identification confirmed, Blassie’s family had his body transferred to a military cemetery in their home town, St Louis. Given the technical possibility of a definitive identification, these families had preferred to restore the unique identity of the dead, and achieve certainty regarding their status and location, rather than continue with the possibility that their loved one fulfilled an honoured symbolic function for the collective. Blassie’s military identity was recognized in his subsequent burial, but was mediated by the expression of his individual identity in his name and the return to his home town, in closer proximity to his family.

Macintyre (2009) characterizes the ‘passing of the Unknown Soldier’ as a scientific success, noting that modern science had ‘banished’ the nameless dead from future warfare. This is a redemptive and optimistic assessment of technological progress, although not the kind of progress that obviates the need for future war, or war dead. Macintyre describes the soldier’s DNA as their ‘cellular dog tag’, which retains their identity indefinitely. This image of the dog tag is not quite correct, in that the identification of soldiers such as Michael Blassie does not solely rest with the cellular material of the dead, but with finding a reference sample amongst their living relatives or descendants, and achieving a match between samples. This re-inserts the dead into a network of kinship in a new and significant way, placing their familial relationship and enduring bond with the living centre stage. The central role now assumed by genetic relationships in establishing identity reasserts the civilian identity of the dead as parent, child, or sibling, over their military identity as an unknown soldier.

This new paradigm in the investigation and commemoration of military death, with its primary focus on the discrete remains and individual identity of the dead, underpins the exhumation, identification, and reburial of the missing from Fromelles. The Battle of Fromelles occurred in July 1916. It was launched against a German stronghold by soldiers from the Australian Imperial Force who were fighting alongside the British. The attack proved catastrophic as 1,500 British and 5,533 Australian soldiers were killed, wounded, or captured (Summers 2010a). In 2007, the location of mass graves containing some of these fatalities was confirmed at a site near the battle, called Pheasant Wood (Pollard et al. 2007). To date, of the 250 bodies exhumed, 119 have been identified and named as Australian soldiers through DNA analysis, and the work is ongoing. The sampling of DNA reference data has drawn in a large network of the relatives of the dead, as have commemorative acts accompanying reburial:

Some families have been extremely resourceful, using genealogy websites or writing articles for local newspapers: approaches which have resulted in donors coming forward and sometimes discovering an entirely new set of relatives with a shared family history. (Jones 2010: 66)

As well as underscoring biological relatedness, the donation of a genetic sample which results in a successful identification constitutes a particular type of service and care for the dead, reanimating affective bonds, even for a long-dead relative that one had never met in life.

Particularly in the wake of World War II, the unique identification of soldiers’ remains became a focus of intense scientific interest as seen in the cases presented by Snow (1948) and the post-war exhumation reports of Mant (1987). Scientific knowledge and capability in the identification of war dead, both military and civilian, is constantly evolving (Weaver 2003). Episodes of mass fatalities amongst soldiers may constitute specific challenges to individuation, as the bodies are predominantly male, often in a narrow age profile, and dressed in standard-issue clothing. Yet, the modern military represents a highly regulated and minutely documented subset of the population. From the perspective of forensic science, particularly forensic anthropology, the systematic recording of a soldier’s height, age, physical characteristics, dentition, and health represents reliable and potentially useful ante-mortem data. As warfare stimulates advances in medical treatment, it also stimulates advances in the postmortem investigation of the body.

Techniques derived from the examination of the military dead go on to become standard methods of human identification, used in both the forensic and archaeological analyses of human remains, such as McKern and Stewart’s (1957) study of age-related changes in the pubic bone, or Trotter and Gleser’s (1958) development of stature calculation formulae, both based on data collected during autopsies of American soldiers killed in the Korean War. Crossland (2009) asks us to think critically about whose bodies become the object of postmortem investigation, and what it reveals about the status of those categories of people. Following this ethical critique, the deployment of the soldier’s body in scientific research—even research that will help other fallen soldiers to be identified—is, in some respects, an extension of the discipline and control exerted over the soldier in life. This is most clearly manifested by those militaries that have asserted, or tried to assert, enduring legal ownership of their combatants’ bodies.

LEAVE NO MAN BEHIND: THE DISTRIBUTION AND EMPLACEMENT OF MILITARY DEAD
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Some symbolic responses to the challenge of recovering the bodies of soldiers, such as the Unknown Soldier or the Cenotaph, have been discussed above, but it is important to consider in more detail the different conceptualizations of what constitutes a suitable resting place for the military dead. If bodies are not to be repatriated, one possible response to is to establish military graves abroad. Piehler (1994) looks at the case against repatriation made by American politicians following World War I. Massed together in cemeteries in France, the war graves formed a lasting physical testimony that meant the scale of American sacrifice could not be forgotten. If repatriated, the dead would be dispersed; memory would become privatized and could erode over time. Others argued that the dead sanctified the soil with their presence, invoking a mystical transference of properties between the dead and the soil surrounding them. The construction and maintenance of war graves in foreign territories is always accompanied by these symbolic, as well as pragmatic, considerations. The work of the Imperial War Graves Commission initiated in 1917 (changed to the Commonwealth War Graves Commission in 1960) was to create and maintain spaces that would project a distinctive ethos and aesthetic. Although the ‘Britishness’ of these spaces is not fully articulated, the cultivation of green spaces, landscaping and planting, evokes a country garden (Summers 2010b). An enduring mystique has accrued to the meticulous maintenance of these places, even as the world changes around them, serving as an index for unchanging military ideals and commitment to the dead.

The presence of military dead from one country occupying graves located within another country clearly creates a new and enduring relationship between the two societies and means that each holds a place in the other’s collective imagination. Winter (1995: 25) records the sentiment of a World War I mother, that the soil of France ‘will become dearer to me because my child is buried there’. This ongoing relationship may be perceived as burdensome by some; for example in the wake of World War I, isolationist opinion in the United States was that ‘France planned to keep American soldiers buried in France as “hostages” in order to compel the United States to defend their graves if German aggression should reappear’ (Piehler 1994: 174). Verdery (1999), writing on the history of former Yugoslavia, notes how graves may function as markers of the historical patterns of possession of territory, and that the military dead may thus be viewed as occupiers by their opponents. Brooke’s notion that, by remaining in a foreign field, the mortal remains of a British soldier would make that land ‘forever England’ is a comfort to those who cannot repatriate their dead, but nevertheless this image constitutes a physical claim over the territory held by the dead.

In response to a burgeoning, ‘bring back the dead’ campaign in America, President Theodore Roosevelt declared he wanted his own son, Quentin, to be buried ‘on the spot where he fell’ and that the battlefield was the appropriate resting place for a ‘fallen warrior’ (Piehler 1994: 173). If the dead are buried in, or near, to the place they fell, this creates a broader memorial landscape which generates new memorial practices and forms of pilgrimage (Lloyd 1998). The mnemonic and commemorative power of the battlefield is the focus of intensive study within conflict archaeology and heritage (Carman 1999). Battlefields and warscapes challenge conventional understandings of what constitutes a heritage site as they are often characterized by absences, testifying to loss and destruction (Price 2008, Filappucci 2010). In these landscapes, mourning for the dead is combined with the remembrance of passages of battle with particularly significant political outcomes or cultural associations such as the Boyne, the Normandy Beaches, parts of Flanders, or the commemoration of ANZAC losses at Gallipoli (Scates 2009). The two may elide, since the phenomenological experience of retracing the final steps of those who died may enable a more powerful sense of connection with the dead than that produced solely by the contemplation of their graves.

Some societies demand or expect the systematic repatriation of their military dead. Hoshower-Leppo (2002) describes the role of forensic archaeologists and anthropologists who work at America’s Central Identification Laboratory, Hawaii (CILHI), which undertakes scientific investigation for the Joint Prisoner of War/Missing in Action Accounting Command (JPAC), who, as their name suggests, are responsible for the documenting of American military deaths, as well as the recovery and identification of the dead. Hoshower-Leppo’s account provides an insight into the lengths the recovery team will go to track down leads on the whereabouts of the dead and the meticulous methods employed to maximize the complete recovery of the body and the collection of evidence to support identifications. Holland and Parsons (1999) indicate the scale and unending nature of the task, noting that there are more than 8,000 military dead unaccounted for in Korea and over 75,000 unaccounted and unrecovered American dead resulting from World War II (1999: 39). The JPAC Annual Report for 2009 (Crisp 2010) documents this ongoing work, but the rhetoric surrounding their work is significant, reiterating their goal to ensure the war dead are ‘safe from harm’, and their mission statement ends with the exhortation ‘until they are home!’ Wong (2005) writes perceptively on the contemporary American philosophy regarding their war dead, and explores the ‘leave no man behind’ ethos. ‘Leave no man behind’ expresses mutual care and dependence amongst living combatants, injured soldiers, and dead soldiers, without a distinction between them. It fosters trust between soldiers facing danger together, and is an important part of the American military’s self-perception.

Both the language of JPAC and ‘leave no man behind’ are expressions of a high level of posthumous care. It is paradoxical that the soldier should be exposed to risk whilst living but become the object of care and protection once dead, but as Wong (2005) identifies, this is a quid pro quo of risk for care. The expenditure of care and resources in the recovery of military dead is part of a pact made between the soldier, the state, and civilian society regarding the acceptable terms of military service and sacrifice. At first sight there is an apparent contradiction between the decision to establish American cemeteries in France, following World War I, and the tireless work of JPAC and CILHI to recover bodies, primarily from Southeast Asia. These different rationales regarding the dead are shaped not only by the scale of loss but by the different outcomes of these wars. The politically divisive nature of American action in Southeast Asia and the tense political relationships that have ensued mean that Korea, Laos, and Vietnam are not ideal resting places for American war dead. These tensions have been explored by Keene (2010) regarding the Korean War, and sensitive analyses of the uneasy ‘heritage’ of America’s military actions in Vietnam have been undertaken by Bion Griffith (2002) and Kwon (2008).

In cases such as air crashes and the sinking of ships and submarines, the locale may be so remote or inaccessible or the nature of the fatality so extreme and destructive that the remains of the dead cannot be recovered, especially within the constraints of wartime. A proportion of these sites may then be granted the status of war graves. Foggo and Giannangeli (2000) examine the legal and ethical issues surrounding the proposal to refloat, and salvage for scrap, two British warships sunk by Japanese bombers off the coast of Malaysia during World War II. The designation of these ships as war graves would be enforceable in British water and applies to British citizens operating in international water, but has no jurisdiction over international salvage companies, a limitation which causes surprise and indignation in the relatives of the dead. Comments from the relatives reported in this article suggest they have no objection to research for historical or archaeological purposes as long as the sites stay intact, although they draw unfavourable comparisons between the British and Japanese governments’ response to military losses in the same waters, as Japan endeavoured to recover all remains. The widely held notion of the in situ ‘war grave’ is only satisfactory if its sanctity can be maintained in perpetuity. Contrary to popular understandings of these sites, the Protection of Military Remains Act 1986 steps away from the language of graves; instead it designates sites as ‘protected places’ or ‘controlled sites’. Under British law and practice, it is an offence to interfere with or disturb a protected place in any way. Controlled sites may be subject to intervention, maintenance, commemoration, even archaeological excavation, and the recovery of remains, but a licence is required from the Ministry of Defence.

Another possible response formulated when the dead are inaccessible is the reported use of weighted coffins. Moshenska (forthcoming) considers the thousands of aircraft that came down over Britain between 1939 and 1945, with a correspondingly high loss of their crews. In such cases where only partial remains were recovered, it was not uncommon during World War II for coffins to be bulked up with sand or bricks. Both Moshenska and Holyoak (2004) note that no official communiqué or policy document has been seen that refers to the weighting of coffins; it was widely believed to have occurred and was accepted by military personnel who viewed it as a gesture of decency towards bereaved civilians. Moshenska’s (forthcoming) case studies consider the dilemma of the aviation archaeologists who uncover the remains of World War II pilots whose ‘bodies’ have already been buried. This is received with some ambivalence by surviving relatives or descendants of the dead, whose emotions range from relief and closure, to anger and distress at the original deception. Moshenska uses these crash sites as a lens through which to explore the ethical challenges facing the archaeologists who research episodes of trauma and loss that occurred within living memory.

REPRESENTATIONS OF THE SOLDIER’S BODY
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The archetype of the soldier includes youth, strength, and masculinity, but also imagines the soldier’s body as a site of endurance, suffering, and sacrifice. The qualities embodied by the soldier can be examined through the figurative representations of the living and dead soldier in war memorials. King (1998) classifies some of the figurative representations found on British World War I memorials and considers the different responses that they elicit in the viewer. The first point, akin to the sudden proliferation in the names of soldiers in the public realm, is the creation of figures to stand as archetypes, rather than statues of local worthies, or of the ‘great men’ of the national narrative. The image of the soldier’s body is ‘distinct from the civic tradition of memorials to prominent citizens, whose qualities were represented as peculiar to them as individuals, not as the attributes of a group’ (King 1998: 132). Moriarty (1985) charts the rise and fall in figurative memorials after World War I as civilian populations struggled with the absence of physical remains to mourn.

A common category of soldier in those monuments erected post-war is that of soldiers who appear to be guarding the monument or in solemn and reflective poses, at ease or with their rifle reversed. King (1998) notes the complex effect achieved by these figures due to the ambiguity of whether they represent veterans, keeping vigil for their fallen comrades, or are the dead themselves. This reflective pose is far more common than scenes of active combat, and the soldier’s role as an aggressor (rather than defender) is edited out from the majority of depictions. It is difficult to reconcile the soldier’s role as aggressor, even killer, with norms and values of the civilian life. In contrast to British memorials, a much more graphic depiction of death and post-mortem decay emerged in the iconography of French war memorials. Figures are shown partially buried, rising from the ground, ravaged, and even skeletonized. Hurcombe (2008) analyses this in the context of anxieties surrounding the moral debt owed to the dead by French post-war society. This manifested itself in a preoccupation with the idea of ongoing surveillance and moral examination of the living by the dead and resulted in a very explicit depiction of the dead as a haunting presence.

The depiction of those who mourn can be very powerful as a memorial form, as those who are left behind serve to underscore the absence of the dead. This can be seen in a powerful monument designed by German artist Käthe Kollwitz, after losing her own young son in World War I (Winter 1995: 114). The monument, called Die Eltern, shows two hunched elderly figures kneeling at the edge of a cemetery. There is no representation of the soldier’s body, although it may be imagined that it is buried in the soil beneath them, or simply missing. The age, infirmity, and vulnerability of the elderly couple suggest none of the regenerative powers ascribed to the more common depictions of the youthful soldier’s body. Their isolation, even from each other, suggests the absence of consolation, and, by emphasizing the grief of parents outliving their offspring, an inversion of a fundamental norm, the figures resist any redemptive interpretations.

Scarry’s (1985: 3) identification of a process of ‘redescription’ is an important concept in understanding the special status of the soldier’s body. She also notes the conflation of weapons and machinery with the humans that operate them, so that eliminating an enemy’s ‘firepower’ conflates the destruction of human life with a particular functional capacity of those humans. This redescribes soldiers with ‘the unequivocal nonsentience of steel, wood, iron and aluminium… the inflicting of an injury and the receiving of an injury is thus neutralized’ (Scarry 1985: 4). A further verbal trope which underscores the physicality of war, yet strips out individual deaths from its description, is the re-imagining of armies or military units as single bodies possessing ‘flanks’ and ‘rears’:

Each of the two armies periodically becomes a single embodied combatant, with the real human body’s elemental duality of being at once capable of inflicting injury and of receiving it… a mythology of giants lumbering across rivers and stalking through forests. (Scarry 1985: 7)

In Scarry’s analysis the discourse and depiction of war mask the individual body as a site of pain, and is deeply entrenched in our thinking. By contrast, an intense focus on the individual soldier’s bodily existence and biography is initiated as the number of ageing veterans that survive from a particular conflict decreases over time. Bavidge (2009) analyses the public discourse surrounding the ‘last’ veterans of different conflicts and the proposal to mark their death with a state funeral. Decades after the mass fatalities of a war, the passing of a single human life assumes a collective significance as a temporal marker between living memory and history.

AGAINST STATE NARRATIVES: CONTESTED MONUMENTS AND VERNACULAR MEMORIALIZATION
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Verdery’s (1999) theory of the ‘political lives’ of the dead asserts that changing the physical location and commemorative practices around the dead constitutes a reconfiguration of the past, in the light of present circumstances. Cemeteries and monuments are not static: ‘They have a life history, and like other monuments have both shed meanings and taken on new significance in subsequent years’ (Winter 1995: 79). Memorials to past wars may become a site of ongoing discourse and contestation surrounding wars fought in the present, as seen in the recent desecration of Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemeteries in Iraq (Hanes 2007). Reflecting strained Anglo-French relationships since the second Gulf War, The Guardian (2003) reported that British World War I memorials in France had been defaced with political graffiti, including the phrase ‘take your rubbish with you, it is contaminating our soil’, a shocking inversion of the idea that the soil is sanctified by these heroic dead.

Even between allies, war dead can become a site of renegotiation in the relationship and balance of power between nation states. Inglis (1999) undertakes a detailed analysis of Australian World War I memorials. Representations made in Australian memorials are amenable to analysis in terms of the complex place of World War I in the foundation myth of Australia as a modern state and its evolving national identity, particularly its political and cultural autonomy from Britain. Although Australia fought with the British in World War I as part of the Imperial Force, the depiction of the Australian ‘digger’ reflects national ideals of ‘mateship’: equality, humility, mutual aid. The distinctiveness of the Australian soldier as an object of mourning was made more explicit 70 years after the original burial of the Unknown Soldier in Westminster Abbey, intended to represent Commonwealth as well as British soldiers: ‘On 11 November 1993, the Australians broke ranks, and brought home one of their unknown soldiers who had been buried in a Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemetery. After a full military funeral, he was laid to rest in the “Hall of Memory” of the Australian War Memorial in Canberra’ (Winter 1995: 28).

Popular opinion and pressure can influence the state’s commemoration of the war dead, and even the categories of the dead that are classified as war dead, and commemorated as such. An example is the construction of the Shot at Dawn Memorial at the National Arboretum near Alrewas in Staffordshire, which commemorates the 306 British and Commonwealth soldiers killed by their own side for acts of alleged cowardice and desertion during World War I. Contemporary understandings of the psychological trauma of warfare have profoundly altered the status of these individuals and the meaning of their deaths. Black (2004) and Trigg (2010) examine the campaign to memorialize those shot at dawn, and what it tells us about the dynamics and trajectory of memory over time.

The memorial function of the production, circulation, and display in domestic spaces of ‘trench art’ or reworked ballistic material and materiel has been analysed in depth and systematically classified by Saunders (2003). Saunders pays particular attention to how these recycled objects are brought into the domestic space and Whittingham (2008) discusses the ability of these reworkings to mediate between the extraordinary and inexpressible experiences of conflict and the domestic space of civilian loved ones. These violent objects are domesticated but only up to a point, retaining strong mnemonic properties for those who produced or procured them while in military service and bringing a reality effect to their families who had not shared the soldier’s experience of combat. Some forms of battle souvenir were less palatable in the civilian realm, making explicitly aggressive representations of warfare. Higonnet (2007) notes that the taking of trophies from dead adversaries was particularly rife amongst Japanese and American forces fighting in the Pacific in World War II, to the extent that body parts were also taken. Saunders (2003: 119) reports a piece of French World War I trench art which incorporates a fragment of bone from a soldier’s amputated arm and had been made by a comrade in commemoration of the battle where this wound was sustained.

The synthesis of recovered objects with commemorative forms is described by Legendre (2001). Following the excavation of the crash site of a Lancaster bomber, flown by the RAF during World War II and downed at Fléville, France, the propeller of the plane was recovered and used as the centrepiece of a new memorial at the site. The fact that two airman were killed, and there is detailed testimony concerning the crash from surviving crew members, brings intense pathos to objects recovered such as unused parachutes and even a first aid kit. Legendre (2001: 136) comments on the evocative power of these finds and the fitting use of the propeller:

We have the feeling that this bent piece of metal, as well as all the debris we found on the crash site, conveys much better than most memorials the sacrifice and death of these two young people who, like so many of their comrades of the RAF, gave their lives for the freedom of Europe.

In contrast to monumental architecture, designed to impose and endure, it is smaller and more ephemeral objects that may better enable people to find a point of empathic or affective connection with the dead. Whitford and Pollard (2009) write about an artefact recovered during preliminary excavations at the mass burials of fatalities from the Battle of Fromelles, an ‘Alberton medallion’ issued to newly enlisted Australian soldiers. Through a careful process of deduction, Tim Whitford determined that the medallion was most likely the property of his great uncle, Private Harry Willis, meaning his body is also likely to be within the burial pit. The personal and historical narratives that flow from this discovery mean it is a moving example of an archaeological find acting as a true ‘biographical object’ (Hoskins 1998).

The significance of personal possessions, documents, and ephemera in the construction of personal mourning practices is exemplified by the items left at the Vietnam Memorial in Washington. ‘Thousands of things have been left at the memorial—photographs, letters, identity bracelets, teddy bears, clothes and medals of honour’ (Rowlands 1999: 139). It is precisely the lack of representation on the monument and the underdetermined nature of the space that enable it to be appropriated in this way. The archaeologist is not immune to the emotional resonance of personal possessions of the dead encountered during battlefield archaeology, particularly when inhabiting highly charged spaces of battle, death, and burial (Fraser and Brown 2007). Excavation produces an intimate proximity with the bodies and objects under study, as well as a familiarity with mud that would have been shared with soldiers in trenches. Price (2008) and Brown (2007) make reflexive and moving reference to the kind of private rituals, and existential or spiritual reflections, elicited by excavating in these locales and encountering this category of the dead.

Tarlow (1997, 1999) makes the argument that the mourning of war dead should be situated within the trajectory of constantly evolving attitudes to death and corresponding changes in mortuary practices throughout society as a whole. The growing significance of digital memorial sites, created in the wake of mass fatalities, as a new medium through which to mourn and memorialize the dead, is explored by Hess (2007). The apparent opportunity for the democratization of authorship of war narratives that is presented by the internet, and its significance as a tool in the transition of memory between generations, is critiqued by Noakes (2009). Future studies of the way our contemporary wars are experienced and remembered will have to situate traditional commemorative practices in the context of digital remembrance, just as the experience of World War I should be approached through both the public representations of monuments and the more intimate sources such as letters and photographs (Briggs 2006, Edwards 1999). Digital remembrance presents analytical challenges as it is a crossover between the public sphere of monument-building and private memorial practices.

CONCLUSION
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The archaeology and material culture of military death includes not only warscapes, cemeteries, and monuments, but also the human remains of the dead, materiel, recyclia and military paraphernalia, the personal possessions of the dead, and the letters, photographs, and souvenirs that figure in intimate memorial practices in the home of soldiers’ loved ones. The fact of death in war raises the question of whether an individual reverts to their civilian identity as someone’s parent, child, spouse, or their peacetime occupation, or whether their identity is defined in perpetuity by having died in combat. The collective commemoration of military death entails a representation of the dead, but also a representation of the war in which they died and the nation as a whole. These are all open to contestation or divergent narratives seen in vernacular and private forms of commemoration. The accordance of recognition or primacy to the individual identity of the dead is, in part, dependent on the technical or scientific possibility of uniquely identifying their mortal remains. Death in warfare, by its nature, poses many challenges to both the recovery and individuation of the dead. Whether bodies are repatriated, form outposts in geographically distant cemeteries, or remain unrecovered at battlefields and crash sites, the emplacement of the physical remains of military dead can be analysed in terms of their context in wider symbolic networks within the built and natural environment, as meaning is both conferred upon and taken from the architecture or landscapes around them. The status and resting place of the military dead are the result of a bundle of logistical, political, and symbolic decisions, subject to continuous revision and reinterpretation through time, making them a rich area of archaeological study.
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THE EXHUMATION OF CIVILIAN VICTIMS OF CONFLICT AND HUMAN RIGHTS ABUSES

Political, Ethical, and Theoretical Considerations
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LAYLA RENSHAW

INTRODUCTION
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The systematic use of forensic exhumation to investigate deaths that occurred during periods of war or mass human rights violations came to the fore in South and Central America in the late 1980s and 1990s, particularly as an adjunct to the various truth and reconciliation hearings that investigated the periods of extreme state repression in countries including Guatemala and Argentina (Juhl 2005). Prior to this time, and with a few notable exceptions such as the Vinnytsia massacre (Paperno 2001), forensic attention had focused on the bodies of military personal, as in the case of the Katyń Forest Massacre (Raszeja and Chroscielewski 1994) and the repatriation of American casualties from Southeast Asia (Hoshower-Leppo 2002). The exhumation and scientific identification of civilian fatalities had a secondary role in processes of post-conflict mourning, reconciliation, and the legal attribution of culpability. This was due, in part, to the scale of civilian fatalities in the two world wars, and scientific limitations in the available investigative techniques. The increasing role of exhumation must also be historically contextualized as being due to a set of related conceptual shifts towards a wider acceptance of universal human rights, the importance of the individual, and the relationship between the state authority and its subjects. The growing significance of human remains in investigations into the traumatic past is also informed by changing attitudes to death, and memorialization, and by a broader technocratic trend towards the application of scientific and judicial procedures to large-scale societal problems (Laqueur 2002).

The Nuremberg trials following World War II primarily made use of textual, verbal, and photographic evidence, rather than the forensic recovery and analysis of human remains. However, these trials represent a pivotal point in both the legal formulation and popular perception of human rights and war crimes, particularly against civilian populations. The legacy of Nuremberg was not only the formulation of an international legal framework, which led ultimately to new institutions such as the International Criminal Court, but also the creation of a key precedent, namely that an investigative framework could be applied to the traumatic past:

It was the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the Genocide Convention issued in 1948 that were the first international human rights legislation to espouse universal jurisdiction and individual criminal accountability for genocide, war crimes and crimes against humanity. (Steele 2008: 415)

Physical evidence and scientific analysis have assumed greater roles in the investigation of the traumatic past (Corillon 1989). Representations of amassed human remains have become icons of 20th-century mechanized violence, particularly against civilian populations, and specific images of human remains have become shorthand for particular historical events (Sontag 2004), such as Lee Miller’s photographs of Buchenwald and Dachau, or the displayed skeletons of victims of Pol Pot’s regime in Cambodia.

Despite the universal jurisdiction over crimes against humanity espoused in 1948, it was not until the 1990s that the UN Security Council established two ad hoc tribunals to try cases of human rights violations, with the creation in 1993 of the International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and, in 1994, the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR). The UN has also been involved in the formation of ad hoc national courts in countries including Sierra Leone, East Timor, and Cambodia. From the late 1980s onward the practice of forensic exhumation and identification of human remains has become the dominant paradigm for the investigation of atrocities, but it was organizations other than the UN that were to prove crucial to the application of forensic investigations to human rights.

A key landmark was the founding of the Equipo Argentino de Antropología Forense (EAAF), established through the support and training of pioneering forensic anthropologists, representing the Human Rights Programme of the American Association for the Advancement of Science. Since its foundation in 1984, the EAAF has become a leading practitioner of forensic archaeology and anthropology, and has investigated abuses in more than 30 countries around the world (Doretti and Fondebrider 2001). Chile (in 1989) and Guatemala (in 1991) also founded forensic teams based on the Argentine model to investigate the periods of state terror in these countries. The atrocities committed against civilians during the breakdown of the former Yugoslavia between 1991 and 2001 prompted the most sustained and systematic use of forensic exhumation to date (Wagner 2008). The range and spread of the application of forensic archaeology to the investigation of human rights abuses is documented by Ferllini (2007). The speed at which forensic exhumation practices were implemented in Iraq in 2003, ahead of the reconstruction of war-damaged infrastructure, and despite ongoing security risks, highlights the primacy that forensic investigation has assumed in structuring our understanding of a country’s recent past.

As the implementation of forensic intervention becomes more commonplace, it is important not to overlook its political and symbolic potency. The emotional power of forensic exhumation lies in its ongoing ability to elicit shock, horror, empathy, and strong imaginative associations in those who view exposed human remains. Acts of exhumation and human identification lie at a nexus of different moral, metaphysical, and psychological preoccupations concerning mortality, individuality, the fallibility of memory and historical narrative, the infallibility of physical proof, and the possibility of redemption or closure in the wake of trauma. Exhumation and human identification have accrued a set of largely positive associations in the media and beyond, which relate to the assertion of individual identity over anonymity and the sanctity of an individual life in the context of mass death, and to the perceived power of forensic archaeology to counter ‘erasure’ and forgetting.

Since its inception, practitioners of forensic archaeology and anthropology have reflected on the fascination exhumation and human identification exert on the wider public by virtue of their multiple meanings and transformative nature (Black 2000, Cox, 2001, Hanson 2007). Public fascination is discernible in an appetite for accessible first-person accounts of forensic exhumations (Koff 2004), and works of photojournalism and reportage (Stover and Peress 1998). Exhumation appears to serve as a magnet for media coverage (Hunter 1999, Congram and Bruno 2007), with photographic depictions generating a supply of disturbing and thought-provoking images in which the viewer may readily decode the exposure of buried bodies as a metaphor for the revelation of concealed crimes and the unearthing of repressed memories and psychic wounds (Renshaw 2007). The practice of forensic archaeology and anthropology has provided a rich seam for novelists such as Kadare (2000) and Ondaatje (2001) who use exhumation and human identification as tropes through which to examine the themes of memory, identity, and confrontations with the traumatic past.

The exhumation of the victims of conflict and human rights abuses raises complex ethical and political questions, but forensic practitioners have not always fully embraced or acknowledged the complexity of the contexts they work in. This may be for fear that an engagement with these questions may compromise their neutrality, and their objective assessment of physical evidence, invalidating the evidence they contribute to the reconstruction of crimes. The majority of comment and debate amongst practitioners can be characterized as focused on the legal and scientific process. Forensic archaeology and anthropology has been to some extent insulated from the kind of rigorous critical and reflexive theoretical engagement which has taken place in other branches of archaeology. This is due both to the highly positive perception of human rights investigations and to the highly specialized nature of those working within forensic archaeology, which seems to place them beyond the critical reach of their wider professional peer group.

There are a growing number of more sustained scholarly engagements with the symbolic, political, and ethical questions inherent in exhumation, some undertaken by social scientists (Verdery 1999, Sanford 2003, Sant Cassia 2007), and some directly by archaeologists or forensic practitioners (Crossland 2000, Cox 2001, Ferrándiz 2006), and this chapter endeavours to highlight some of the political and ethical questions thrown up by the exhumation of bodies, and to indicate the areas of articulation with wider theoretical questions encountered in archaeology and the social sciences in the light of such work.

WHY EXHUME? THE IMPETUS DRIVING EXHUMATION AND REBURIAL
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Over the last 20 years the disciplines of forensic archaeology and anthropology have become more sophisticated and more systematized. Working in the context of human rights investigations necessitates international, multi-agency, interdisciplinary collaboration which has, in part, motivated the development of agreed standards and protocols for evidence collection and analysis (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994, Hunter and Cox 2005, Skinner and Sterenberg 2005, Blau and Ubelaker 2009). Yet, despite the increased homogenization of investigative methods, the rationale motivating an exhumation may vary dramatically from case to case:

The fact that people everywhere are digging up and reburying other people does not mean that all these instances have the same sense… although such phenomena have broad similarities internationally, their political meanings are more localized. (Verdery 1999: 22)

The range of different motivations and desired outcomes from an exhumation are summarized by Saunders (2002) and are worth considering in greater detail. The first motivation she raises is the goal of producing physical evidence which can be submitted for assessment within a judicial framework at a court or tribunal to attribute legal culpability and secure a prosecution of the perpetrators. There are also the related goals of ‘accounting’ for a population to establish the fate of missing people so that their families and communities can be informed of the status and whereabouts of their missing members. It may also be necessary for a state to process and record these deaths as part of a bureaucratic response, triggering pensions, compensation, or inheritance rights to survivors; anticipating the demographic impact of mass fatalities; and restoring order after a breakdown in civil society and governance. Saunders (2002) also identifies an underlying humanitarian impetus behind the goal of informing the families and communities of the deceased in the widely held cultural and religious norms surrounding the appropriate treatment of human remains. Even if a death exemplifies human barbarity, the proper and respectful treatment of the dead body can function as a reassertion of humanity or shared human values (Laqueur 2002).

The meticulous gathering in and dissemination of the physical evidence of a crime, including the evidence constituted by the human remains of a victim, can serve the historical record and counteract revisionism and denial in the future. The final motivation considered by Saunders (2002) is the hope that the collection of evidence will lead to the prosecution of perpetrators and inform the historical record in order to act as a deterrent to potential violators of human rights, and moderate the behaviour of those who would use violence against civilian populations. However, a consideration of the global human rights record since 1948 would suggest that the prospect of investigation has failed to act as a meaningful deterrent in many cases. Indeed, reports on the movement of bodies between primary and secondary burials in former Yugoslavia (Jessee and Skinner 2005) and on the presence of unexploded mines and ordnance, perhaps designed to harm the investigator (Skinner, Alempijevic and Djuric-Srejic 2003), suggest that perpetrators may not have been deterred but instead they have become ‘forensically aware’.

Exhumation may function to draw a line, either to commence or conclude a period of political transition. The exhumations which accompanied the broader investigations of the Truth Commission in Argentina are an example of this, with the title of the resulting report ‘Nunca Mas’ (Never Again), conveying a clear demarcation from the past. The disclosure of the whereabouts of clandestine burials may also function as a token of good faith on the part of former enemies, enabling their participation in negotiated political transitions. This may be seen in the location of the remains of victims of political violence in Northern Ireland (Ruffell 2005). In South Africa, the location of clandestine burials and the full disclosure of the circumstances in which victims met their deaths figure among the truths drawn out by the Truth and Reconciliation Committee (TRC) (Laqueur 2002). The exhumation of Serbian civilians killed during World War II is an example of an exhumation motivated by the resurgence of a specific ethnic consciousness and nationalist agenda, which will be explored in greater detail in this chapter. These examples underscore the paradox that exhumation and reburial can be understood to both rake up the past and lay it to rest, and to possess both bellicose and conciliatory overtones.

Far from drawing a line, some forensic interventions occur during ongoing, active conflicts, where the findings of the investigation may have the positive outcome of bringing international attention to the violation of human rights, and pressure to stop these violations. Physicians for Human Rights have conducted evaluative excavations of mass grave sites in Afghanistan in which the complexity of the sites, and the alleged identity of the victims in the graves, reflects the protracted violence of Afghanistan’s recent history. The graves under investigation, in Mazar-I-Sharif, Shebarghan (PHR report 2002), and Dasht-e Leili, are alleged to contain both Taliban fighters and victims of the Taliban from different phases of the war. The risk of revealing these remains in the context of an ongoing conflict is that the finds prove incendiary, inspiring reprisal and further violence. The risk of leaving these graves in the present is that they are threatened with intentional damage to destroy evidence and that, as events recede into the past, the complex sequence becomes more difficult to reconstruct and, especially with ongoing atrocities, the sites may potentially be reused for clandestine burial.

Some exhumations occur outside of any legal framework for the prosecution of perpetrators, without any possibility of bodies being returned to their family or community (and without the bodies being a catalyst for political mobilization, but rather as a contribution to the historical record, motivated by a concern for the treatment of the dead and the anxiety felt over bodies that are ‘matter out of place’). An example can be found in the exhumation and analysis of human remains from a mass grave thought to contain victims of the massacre of the Armenian minority population under the Ottoman Empire (Ferllini and Croft 2009). The mass grave was located in Syria but contained the bodies of Turkish Armenians forcibly displaced to a concentration camp, then killed between 1915 and 1916. The physical examination of these remains found many points of corroboration with contemporary witness accounts of the atrocities committed at the site. The anthropologists reflected on the outcome of this exhumation in comparison with other, more recent, human rights interventions; it was not possible to identify these individuals as no names were recorded. The dead were deported from their place of origin yet there was nowhere to repatriate these bodies to, and the victims were deported and killed in family units, meaning there were no kin to inform, and over 90 years had passed since the individuals died. ‘Yet the Syrian-Armenian community expressed appreciation for the work conducted, and also a deep feeling of relief on behalf of the victims that they were finally receiving a proper ceremony and place of rest’ (Ferllini and Croft 2009: 239).

It is logical that many exhumations may combine multiple goals, such as prosecuting perpetrators and returning human remains to the relatives of the deceased. The pursuit of multiple goals may result in tensions, for example, the time the body is retained in order to undertake detailed forensic analysis may be at odds with the desire of families to reclaim and rebury their dead; these areas of potential conflict will be explored in the discussion that follows. Despite the variability in individual contexts, it is also possible to draw together the different motivations identified here. Verdery (1999) displays a broader vision of exhumation when she contends that the movement of the dead concerns the transfiguration of time and space, or at least reflects a desire to transfigure physical and temporal relationships.

The archaeological understanding that the dead become the material culture of the living (Parker Pearson 1982) alerts us to the fact that exhumation effects a change amongst the living (be it political or affective) by effecting a change upon the dead. The manipulation of the dead as material culture can include subjecting them to scientific investigation (Sofaer 2006). Exhumation and reburial are predicated upon an ongoing relationship between the living and the dead. The exhumation process expresses, and enacts, an identity shared by the living and dead, be it the broadest identity of common humanity, a collective identity such as ethnicity or nationality, or the more private bond shared by family members. When considering the localized meaning of an exhumation, it is fruitful to look at the identities and relationships expressed through exhumation, and the temporal and spatial transfigurations enacted, particularly when trying to anticipate the impact and future repercussions of the movement of dead bodies.

WHOSE JUSTICE? EVALUATING THE LEGAL AND ETHICAL FRAMEWORK IN WHICH AN EXHUMATION OCCURS
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Since the Nuremberg and Tokyo trials, the legal pursuit of redress following conflict has been open to the charge that ‘victor’s justice’ is being implemented. The victorious side will be in possession of the authority, force, and infrastructure to pursue members of the defeated side: it is also likely that in attaining their victory the victors will also have perpetrated acts of aggression which will never face legal investigation or redress. The charge of victor’s justice is made more complex in the case of international military intervention undertaken with the stated aim of ceasing conflict or protecting a civilian population from ongoing human rights abuse, such as the ‘military humanism’ identified by Chomsky (1999). The role of NATO forces in military intervention in former Yugoslavia, particularly Kosovo, and the American and British-led invasion of Iraq in 2003 has left the investigations of crimes against the civilian populations undertaken in these countries subject to critique on legal and ethical grounds.

The International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) has pursued a proportionally higher number of high-ranking Serbian, Montenegrin, and Bosnian Serb military and political leaders, when compared to those in authority in Croatia and Bosnia during the break-up of Yugoslavia. Nevertheless, the ICTY now functions under the auspices of the United Nations, and has been open to the participation and examination of legal expertise from a cross-section of the international community, not simply the countries of NATO. The separation between the ongoing legal processes and the military force brought against Serbia contributes a degree of transparency and impartiality to these proceedings. In post-invasion Iraq the authority pursuing the investigation of human rights abuses under Saddam Hussein, the Regime Crimes Liaison Office, lacked the participation of the international community and was implemented by the occupying military forces. Steele’s analysis is particularly critical of the way the investigation of Ba’athist regime atrocities provided a post hoc rationale for military intervention:

For the United States government, the prosecution of Saddam Hussein and other high-ranking members of his regime for genocide and crimes against humanity was opportunity to justify the invasion in the wake of the failure to identify any weapons of mass destruction. For both the United States and Iraqi governments, it was an attempt to showcase the rule of law. Serious questions have been raised about the fairness of the tribunals. (Steele 2008: 424)

In November 2006, the organization Human Rights Watch, which had previously monitored and investigated abuses committed by the Ba’athist regime, issued a report stating that the first trial before the Iraqi High Tribunal was procedurally and substantively flawed. Forensic anthropologist Debra Komar worked for the Regime Crimes Liaison Office in 2004 and notes the wider-reaching legal criticism made by Human Rights Watch on the ongoing activities of the Iraqi High Tribunal (Komar 2008: 148). The reflections of practitioners such as Steele and Komar underline potential dilemmas for those entering this field of work, a great many of whom are strongly motivated by the humanitarian aim of returning bodies and the ethical imperative of prosecuting human rights abuses. Practitioners must make their own ethical evaluation of the legal framework in which the evidence they produce will be considered. There is the potential for an individual practitioner’s ethics to conflict with those of the wider legal framework, particularly in contexts such as Iraq where those convicted of human rights abuses may face the death penalty.

A further site of tension for the practitioner arises between the establishment of international standards in an investigative protocol, which serves to homogenize the way investigations into human rights abuses are conducted, and the unique political, historical, and cultural context in which each investigation operates. As a counterpoint to the trend within forensic practice towards the homogenization of investigative protocols, it is useful to consider some alternative processes of justice and reconciliation that have proceeded in the absence of large-scale forensic intervention or the mass exhumation and reburial of human remains. An example to consider is Basu’s (2007) work in Sierra Leone, a country which suffered a phase of near-continuous conflict from 1991 until 2002. Although the commemoration of human remains has formed part of the post-conflict process of both investigation and reconciliation, there is a form of materializing and representing the dead which relies more on an in situ collective commemoration at mass grave sites as opposed to the excavation of graves and the scientific examination of individual bodies.

An alternative form of justice in the wake of mass killings which has received significant attention is the Gacaca court system developed and widely implemented in Rwanda. Drawing on the existing village forum for witnessing and adjudicating disputes, but reinvented to respond to the aftermath of the 1994 Rwandan genocide, Gacaca is a system of outdoor community courts convened specifically for genocide cases to render rudimentary justice, but also to allow for some emotional catharsis through victim testimony, community witnessing, and the acknowledgement of guilt by perpetrators (for a detailed ethnography concerning the experience of Gacaca participants, see Clark 2010). The picture in Rwanda is complex in that the Gacaca system runs in parallel with significant forensic interventions by international agencies and expert forensic practitioners, and the presentation of physical evidence before the International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) (Eltringham 2009: 55). This forensic intervention has uncovered compelling evidence relating to major episodes in the genocide, such as the Kibuye Church massacre in which thousands of unarmed people died (Koff 2004). In this case the physical evidence enabled a detailed reconstruction of the crime which underscored the suffering of the victims, and the brutality and intentionality of the perpetrators, and as such, convictions for acts perpetrated at the Kibuye massacre were secured. In the main, the recovery of human remains has taken the form of a gathering in (forming the focus of sites of collective commemoration and education such as the Murambi Genocide Museum) rather than the systematic identification and reburial of named individuals.

The advantage of an emic, locally embraced form of justice—even if, as in the case of Rwanda, it had been instigated by political elites—is that it can be sensitive to the immediate priorities and time frame of the survivors of conflict and genocide. The ‘rudimentary’ justice of the Gacaca system is geographically dispersed throughout Rwanda, but temporally concentrated. It can operate swiftly, in sharp contrast to the centralized processes in The Hague, where single cases, tried to an exacting legal standard, take years to progress. This is at considerable economic cost to the international community, and prolongs the frustration of the alleged victims of those on trial. In the immediate aftermath of conflict the locally determined priorities may be the needs of the living for reconstruction and investment in infrastructure:

the monument commemorating the lethal gas attack on the Kurdish village Halabja, part of the Anfal campaign, was recently burned by Kurds who were protesting that too much time and money was being spent on the dead at the expense of the living. (Steele 2008: 424)

There are clear advantages to forms of justice that are locally emplaced and accessible, ‘establishing a collective accounting of the truth of the crimes in each place where they were committed’ (Gourevitch 2009: 29) because, even if the justice is rudimentary, it is highly visible to all. It is empowering to civil society, and more sustainable in the long term, if members of the same community are seen to be capable of mediating their own divisions rather than being the passive recipients of an internationally orchestrated justice (Woodward 2000). In contrast the International Criminal Court and the tribunals convened in The Hague are geographically and culturally remote from the societies they serve. However, this debate is not clear-cut: a counter-argument can be made for the case of former Yugoslavia, where the relationships between the new seceded states meant that the initial phases of post-conflict investigation could only be conducted by international agencies, until these countries stabilized.

THE BODY AS WITNESS
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To understand the growing use of physical and forensic evidence, primarily human remains, in confrontations with the traumatic past, this trend should be situated in its historical and intellectual context, one that favours physical evidence and the systematic protocols of legal and scientific investigation. This intellectual context can be summarized as a mistrust of authorship and the manipulation of evidence, and also as a mistrust of historical accounts as just another genre of narrative which may be partial and subjective (Friedlander 1992), rendering ethical evaluations of the recent past impossible (Caruth 1991: 181). Unlike partial and fallible living witnesses, the testimony of bodies and objects is perceived as inherently objective and therefore irrefutable. Objectivity is a prized quality on the part of the forensic investigator, which makes human subjectivity, individual perceptions, and representations on the part of witnesses or survivors potentially difficult to incorporate within an investigation. The struggle to reconcile the inherent subjectivities of traumatic memory with the standards of objectivity required by an investigation is explored in detail in Wilson’s (2001) sensitive ethnography of the South African TRC.

This intellectual climate has corresponded with a rapid advancement in forensic scientific techniques, particularly the processing and interpretation of genetic evidence, and the emergence of new specialist areas within forensic investigation. Technological advances have greatly increased the degree of detail which may be reconstructed in relation to a crime using only physical evidence. Sophisticated evidential analysis appears to animate the inanimate objects and bodies associated with a crime, performing an uncanny act of ventriloquism which allows material objects such as clothing, weapons, or human remains to ‘speak’ for themselves, unmediated by an agenda or point of view. The forensic gaze discerns the telling detail in objects that the untrained eye would dismiss as irrelevant. By correctly reading the telling clue, forensic scientists perform a kind of Holmesian conjuring trick which is compelling to the layperson (Summerscale 2008). The mystique that surrounds an act of forensic deduction is compounded by technological advances that move the techniques of evidential analysis beyond the common scientific understanding of the majority population. This renders physical evidence beyond the evaluation and contestation of most people, unlike witness testimony which requires no special skills and training to contest or speculate upon.

The writings of Laqueur on this theme convincingly present the intellectual history of the corpus delicti, or the material substance upon which a crime has been committed, situating this development within the emergence of the human body as a site of medical and legal truth (Laqueur 1989, Foucault 2002).

The establishment—more precisely the unearthing—of these ‘substantial facts’ and their identification has become a central and much publicized aspect of international human rights work. (Laqueur 2002: 75)

Laqueur (1989) also explores the historical emergence of the intellectual and ethical emphasis on the validity of a single human story to represent the wider human experience, as seen in the literary and scientific output of the case study and the novel. Individual examples, when reconstructed and presented in compelling detail, can enable an understanding of large-scale events which might initially seem beyond the human imagination to grasp (Shanks et al. 2004). The investigation and dissemination of the details of particular individual cases of human rights abuse, including single deaths within the context of mass killings, triggers a response of empathy and offers a point of connection with horrors that might otherwise prove overwhelming (Sontag 2004). The sense of overwhelming scale experienced when confronting mass fatalities can paradoxically trigger a disengagement with the experience of fellow humans (Scarry 1985) in the form of denial and apathy, popularly expressed as ‘compassion fatigue’:

The body as witness has come to prominence also because of another relatively modern problem: incredulity, disbelief, ennui. (Laqueur 2002: 79)

The incontrovertible existence of a dead body, and the point of human connection and empathy presented by an individual body, provides an entry point for intellectual and affective engagement with traumatic events. The dead body is a ‘kernel of truth’ from which forensic practitioners, lawyers, and the international public via the news media can construct their understanding of the death.

In those human rights investigations that are undertaken, in part, to counter revisionism and denial, or to mediate between two directly contradictory versions of events, the material evidence, including that constituted by human remains, serves to arbitrate between the two competing claims. One of the most powerful examples is found in the work of Victoria Sanford, in her ethnography of an indigenous community in Guatemala as they underwent an exhumation to investigate a massacre of civilians perpetrated in their village in the 1980s:

The army claimed there has been a battle with the guerillas in Plan de Sanchez. The exhumations clearly showed that the vast majority of victims were women, children, and the elderly. Moreover, the forensic evidence unquestionably demonstrated that the skeletons in the graves were victims of a massacre, not an armed confrontation with guerillas and not civilians caught in the crossfire, as the army had asserted about mass graves throughout the country. (Sanford 2003: 47)

As Sanford records, the corroboration of witness testimony by the physical evidence unearthed during the exhumation was experienced by the community as a profound relief to the psychic burden of upholding the truth in the face of official denial, and empowered the community to continue their struggle to disseminate an account of what had happened in their village.

Despite this illustration of the power of forensic science to act as the arbiter between competing accounts, there are examples where the physical evidence fails to perform this function, and these warn against placing undue faith in the unmediated nature of forensic evidence, or presuming that it is inherently more resistant to manipulation and representation than verbal testimony. An example of the potential for forensic evidence to be manipulated is found in the case of Vinnytsia, Ukraine, which has close parallels with the investigation into the Katyń Forest massacre (Ferllini 2003). The mass grave at Vinnytsia was the result of a sustained period of terror inflicted upon the civilian population by the Soviet authorities, with victims targeted by the secret police, the NKVD. When German forces took control of the region during World War II, they commenced a detailed forensic investigation comprising of the exhumation and autopsy of bodies.

Paperno (2001) traces the complex history by which the material evidence was repeatedly repackaged for different audiences. The original Nazi-authored report was written with a political agenda to discredit Soviet rule and foster anti-Semitism amongst the Ukrainian population. Of the 679 identified bodies, 161 were designated of ‘unknown’ nationality, in part to mask the presence of Jewish victims amongst the mass of civilian victims. Instead, the NKVD officers believed to have orchestrated the killing were described as Jewish. The Soviet authorities promptly responded with a press release from the Soviet Information Bureau of 12 August 1943 which stated that the Nazis were responsible for the murder of the people exhumed in Vinnytsia. This claim was repeated by Soviet prosecutors at the Nuremberg trial, which also implicated Ukrainian Nazi collaborators. Finally, the House Committee on Un-American Activities reviewed the forensic data from the original Nazi-authored report in 1959 and published their findings in a document entitled ‘The Crimes of Khrushchev’, repackaging the same scientific data to meet a Cold War agenda.

Rearranged and reframed in different political, historical, and institutional contexts, the evidence has amounted to several different stories, each put to a different use. From story to story, one thing has remained intact: the forensic data, reinforced by the immediate impact of the photographs. (Paperno 2001: 94)

Throughout these different representations the physical evidence invoked in support of each version remained the same, suggesting that any assumption that material evidence is more resistant to mediation and authorship than witness testimony may be naive and misplaced. The objects such as personal possessions, clothing, or ballistic debris exposed during exhumation have their own complex aesthetic and affective properties (Renshaw 2010, 2011), eliciting intense emotion in the viewer, particularly loved ones of the dead, and rendering encounters with this type of ‘evidence’ far from neutral.

CONTESTING CLOSURE: DISSENT AND DISILLUSIONMENT WITH THE EXHUMATION PROCESS
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One of the rationales for exhumation outlined by Saunders (2002) is for the relatives and communities of the dead to achieve a degree of emotional closure through establishing the fact of the death, reconstructing the circumstances around it, and being able to enact mourning rituals around the body. The relationship between mourning and ‘closure’—in terms of a closing or solving of the case, and the legal or political questions this may pose—is far from straightforward (Eng and Kazanjian 2003). If exhumation returns the remains of victims of atrocities without contributing to a legal or political outcome which is satisfactory to the bereaved, then the desirability of ‘closure’ becomes a political, as well as emotional, question.

Mourning for the dead in the absence of a body may be postponed or incomplete, and those engaged in the exhumation, identification, and return of bodies to the bereaved may have to negotiate the complex psychological effects of this kind of loss: the return of the body may elicit a longer chain of highly ambivalent responses, far removed from relief and closure. The identification and return of a body forces a confrontation with the reality that a loved one has died which, in the immediate term, may be a highly unwelcome confrontation. This particularly applies in those cases where the deaths were accompanied by the widespread displacement of communities and a chaotic aftermath, as was the case in Cyprus or the former Yugoslavia, where relatives held onto the idea that the missing person had been held prisoner or had escaped to safety abroad. Maintaining this version may feel preferable to accepting that a loved one has died, as illustrated by Stover and Peress’s (1998) account of the reactions of denial amongst relatives to the identification of the dead excavated from mass graves. One elderly woman rejects the scientific report which identifies her son, and takes the door keys found in association with his body back to his apartment; when she finds that they fit the lock, she is able to accept the identification, having made a tangible link between the body and her son’s identity on her own terms.

Robben’s (2000, 2005) ethnographic work amongst the relatives of the dead in Argentina sensitively explores the emotional reactions of those who had a loved one disappear and the kind of purgatory experienced while waiting to determine what had happened to them. A proportion of those disappeared by the Argentine security forces were released from detention and, although it was a logical probability that the missing person was dead, maintaining a belief in their survival was felt by some to preserve an ongoing emotional and imaginative  bond with them in an act of keeping faith with the disappeared person. The return of a body necessitates the re-evaluation of such time spent waiting and its meaning. It is a heavy burden to place on human remains to expect their return to compensate for both the lost person and the time lost in waiting.

Even if the missing person is known to be dead, the search for their remains may become conflated with the search for the person themselves and a longed-for reunion. The material reality of human remains may trigger disappointment and disillusionment, emphasizing what was lost. Sant Cassia’s (2007) ethnographic work in Cyprus and Chrisafis’s (2008) account for the Guardian newspaper both identify the relative fragility, smallness, and remoteness of the physical remains from the living human—‘a bag of bones’ in contrast to the remembered strength and vigour of the missing man which has lived on in the imagination. The expectation that the return of a missing body to its family or community will be a straightforwardly redemptive or healing act is unrealistic.

Ambivalence and disillusionment around the return of bodies may be triggered by a perceived failure of the investigative process to achieve a satisfactory legal or political outcome, if the exhumation, identification, and return of bodies occur in the absence of an investigative framework. In some cases this means that, although the fact of a death has been determined, the exact circumstances and culpability for it have not been discovered or acknowledged. In both Spain (Ferrándiz 2006, 2008) and Argentina (Crossland 2000, 2002), relatives of the dead have expressed the anxiety that the personal closure associated with the return of a loved one’s remains becomes confused with ‘closing’ a particular chapter in their country’s past. They are expected to ‘move on’ from these deaths because it is expedient for the society as a whole.

In Argentina, several different campaign groups formed by relatives of the disappeared have tried to negotiate the ambiguities that surround the return of bodies, particularly regarding the desire to sustain pressure on the authorities for an adequate legal response—as well as a collective societal response—to the forced abductions and murder of thousands of civilians. When the remains of the Argentine disappeared began to be returned to their families, some of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo started a new campaign: when their children’s bodies were returned to them, instead of stopping their vigils, they began a new campaign with the slogan ‘aparición con vida’ or ‘bring them back alive’, rejecting the resolution or closure that exhumation was supposed to bring them and maintaining a state of active tension against the government. Aparición con vida was an emphatic statement that the dead person was still absent and the return of their skeletons had not resolved this absence.

One of the slogans frequently used by the Mothers, and often quoted as evidence of their ‘irrational demands’ is ‘aparición con vida’, meaning ‘appearance alive’. This slogan is not a literal demand for the return of the disappeared people who are still being held illegally; rather it is a call for accountability. (Crossland 2002: 120)

This places the burden of responsibility on the perpetrators and on the current regime, which inherited state power from the perpetrators, to give a full account of the narratives around these deaths rather than making the bodies do this work. It also rejects the responsibility for incorporating these bodies into the category of the normal or everyday dead, which might otherwise be achieved through normative mourning rituals and individual reburial; instead it asserts the ongoing exceptionality of this category of dead. The state cannot delegate the mourning and commemoration of these victims of political violence onto individual, private families (Robben 2005).

RE-INSERTING THE CORPUS DELICTI INTO A BROADER FRAMEWORK OF MATERIAL CULTURE ANALYSIS
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An awareness of the cultural, political, and historical context in which exhumation occurs entails a re-insertion of the body and the act of exhumation into a broader material culture framework, understanding that exhumation does not happen in isolation. If exhumation is considered as a transformative act, designed to transfigure both the symbolic and physical status of the dead, it is likely that other transformative acts will occur at the same time, not simply acts of commemoration and mourning for the dead. If acts of exhumation and reburial may rework and express ethnic, national, community, or familial relationships, it may be possible to discern other examples of the reworking of these relationships that help us understand in greater detail the rationale, significance, and likely impact of the exhumation and reburial of bodies.

Katherine Verdery’s study of resurgent nationalism in Eastern Europe after the collapse of the Soviet Union is a powerful example of how exhumation can be placed on a continuum of other transformative acts, and how the significance that human remains may assume at a particular historical juncture is illuminated by a material culture perspective. Verdery groups together categories of object which, at different points in the post-socialist experience, became focal points for transformative work, eliminating Soviet authority, and restating or reinventing a new national identity.

Among the earliest visible signs of regime change in 1989 was that statues began falling from their pedestals, indicating the fall from favour of their fleshly counterparts. (Verdery 1999: 5)

These objects include statues and human representations, relics comprising the remains of religious leaders, the repatriation or reburial of the remains of prominent pre-socialist national heroes or leaders, and finally the much more widespread exhumation of the human remains of ordinary citizens. In Zagreb, Croatian politicians of the 1930s were commemorated, excising the communist epoch. According to Verdery, the new Romanian authorities made an unsuccessful attempt to have the bodies of Brancusi and Ionesco repatriated, but did succeed in having the bones of Bishop Micu returned from Rome. This focus on the human remains of cultural and political figureheads as a precursor to the exhumation of more ‘anonymous’ graves mirrors the case of Republican Spain, which has seen an international fascination with demonstrating the exact resting place of the writer Lorca, who was abducted and murdered by Francoist forces during the Spanish Civil War (Kolbert 2003). This search long predates the campaign to exhume the mass graves containing thousands of Republican civilians similarly killed in this period.

However, the impact is not always straightforwardly cathartic, as, due to the many enmities and complex Nazi and Soviet allegiances that surfaced in the Balkans during World War II, revisiting the bodies of those killed during this period was a potent force and rallying point for those with nationalist agendas, serving to reprise these animosities and hastening the break-up of the former Yugoslavia.

The most extreme instance of dead-body politics involving nameless World War II dead, however, is Yugoslavia. Entire battalions of them served as ‘shock troops’ in the Yugoslav break up; from limestone caves, rival ethnic groups exhumed hundreds of skeletons, brandishing them as World War II victims of the first ‘ethnic cleansing’. (Verdery 1999: 21)

This work indicates the importance of appreciating the culturally specific meanings and significance of the human body, and the dead, in order to more fully comprehend the meaning of an exhumation in a specific context. In the Yugoslav context, Verdery highlights the role of human remains and cemeteries in ordering and representing kinship, ancestry, and place, and cementing relationships amongst people, and between people and place. In this context people hold strong ideas about proper burial and about continuing relations with dead kin, frequent visits to tombs are common; and violence against enemy graves has a history at least as old as World War II. This was revived during the most recent Balkan conflicts, with the machine gunning of the soil in enemy cemeteries when territory was captured. The example of the former Yugoslavia is a powerful illustration of how strongly the placement of the dead relates to the inhabitation and historical right over land, or ‘a matter of earth’, as Verdery puts it. Vuk Draskovic, a Serbian Nationalist, expressed it succinctly: ‘Serbia is wherever there are Serbian graves’.

Beyond the body, a consideration of the broader material culture surrounding exhumation also entails a consideration of the other kinds of material evidence, apart from the corpus delicti, which relate to the episodes of oppression or conflict in which these individuals died and which may shed light on their death. A thought-provoking debate on the role of material culture within the legal definition and forensic investigation of genocide can be found in Komar (2008) and Komar and Lathrop (2008). Alternative materializations of conflict and oppression also have the potential to act as more readily accessible representational and commemorative focal points, once human remains are reburied. They also have greater potential to become collective sites of mourning and memory, unlike the private and particular mourning that may surround an individual body returned to its family and community. González-Ruibal (2007) makes a convincing case for the usefulness of situating mass grave exhumation within a broadly defined conflict archaeology:

we cannot understand battlefields without exploring mass graves, military barracks, prisons and fascist architecture; we have to make sense of the materiality of whole warscapes and historical processes. In the era of total war and totalitarian regimes, it is totalities that have to be appraised. (González-Ruibal 2007: 221)

If this material approach is to be extended away from the battlefield archaeology of conventional warfare and towards the civilian experience of both war from the 20th century onward and repressive regimes, this material analysis may come to focus on some unexpected sites and objects. This can be seen in the work of Zarankin and Funari (2008), who applied archaeological methodology, both systematic spatial recording and excavation, to one of the clandestine centres of detention in Argentina, the ‘Athletics Club’, a sports centre converted into a clandestine prison in Buenos Aires. It is thought to have held 200 prisoners at a time, and around 1,500 of Argentina’s disappeared may have passed through it. The perpetrators’ attempt to destroy evidence of what happened here through the entire destruction of documentation, particularly in relation to the chain of command and how detainees were moved through the system, makes it a clear-cut case for archaeological methods to be applied.

The type of evidence called on in seeking to understand the logics and mechanisms of violence is not limited to the micro-scale of injuries upon an individual human body. On the macro-scale, the conversion of a mundane, even benign, space such as a sports centre into a place of terror gives some indication of how extreme state terror coexisted alongside the continuation of daily life during this period in Argentina. Zarankin and Funari embrace subjectivity by undertaking transect walks and interviews with surviving former detainees within the site of the detention centre to allow for emplaced memory, with the aim of gaining a deeper understanding of the experience of those held there. In light of the anxieties expressed by some relatives in Argentina—that the return of the bodies of the disappeared serves to devolve responsibility for remembering the dead away from the public realm and into the hidden, private realm—the work of Zarankin and Funari has a particular impetus and significance. By identifying physical sites associated with state terror, they maintain the public presence of the disappeared and create the possibility of re-appropriating it as a place of education and collective commemoration.

CONCLUSION
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Despite the development of rigorous scientific standards in evidence collection, it is important to be alert to the possibility of mediation and authorship in the presentation of forensic evidence, which may at first sight appear to be bodies, objects, or data ‘speaking for itself’. The notion of bodies as silent witnesses who can be made to speak if subjected to a forensically trained gaze is dangerous in that it compounds the impression that there is no process of representation at work. As with any archaeological knowledge production, it is important to question the processes of selection that decide which cases are investigated and which results disseminated, and to evaluate the possibility of alternative interpretations and explanatory models. Of primary importance for the expert practitioner working in an international human rights context, evaluating the political significance of their own work, is the need to consider the power relationships that exist between those administering justice, those under investigation, and the community in which the crimes occurred. It is ultimately the ethical responsibility of the expert practitioner to judge whether their expertise will be utilized within a legal and political framework that satisfies their own standards of a fair process (rather than the judicial outcome of that process). The claim of inherent objectivity of scientific evidence does not allow scientists to compartmentalize their own contribution from an ethical critique of the investigative or judicial process as a whole.

Practitioners need to look critically at whether the exhumation and reburial process imposes closure upon the family and community of the dead individuals, who may still have questions and grievances that go unanswered despite the return of bodies. The return of bodies from clandestine or mass graves can ultimately serve to ‘privatize’ grief, turning political killings into a matter of personal bereavement rather than being part of a society’s shared past which demands collective acknowledgement and commemoration. Public acknowledgement and commemoration—rather than privatized grief—may make an important contribution to long-term processes of social healing and reconciliation after civil conflict or state violence, and avoid a contingent and uneasy collective ‘silence’ on the past, of the kind witnessed in post-Franco Spain (Renshaw, 2011).

Although the evolution of forensic archaeology as a discipline has entailed a standardization and homogenization of investigative paradigms and protocols, the cultural, historical, and political context of each exhumation is unique. Localized meanings may be discerned by looking at the types of relationship between the living and the dead being expressed and enacted through the exhumation process. Some appreciation of the unique context in which an exhumation occurs can be gained by considering the wider material culture relating to human remains, categories of dead such as ancestors, funerary culture, and other material representations of the dead. Furthermore, it is important not to neglect the material traces of the episodes of violence under investigation which help reveal the logics of violence at work, and how this was experienced by both deceased victims and survivors. Archaeologists can consider a more broadly defined corpus delicti of state violence that may include sites of destruction, repressive institutions and architecture, documents and photographs, as well as material traces of protest and resistance. This fills in the gaps in what a body can tell us about its experiences, allowing for the construction of a fuller historical account than that which can be reconstructed from particular case histories or individual human remains.
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CONTESTED BURIALS

The Dead as Witnesses, Victims, and Tools
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LIV NILSSON STUTZ

INTRODUCTION
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The fact that I was excavating and dismantling an ancient cemetery disturbed me, but on the other hand, to excavate such a cemetery was an extraordinary matter for me personally, professionally and academically. The societies living in this region believe in life after death, and the cemeteries, by the manner of burial, the objects that are or are not in the graves, express their world of abstract beliefs.

(Gideon Suleimani, Archaeologist at the Israel Antiquities Authority)

Many archaeologists who have excavated burials probably recognize the mixed emotions expressed by archaeologist Gideon Suleimani in his statement. The unease at disturbing the dead through excavation and removal is mixed with the realization of the extraordinary potential this work has in telling us about humanity, in the past and today. The fact that burials and mortuary rituals play an important part in people’s lives is also the reason why they are so interesting and important to study. As archaeologists we believe that there is scientific and humanistic value in what we do, but, at the same time, we must also realize that these actions can be controversial or objectionable to others, and perhaps also at times to ourselves (for an interesting exploration of the complex attitudes among archaeologists to the bodies of the dead they study, see Leighton 2010; see also contributions in Downes and Pollard 1999). But while the feeling may be generally applicable to many archaeologists, the context for Suleimani’s statement is highly unusual. It is made in a signed affidavit submitted to the Israeli High Court in 2009 and also introduced as an appendix to a petition by the Center for Constitutional Rights and addressed to the United Nations. In the affidavit Suleimani testifies about his experience of leading the Israel Antiquities Authority in the Winter 2005–6 excavations of the Ma’man Allah or Mamilla cemetery, one of the oldest and most prestigious Muslim cemeteries in Jerusalem, in order to prepare the site for the construction of a Museum of Human Dignity and Tolerance by the Los Angeles-based Simon Wiesenthal Center. The petition seeks support from the United Nations to halt the excavations and the subsequent construction at the site (the petition can be accessed online at: <http://www.mamillacampaign.org/>, with Suleimani’s statement as Appendix 2).

To understand the conflict over the Mamilla cemetery it is necessary to view it in its context. Mamilla is without doubt one of the most striking old Muslim cemeteries in Jerusalem. Traditional knowledge claims that the roots go back to the 7th century when Muslims first arrived in the area, and companions of the Prophet are said to have been buried here. Before the most recent excavation the site was known from historical and archaeological sources to date back to the period of the Crusades and to have continuously served as an important Muslim cemetery up until the second half of the 20th century (Suleimani 2009). The recent excavations revealed layers of burials dating back to the 11th century (Suleimani 2009). During the second half of the 20th century the area was incorporated into the Jewish western part of the city. This limited the active use of the cemetery by the descendant community and it fell into disrepair. Over the centuries urban development has gradually eaten away at the cemetery, as buildings, roads, and—more recently—parking lots expanded into and largely on top of the old burials. This is, in and of itself, not an extraordinary situation. Most urban centres have for centuries seen the old places for the dead replaced by infrastructure responding to the needs of the living populations (for a discussion of the phenomenon, see Sayer 2010: 23–44). But in the political hotbed that is the Middle East today, this was not unproblematic, and the overlooked and neglected, but not forgotten, place had, all of a sudden, become a site of intense contestation. The archaeological excavation and removal of the dead at Mamilla is legal. But the fact that Jewish remains are protected in Israel by a law that strictly regulates their excavation and removal (Nagar 2002, Hallote and Joffe 2002, see also Suleimani 2009) probably contributed to the outrage in the Muslim community, which felt that this was yet another example of discrimination, not only of their living community, but now also of their dead. They also felt that not only were their ancestors disturbed, but, in the process, their historic presence in the city of Jerusalem was being eradicated. This interpretation must be understood within the context of Israeli nation building where archaeology has played a crucial role in identity processes and heritage production (Elon 1997, Silberman 1997, Abu El-Haj 2001, Greenberg 2009). Many archaeologists also had their reservations. Suleimani’s statement testifies to the fact that he felt that his professional standards were being seriously compromised by the ongoing dispute and the pressures that resulted from it, to the point of calling the excavations ‘an archaeological crime’ destroying important archaeological layers and a missed opportunity ‘to study the history of Jerusalem over the last millennium’ (Suleimani 2009). The Simon Wiesenthal Center, supported by the City of Jerusalem, and also, according to Suleimani’s statement, by the Antiquities Authority, showed little understanding for the arguments to halt the project, or even slow it down in order to make proper excavation possible, mainly, they argued, because the planned location of the museum no longer contained burials (Rabbi Marvin Hier, founder of the Simon Wiesenthal Center, quoted in Associated Press 2010), a statement Suleimani denies (Suleimani 2009).

As an example of a contested burial site, the Mamilla cemetery and the excavations there present us with an exceptionally rich and multidimensional case that mobilized both the local communities and international organizations on all sides, and even split the archaeological community. The conflicts surrounding the excavations and construction at the Mamilla cemetery, which still have not been resolved, quickly became a painful reminder of the power of the dead and the places they inhabit to mobilize emotional, political, and religious objections as they become contested by the living. The dead and the places where they are laid to rest became a nexus for conflicting claims, conflicting emotions, and conflicting interpretations of the past and the present.

This chapter will take a broad perspective to discuss the mechanisms underlying these kinds of conflicts. Archaeology is more explicitly than ever engaged with the public, and this relationship requires an open dialogue, especially in situations when the archaeology becomes contested. I will argue here that contested burials are a matter for the living and that it is their sensitivities and desires that are at stake in these conflicts, which are always politically, historically, and culturally situated. It follows from this that there is no universally applicable solution to these conflicts. As archaeologists we have an obligation to the living, but we also have an obligation to the past we study, and sometimes these interests collide. Moreover, archaeology itself is often cast in very different and sometimes conflicting roles, ranging from expert witness or bystander, to victim or perpetrator. While this chapter does not propose a solution to all these situations, it unpacks some of the different layers of conflict and argues for archaeologists to articulate their role in the meeting with other stakeholders, whether it is in the line of fire or in the witness stand.

WAKING THE DEAD
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When graves are moved or otherwise disturbed many view this as an objectionable act challenging ethical, religious, and emotional sensitivities, and archaeological excavation is no exception. The position has been especially well articulated in the repatriation debate, which has influenced archaeology significantly over the past 30 years, especially in the United States and Australia (see Fforde, Pardoe, and Watkins, this volume) but increasingly also in Europe (Nilsson Stutz 2008, Jenkins 2008, Sayer 2010). This discourse is complex. While it is rooted in the fundamental but simultaneously vague notion that the dead must not be disturbed, the emotional, ethical, and religious positions become associated with a political critique, as the act of disturbing the dead is associated with other objectionable acts such as theft, colonialism, and oppression. This connection between the intensely emotional and personal on the one hand, and the political on the other, helps us understand why burials are so prone to being drawn into conflict and how we as archaeologists working in the field are drawn into these conflicts as well.

Some archaeologists rely on answers provided by Western philosophy and ethics to defend their position. They argue that if the soul is separated from the body at death, what remains of the body cannot be disturbed or harmed. But this is subject to debate. John Sutton Baglow has recently argued that the corpse and what remains of it can be viewed as a repository of meaning and value, remaining in a sense human and animate, and therefore retaining rights through social obligation (Sutton Baglow 2007). In a critique of this proposition, James Stacey Taylor and Aaron Spital have argued that, while obligations generally derive from rights, the opposite, i.e. that rights derive from obligations, is not automatically true (Stacey Taylor and Spital 2008). Corpses do not have rights, they argue; only the living do. Geoffrey Scarre has in a series of articles explored this philosophical discussion of moral considerations and obligations pertaining especially to archaeological excavations (2003, 2006, this volume). He has argued that, while we seem to have an instinct to treat the dead with respect, it has proved more problematic to justify this position philosophically. He argues that, while recent philosophical work offers persuasive reasons for treating the dead with respect, it can still be debated to what extent archaeological work can be regarded as respectful. In addition it should be added here that other worldviews, often embraced by indigenous communities in the repatriation debate, do not necessarily share the position that the dead body and the living self are completely separated at death and therefore these arguments based in Western philosophical traditions are irrelevant for them and the treatment of their ancestors (Riding In et al. 2004, see also Zimmerman 1987). This consideration can also be extended to the past more generally (for an in-depth discussion, see Tarlow 2006).

While these are important ethical and philosophical discussions, they are not all as central to the argument here as one may initially think. It is important to remember that far from all burials are contested and not all excavations cause outrage or protest. Members of the public still flock to exhibits of burials in museums across the world, and excavations of cemeteries and graves often get positive coverage in the media and spur considerable interest among the public. The point made here is not to trivialize the conflicts that surround burial archaeology, but to underscore that these conflicts must be seen in their context. What ‘wakes the dead’ is always politically and historically situated. Burials that become contested in the contemporary world have one thing in common: they always engage the living. When conflicts arise, they are anchored in the emotions and desires of the living, not of the dead, and while the existence of rights of the dead is still an unresolved philosophical matter, the existence of rights for the living is uncontested and this must remain our focus as we unpack the conflicts surrounding burial archaeology.

The act of excavation and exhumation, even interpretation of places for the dead, transforms the grave. It is no longer a place for the dead. Instead it has become the locus for a story—or, some may prefer to say, material evidence—of the past. But the role of the dead themselves in that story, and the role of the archaeologist/anthropologist, and even of the other stakeholders vary. In the contemporary archaeological debate on repatriation it has become commonplace to assume that the archaeologist and anthropologist always plays the role of decision maker, often on behalf of disenfranchised indigenous communities. But, as we will see, there are so many more scenarios and contexts that are relevant for contested burials in archaeology. The powerful agency of the dead is mobilized when the living care—but what the living care about may be highly variable. In the remainder of this chapter we will take a closer look at three different scenarios for contested burials where the dead are cast in three different roles: as witnesses, as victims, and as tools. These categories are often blurred, but they are suggested here to show the multiple ways in which the conflicts unfold.

THE DEAD AS WITNESSES
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One of the roles taken on by the dead and their burials in these conflicts is that of a witness. This role is familiar and comfortable for most archaeologists. Archaeological and anthropological work is about revealing facts and telling stories about the past and for archaeologists not working in areas of conflict this work is usually unproblematic and rewarding. Yet, the field of archaeology as a discipline is rich in examples of controversies surrounding burials. One example is the revision of interpretations of rich or otherwise spectacular female burials traditionally interpreted as male, such as the ‘Fisherman from Barum’ who turned out to be a woman (Hansen 1941, Rydbeck 1945, Gejvall 1970, Iregren 1981, Nordström 2007: 131–76), or the controversies surrounding the grave of ‘Queen Åsa’ in the spectacular Oseberg ship burial in Norway (Nordström 2007: 250–360). This development may have caused heated debate within academic circles as all re-evaluation and critique does, but it did not really stir up any similar controversy among the public, who tended to see the new results as exciting and interesting. This is an indication of the synergetic relationship between archaeology as a social science and society; changes in our scientific understanding of the past are often in tune with our more general understanding of society and human relationships in the present. Similarly, the suggestion of the existence of third gender individuals, often identified through their grave goods in association with a study of their anatomical characteristics, has allowed archaeology to deconstruct the myth of a heterosexual norm in the past, another insight that reflects changing attitudes in our society (Schmidt 2000, Reeder 2000). But not all stories told by archaeology are well received by the public and, when stakeholders outside of the archaeological community contest the interpretations, new and more difficult conflicts may arise that question the authority of the archaeologist and put the notion of an ‘open archaeology’ to the test.

The presence of a burial is most of the time an uncontested fact. It may be impractical for a developer, but it is rarely the focus of the conflict (although the Mamilla case described earlier may be an exception). What tends to be more controversial is the interpretation; questions about who the buried people were, what they did, and how they identified ethnically, religiously, or even socially can become controversial. This kind of information can potentially challenge a traditional understanding of the past. An example of a long-lasting controversy is the debate regarding the taphonomic evidence for cannibalism among the Anasazi in the Southwest United States (Flinn et al. 1976, Bullock 1991, Turner and Turner 1992, Turner et al. 1993, Darling 1998, Dongoske et al. 2000, Lambert et al. 2000, Hurlbut 2000, Rautman and Fenton 2005). The idea that the Anazasi would have practised cannibalism on any scale became highly controversial since it suggested a history that the Native Americans in the region felt uncomfortable with and did not recognize as part of their cultural heritage. Archaeologists were also divided on the issue. The debate was never limited to discussing the evidence but was intimately connected to underlying conflicts deeply rooted in the colonial history. It was argued that native people, in their identity as descendants, know their history better than any outsider. We recognize this conflict over the right to interpretation based on a principle of descendance and the use of human remains as evidence in the highly publicized case of the human remains found in Kennewick in Washington State in 1996. When the dating revealed an age of approximately 9,600 years the remains were claimed for reburial by a collective of five local tribes based on the argument of descendance (following the principles provided by the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act). A group of scientists contested the claim on the basis of the old age, arguing that it was impossible to claim affiliation to an individual from such a distant period in the past, and on the basis of physical traits described as ‘caucasoid’ that had been identified in the anthropological study of the cranium, indicating a different morphology than the contemporary groups that claimed they were the descendants. The dispute spurred a long litigation process that eventually was settled in court in favour of the scientists (for more details on the case and for a wide range of perspectives on the issue, see Burke et al. 2008). The case got further complicated when The Asatrú Folk Assembly, an organized group of believers in Asatrú, which is a self-proclaimed ‘ethnic religion native to Northern Europe’ (Gardell 2003: 258) got involved. Based on the perceived ‘caucasoid’ traits observed in the initial study of the cranium, this group (who sees themselves as the spiritual and biological descendants of the Vikings) claimed affiliation to the remains and called for their reburial, claiming that this early occupant of North America was their ancestor. The case soon came to circle around the question of the peopling of America, who was there ‘first’, and who had the ‘right’ to the land. While the leader of the Asatrú Folk Assembly, Stephen McNallen, emphasizes that he does not ‘consider himself a racist’, he still subscribes to an essentialist metagenic theory which at the core remains racist (Gardell 2003: 258, 271). McNallen’s claims were eventually rejected, but by then the process had already severely damaged the relationships between the scientific community and the Native Americans. The claim by the Asatrú Folk Assembly had also quietly challenged the principles of affiliation and descendance regulated by the American law for repatriation, where the establishment of affiliation remains a challenge (Nilsson Stutz 2011, 2012).

This deployment of archaeological evidence to support claims to other rights (such as land and other resources) is not unusual. In the 1990s two archaeologists in Sweden testified in a court case about land-use rights brought by several landowners against the Sami in the province of Härjedalen. The Sami claimed that they had the right, since time immemorial, to graze their reindeer in the area, something the landowners contested on the basis that there was no evidence that the Sami had been settled in the area before the 16th century. Archaeological expertise was called upon to interpret an Iron Age burial site at Vivallen, where Inger Zachrisson saw the material remains of Sami culture, while Evert Baudou argued against her (Zachrisson 2007). While this is an example of how archaeology can be used to further an activist cause, it must also be questioned if the evidence presented by archaeological expertise did not in the end contribute to reproducing an understanding of use rights where anybody who can be alleged to have ‘come first’ automatically has the right to the land. In a legal system developed in a worldview of the settled agrarian Swedish majority, it can be argued that the Sami never had a chance in this trial. In the end, the introduction of archaeological evidence may have served to reproduce the value of sedentism rather than shifting the focus of the trial to question this very premise.

An additional sensitive dimension of the concept of using the dead as witnesses has been discussed regarding the exhumation of mass graves from more recent conflicts (see also Layla Renshaw’s insightful chapter on exhumation of civilian victims of conflict in this volume). Zoë Crossland has in two highly interesting articles discussed the complexity of the exhumation of the disappeared in Argentina (2000, 2002). She describes how the identification and study of the human remains from mass graves became necessary to break through a policy of denial, but that it also contributed to objectifying the dead (for an in-depth discussion, see Crossland 2000; see also Renshaw 2010b on how to use so-called affective identification as a strategy to retain meaningful identities for the dead and their bonds to the living in this process).

When the dead are viewed as witnesses, the conflict resides in the different interpretations of that testimony. Archaeologists work as mediators between the past and the present and tell the stories they read off the material remains. The problem is that archaeology is not a hard science, but rather an interpretative one. Archaeology is politically situated and our understanding of the past changes over time. Evidence can be twisted to suit contemporary interests, something the history of archaeology has taught us through eloquent examples such as the ‘myth of the moundbuilders’ (Trigger 1989: 119–29, Thomas 2000: 123–8, Watkins, this volume) and the interpretations of Great Zimbabwe (Trigger 1989: 130–5, Vale 1999). But this plasticity has also allowed the field to include perspectives that we view as progressive. The irony is that, when the archaeological results and stories become controversial, the discipline is pushed to deliver objectivity and hard science. This is especially the case when archaeology is introduced into court cases (to the point of unintentionally objectifying the human remains). But while archaeology is interpretative, it still proceeds according to the premises of scientific inquiry. To support an interpretation, the archaeologist must clearly account for the evidence and tie his or her arguments to them. (S)he must also allow for constant re-evaluation of both the evidence and the argumentation. This sets the archaeologist apart from most other stakeholders, who are not committed to the process of scientific inquiry but rather wish to establish a permanent truth, often in favour of their position.

THE DEAD AS VICTIMS AND ARCHAEOLOGY AS PERPETRATOR
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Another category of contested burials casts the dead in the role of victim of archaeology and anthropology. Here, archaeology is not viewed as a bystander or a consequence of development, but directly as a perpetrator. As part of a general post-colonial critique and civil rights activism, especially since the 1980s, the role of archaeology and anthropology and the methods of excavation, analysis, and curation of human remains and grave goods have been called into question (Mihesuah 1996, White Deer 1997, Riding In 2000). This particular conflict has had significant impact on the development of public archaeology, especially in post-colonial contexts like the United States and Australia. Ancient burials may be cultural heritage, but they are also graves for the dead, and, as such, are highly meaningful, ritual places containing the remains of the human beings of the past. However, this alone does not fully account for the complexity of the positions held in the conflicts that sometimes surround them. To understand such conflicts we must look at knowledge production, identity processes, and the power relationship between colonizers and the colonized. The right to control one’s past and history is often seen as a right held by each people through myth, history, and traditional knowledge. With the emergence of modernity and of academic disciplines such as archaeology, ethnology, anthropology, and history, this traditional knowledge was challenged. Academic understandings of the past soon came to monopolize this field and, in the case of archaeology and anthropology, they also took possession of the material remains, including the human remains, of the past and withheld the right to their interpretation. In their contributions to this volume, Cressida Fforde, Joe Watkins, and Colin Pardoe discuss these matters regarding the relationships between professional archaeologists and indigenous communities in post-colonial contexts. While the colonial experience dominates this narrative, similar dynamics can be seen in the ethnographic work during the 19th century within the European national states as well (Olsen 2001, Nilsson Stutz 2008).

What all these efforts—ethnographic, anthropological, and archaeological—had in common was that they deprived the actual descendants of writing their history and interpreting their culture, which effectively isolated them from their own past, and ultimately hindered them from defining their own identity. Controlling one’s history and past allows people to place themselves in a moment of history. It can be viewed as a human right, a mark of equality on a par with other human rights (Barkan 2002: 216). Repatriation has become a strategy to gain both control over one’s past and the right to write one’s own history, but it can also be seen as a strategy to extract oneself from the majority culture and demonstrate right to culture and right to difference (Nilsson Stutz 2008). This political dimension frames the repatriation movement which, since the 1990s in particular, has resulted in the return of human remains from museums and collections worldwide, but especially in the USA and Australia, where the process is carefully regulated by law, to communities that have been able to demonstrate an affiliation.

While requests for repatriation are becoming increasingly common across the world today, there are relatively few legally binding instruments to regulate the process (for details, see Nilsson Stutz forthcoming). The repatriation debate is dominated by the discourse from post-colonial contexts, but in recent years similar high profile cases have developed across Europe. The claims by the Sami in Scandinavia to have returned to them the remains of their dead are very similar to the requests by Native Americans in the United States. But there are also other examples. In 2005 the Jewish congregation in Malmö (Sweden) requested that the cranium of a Polish Jewish man, Levin Dombrowsky—who had committed suicide in a prison in Lund in the 1880s and whose remains had been collected by the Medical School—should be repatriated to them and buried according to Jewish custom. After some debate the request was granted and the funeral was carried out under the gaze of national and international media. The remains were laid to rest next to the Holocaust memorial in the old Jewish cemetery in Malmö. Another high profile request for repatriation was made by the Council of the British Druid Orders, a religious group with self-proclaimed roots in prehistoric druids in the British Isles, who claimed affiliation to the Neolithic remains in the Alexander Keiller Museum at Avebury (for background on pagan claims in the UK, see Blain and Wallis 2004, 2006, Wallis and Blain 2006). After a process of consultation with a range of specialists on the subject, the request was denied in 2009. The efforts to repatriate human remains from British museums by The British Druid Order were inspired in the mid-1990s ‘by similar requests from Australian Aboriginals and Native Americans’ (<http://www.druidry.co.uk>, consulted 1 December 2011, see also Wallis and Blain 2006). As in the case of Kennewick, the Druid calls for repatriation push us to clearly address the issue of descendance and right to the past. Who has the right to decide over the remains and what connections are necessary to prove affiliation? While these complex issues to some degree have been regulated in legal documents like the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (1990), they still remain problematic (see e.g. Brown 2003, Cuno 2009, Nilsson Stutz 2012, forthcoming).

While the repatriation debate is the best-known context for this particular kind of conflict, with archaeology and anthropology as perpetrators, it is not the only one. Crossland’s work on the disappeared in Argentina (discussed above) also explores the complex emotional and political responses to the exhumation of Argentina’s disappeared and shows how the responses among the living ranged from a refusal to admit that the exhumed and identified disappeared were really dead, to accusations that the anthropological work was part of a conspiracy to cover up crimes committed by the junta in the 1970s (Crossland 2000: 146) or complicit in the policy of pardons (Crossland 2000: 149). Here, the dead became political symbols, while simultaneously drawing their power from the personal tragedy and terror experienced by the survivors at their disappearance. The exhumation of the dead opened up old wounds and revealed an infection long denied by policies put in place in order to facilitate the process for people to ‘move on’. This is an excellent example of how the political and the personal are intimately entangled as the remains of victims of political oppression and terror are brought back to the world of the living. Similar situations have been described by Layla Renshaw regarding the exhumation of mass graves from the Spanish Civil War, where a policy of forgetting the past was challenged as anthropologists started exhuming the mass graves and brought back painful memories (2010a, 2010b, 2011).

In cases like these, where archaeology and anthropology are viewed as perpetrators, the acts of excavation and curation become political. The trowel is just an additional limb for the long arms of political oppression. The recent work looking at the controversies surrounding the emotional and political response to the exhumation of mass graves in recent conflict areas shows clearly how entangled the responses by the surviving descendant community can be. Similar emotional responses are triggered with regard to the more commonly known repatriation movement. Graves, as ritualized places for the dead (even when the act of placing them there was a violent and even dehumanizing one, as in the case of mass graves), are powerful loci for the intensely personal and emotional. As we have seen, they can also be politically charged, especially when interfered with or disturbed.

(AB)USE OF THE DEAD
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The roles for the dead as witnesses and victims described above make them vulnerable to becoming tools for a cause. Because of the intimate connection between the individual and emotional on the one hand, and the political on the other, the dead are effective symbols to rally around. The transition is often gradual and it is difficult to distinguish between use and abuse in these cases. As archaeologists we often let our own convictions and sympathies for the stakeholders guide our positions in cases like these, which is why claims by Native Americans have been more successful than claims by politically more problematic groups such as, for example, the Asatrú Folk Assembly. While this is a healthy indicator for the political mainstream values in our society, it is just that: contextual, and therefore vulnerable if the political climate should change.

There are numerous examples of how the remains of the dead and their burials become contested by different interests. In the summer of 2011 the Bavarian town of Wunsiede took the decision to move the remains of Rudolf Hess and the marker of his grave from the local cemetery to prevent the unwanted attention of Neo-Nazis who wanted to pay tribute to one of their heroes (Spiegel Online International 2011). In 2007 an open conflict flared up in Estonia around the exhumation of several Soviet soldiers from the site of the ‘Monument to the Liberators of Tallinn’ (informally called The Bronze Soldier), which was being dismantled. After identification, some of the dead were returned to relatives, while others were reburied in a military cemetery. Riots and unrest followed the exhumation, and the unrest reflected tensions within contemporary Estonia between Baltic Russians and ethnic Estonians and their different ‘mnemonic communities’ with different interpretations of the history of the Soviet occupation (Wertsch 2008). Katherine Verdery’s study of the use of body symbolism, human remains, and burials in post-socialist Europe is another eloquent case to illustrate how the remains of the dead can be used to strengthen political agendas (Verdery 1999). Even the process of repatriation and reburial can take on different shapes. What in some cases may be a process of healing and reconciliation can in other contexts become a rite of separation. In the case of the reburial of Levin Dombrowsky in Malmö, the possible desires of the man himself were never discussed. The point was to perform a mitzvah—a good deed—and save his soul. In the process the Jewish congregation also got the opportunity to make a point about the crimes committed against their people in the past, a point that was supported by a representative from all the parties in the Swedish parliament who each sent a representative to the funeral (Orrenius 2005). Similarly, the emotional charge and the politicization of the dead in the mass graves in Spain and Argentina reveal the complex attitudes that arise in a community when their dead are brought back into the sphere of the living.

When considering examples like these it becomes obvious that burials and the dead can be claimed by different stakeholders and be used to further very diverse agendas. Whether very recent or very old, human remains and burials possess a strong ability to mobilize a response in people, and as cultural heritage they are open to different interpretations and can be put to different uses. As archaeologists we need to remain critical as we engage with different uses of the past.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
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And so we stand there, trowel or dental-tool in hand, ready to unearth the dead. What do we ask ourselves at that moment? Do we recognize that we are treading on sacred ground, that we are lifting up the bones of dead people laid to rest by bereaved loved ones? Are we careful to maintain high ethical standards as we carry out our work of excavation, analysis, and curation? Are we aware that our actions and our attitudes are crucial as a first step for these individuals to return to the world of the living (permanently, or only for a while, awaiting reburial), not only because we will tell a story about the place and its people, but also because people care, about the past and about people? In the past many archaeologists may not have bothered with the emotions and desires of the living (see for example the statement by Wheeler on the matter, quoted by Scarre, this volume), but that position is no longer sustainable. To uphold ethical principles within the profession, through reflection and training in the field and the lab, is essential today. But as we step outside of the disciplinary boundaries it becomes more complicated to implement principles and guidelines, and yet, today it is exactly here, at the interface between the discipline and the public, that archaeology is negotiated and defined. In today’s world, where archaeology is establishing a place for itself in dialogue with the public, including both descendant communities and the public at large (Karlsson and Nilsson 2001, Merriman 2004, Shackel and Chambers 2004, Fforde and Sillar 2005, Burström 2006, Killion 2007, Svanberg and Wahlgren 2007, Artelius and Källen 2008, Colwell-Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 2008, Peterson et al. 2009), we cannot isolate ourselves from these discourses. An engaged public archaeology must be open to other points of view. However, it is absolutely necessary that the relationship remains a dialogue. This means that archaeology cannot back off completely from engaging with burials only because they are emotionally and politically charged. When placed in a conflict, we must defend the principle that our perspective remains a valuable contribution to understanding the past even when it is contested. Archaeology relies on scientific principles and because of that it provides a unique perspective on the past. This does not mean that our perspective necessarily is more valuable but it is a perspective that has a central place in the discourse, and a place that must be defended. If we learn to communicate and defend our stories in the multi-vocal production of the past, we will also be more valuable partners for others.
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human 768, 782–3

identities 174–9, 198–200, 461–3, 532–3, 560–2, 572–3, 723–4

deceased persons 197, 203, 205, 504

female 528, 548

gendered 522, 532, 588–90, 592–3

group 368, 449, 460, 567, 724

individual 103, 359, 406, 766–7, 775, 783

living 352

personal 3, 450, 519, 522, 535, 627

social 3, 5–6, 351, 460–2, 470, 512–14, 534

in transformation 511–23

ideology 53, 175, 277, 285, 291, 395, 435

egalitarian 407, 514

ijtihad 242

illa 397

illegal excavation 11, 677, 679–80, 684–5, 689

illness 105, 397, 446, 736 see also disease

Illumina 112–14

images 109–10, 175, 203–4, 281, 393, 460–1, 523

of death 188

imagination, archaeological 68

immune system 83, 85

in-house bench burial 601, 608–11

inaccessible corpses 283, 288–91

Inca 6, 391–402, 610

ancestors 397

dead 393–6, 402

light and darkness 395–7

living 391, 395, 397, 402

power 391, 402

time, bodies, and space 392–5

water, ancestors, and landscape 398–401

inca, death 392, 396–7

Indians (American) see American Indians

indigenous communities 9, 568, 665, 673, 750, 790, 804

indigenous groups 552, 703, 710, 715, 720, 722, 724

individual life histories 752

individuality 434, 460, 782

individuation 66, 743, 748, 767, 775

indulgences 260, 263, 292

inequalities 7–8, 348, 379–81, 513–14, 582, 621–2

infant burials 248, 367, 647

infanticide 328, 544

infants 199, 328, 350–1, 353–4, 367, 544, 605

infection 83, 105, 245, 809

infectious diseases 100, 104–5

inheritance 102, 218, 231, 235, 237, 362, 583–4

inhumation 48, 81, 183, 462–3, 499–500, 507, 550–1

initial class societies 378–9

inking 532

inland locations 430, 435

Inner Asia

Bronze Age 405, 411–12

social and monumental change 411–14

innovations 23, 175, 607–8, 765

innovative ritual practices 608, 610

inscribed coffins 654

inscribed names 592, 765–6

inscriptions 213, 249, 405, 552, 562, 566–7, 654–5

Buddhist 231, 234–7

Insoll, T. 215, 217, 219, 241, 250, 252, 619

institutions 32, 62, 92, 216, 715–16, 719–24, 749

research 710, 712, 722

intact bodies 351–2

intact burials 645, 649

intellectual context 54, 733, 742, 788

changing 740–2

intensified agricultural production 378, 384, 386

intentional burials 31, 40, 633

recognizing 632–3

intentionality 181, 186, 325, 632, 788

international community 786, 788

International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) 782, 786

International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) 782, 787

Intiwatana 398, 400

intra-cultural robbing 649

intra-individual data 127, 131, 133, 135

intra-settlement burials 211, 217

intramural burial 271, 377, 381, 383–5, 387, 477

Inuit 65, 69, 482

invaders 20–1

inventories 86, 649, 653–5

grave see grave inventories

Iraq 4, 243, 252–4, 679, 772, 782, 786–7

IRMS (isotope ratio mass spectrometry) 126, 138

iron 151, 198–202, 215, 504, 626, 772

bog 480

Iron Age 478, 480, 483, 501, 504, 528, 531

Early 54, 411–12

Islamic world 11, 215, 218–19, 241–55

archaeological excavation of burials 253–4

cemeteries 250–2

death on the move 254–5

funerals 244–5

grave markers 249–50

graves 246–8

non-Arabic traditions 255

orientation 248–9

preparation of the corpse 243–4

Shia and Sunni 247

special cases 245

tombs and mausolea 252–3

islands 18, 183, 201–2, 218, 248, 354, 430–2

isolated human bones 354, 604

isotope ratio mass spectrometry (IRMS) 126, 138

isotopes 10, 124, 126

introduction to 124–6

isotopic signatures 4, 135–6

isotopic values 134–5, 140

Israel 449, 635, 681, 688–9, 801–2

Italy 38, 132, 306, 329, 545, 552, 559–60

northern 561

Jackson, Michael 61–2, 69

jars 68–9, 501

jaws 81, 107, 243, 716

Jelderks, J. 699, 701–2

Jequetepeque Valley 604, 608

Jerusalem 251, 253, 680, 684, 688, 801–2

jewellery 150, 174, 182–3, 545–6, 548, 569, 649

Jewish cemeteries 251, 452

Jiahu 582, 586–8

Jing, Lady 591–3

Johnson, Elden 697

Joint Prisoner of War/Missing in Action Accounting Command see JPAC

joints 3, 452, 470

Jordan 250, 406, 677–89

Early Bronze Age 677, 679, 681, 683, 685, 687, 689

facts on the ground 681–6

mortuary record 680–1

journey 67, 201, 254, 285, 289, 517, 620

JPAC (Joint Prisoner of War/Missing in Action Accounting Command) 769–70

justice 443, 449, 668, 786–8, 795


1 The Jules Ferry laws establishing free, mandatory, and secular education were passed in 1881 and 1882.

2 At that time only Gabriel de Mortillet’s son, Paul, still held to his father’s outdated opinion (P. de Mortillet 1914).


1 Unless otherwise mentioned, all calibrated dates used in this chapter were obtained using OxCal 4.01 IntCal09.

2 The statistics for the regressions between number of ‘burials’ and variance in temperature are as follow: for individuals, r = 0.20, p = 0.55; and for sites, r = 0.21, p = 0.53. Running comparable regressions for the EUP and LUP samples independently yields similarly statistically insignificant relationships.


1 The following abbreviations are used in the chapter: RIU (Barkóczi and Mócsy 1972–2001) and RIB (Collingwood and Wright 1995).


1 For this term, see Assmann (1977: 15–28). It denotes a specific form of conceptualization, which interprets a phenomenon or an object—in our case an item of the burial assemblage—through its transposition in the supernatural, divine sphere, from which it consequently derives its meaning.

2 As to the structure of Egyptian ideas of the hereafter, see Taylor (2001:12–45); Assmann (2006), and Fitzenreiter (2008).

3 An exception in this regard is the study by Reeves (1990).

4 The burials in question have been discovered by archaeological missions between 1886 and 1938. The individual missions used different systems of numbering the tombs. The most common is the TT system, with ‘TT’ standing for ‘Theban Tomb’. Tombs in the Valley of the Kings were labelled KV. Further designations occurring in the present contribution are ‘CC’, denoting tombs excavated in a concession of Lord Carnavon and Howard Carter in the northern part of the necropolis, and ‘p’ for ‘puits’, i.e. burial shafts, in the French excavations at Deir el-Medina.

5 In the New Kingdom, multi-piece coffin sets became common among the Egyptian elite. For non-royal individuals they comprised a maximum of four coffins: an outer box-shaped coffin and up to three mummy-shaped interior coffins fitted within each other. Simpler burials tended to be equipped with one coffin only, mostly mummy-shaped, but they could be entirely without a coffin, the deceased then being wrapped in a mat instead.

6 A separate category, not included in the above definitions and the present discussion, covers all movable and fixed installations in the cult complexes of the tombs, such as reliefs, statues, and offering tables, and the objects which were deposited in these always accessible parts of the tomb during the funeral and the ongoing mortuary cult.

7 Moreover, two infants or foetuses were interred in wooden chests.


1 This section summarizes the historical chapters in Fforde (2004).

2 Linnaeus’ Systema Naturae was published in numerous editions over almost 30 years. The 1st edition is referenced here but other editions are also worth consulting for his approach to the classification of humankind.

3 The Flower and Murie article (1867) describes how this individual had been brought to the UK as a child in 1853. She was accompanied by a boy and both had been exhibited in London and the provinces. The boy died a few years afterwards and was buried in a cemetery in South Wales, but she lived until 1864. Unlike that of her compatriot, her body was sent to the Royal College of Surgeons of England for dissection. Similar stories of exhibition, death, and dissection are recorded for many Indigenous people who arrived, alive, on Western shores (see Poignant 1993, 2004; Topinard 1885; Williamson 1857: 69, and for an Argentinian case see Endere 2002).

4 Letter from Chris Ballard to Norman Palmer, Chair of the Working Group on Human Remains (26 November 2001). <http://www.culture.gov.uk/hr_cons_responses/wg_submission/S16Parti.pdf>. Accessed 9 February 2010.

5 This letter is located on p. 59.2 of Edinburgh University Anatomy Department’s manuscript ‘Skull Catalogue’, housed in the University Library, Special Collections Department.

6 This letter is in the D. M. S. Watson papers held in the archives at University College London. See correspondence from Robert Broom (1911–60), B.56–B.60 MSADD 386.

7 For examples: the Museums Association Code of Ethics for Museums (<http://www.museumsassociation.org/ethics/code-of-ethics>, accessed 17 November 2012); and the UK Museum Ethnographers’ Group Guidelines on Management of Human Remains (available at: <http://www.museumethnographersgroup.org.uk/?p=cms&pid=2>, accessed 13 February 2010).

8 Alistair Cooke’s Bones ‘Stolen’. BBC website 22 December 2005. <http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/4552742.stm>. Accessed 9 February 2010.


1 These reports are generally unpublished but see Pardoe (1990) for a published example. Similar reports have been produced by other bio-anthropologists, including Bennett, Donlon, Green, and Littleton. Interested readers should contact the authors or the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) Library.
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Late Upper Palaeolithic Age Sex Association tools  Association fauna  Other grave goods ~ Ornaments. References

Grotte des Enfants 2* Child ? X S B
Grotte des Enfants 3 Adult Female  ? ? X ? 538

La Madeleine 4 Child [ X 36,72,

Les Hoteaux Teen ? X X 69, 71
Mittlere Klause 1 Adult Male X 4
Oberkassel 1% Adult Male X X 7,41
Oberkassel 2* Adult Female X X 7,41
Riparo Tagliente 1 Adult Male X X 7 6,12.
Riparo Villabruna 1 Adult Male X X 128
Saint-Germain-la-Riviére 2 Adult Female X 72 X 8,41,74.
Vado all‘Arancio 1 Adult Male ? ? ? X R} ERL
Vado all'Arancio 2 Child ? ? 207897551

Notes: Reference key: 1: Absolon 1929; 2: Aimar and Giacobini 1989; 3: Aldhouse-Green 2000; 4: Anikovich 1992; 5: Bader 1964; 6: Bartolomei et al. 1974; 7:
Binant 1991; 8: Blanchard et al. 1972; 9: Borgognini 1969; 10: Boyle 1925; 11: Breuil 1924; 12: Broglio 1995; 13: Brun 1867; 14: Calattini 2002; 15: Cardini 1942;
16: Cardini 1980; 17: Carthailac 1912; 18: Coppola and Vacca 1995; 19: Craig et al. 2010; 20: Einwogerer et al. 2006; 21: Einwdgerer et al. 2009; 22: Fabbri 1993;
23: Fabbri et al. 1989; 24: Formicola 1988; 25: Formicola 1989; 26: Formicola 2007; 27: Formicola et al. 2001; 28: Formicola et al. 2004; 29: Giacobini 2006a; 30:
Giacobini 2006b; 31: Giacobini and Malerba 1992; 32: Golomshtok 1933; 33: Graziosi 1947; 34: Grifoni et al. 1995; 35: Grifoni and Radmili 1964; 36: Heim 1991;
37: Henry-Gambier 1995; 38: Henry-Gambier 2001; 39: Henry-Gambier 2005; 40: Hillson et al. 2006; 41: Holt and Formicola 2008; 42: Jacobi and Highham 2008;
43: Jelinek 1953; 44: Jelinek 1989; 45: Jelinek 1991; 46: Klima 1987; 47: Klima 1988; 48: Lo Vetro and Martini 2006; 49: Martini 2006; 50: Mauduit 1949; 51
Maviglia 1941; 52: May 1986; 53: Mezzena and Palma di Cesnola 1972; 54: Mezzena and Palma di Cesnola 1993; 55: Minellono 1980; 56: Moreno-Garcia 2002;
57: Obermaier 1905; 58: Onoratini and Combier 1995; 59: Palma di Cesnola 2001; 60: Palma di Cesnola 2006; 61: Riviére 1872; 62: Riviére 1873; 63: Ruffo 2010;
64:Slimak and Plisson 2008; 65: Soffer 1985; 66: Stasi and Regalia 1904; 67: Svoboda 1988; 68: Trinkaus and Svoboda 2006; 69: Tournier and Guillon 1895; 70:
Ullrich 1995; 71: Vallois 1972; 72: Vanhaeren and d'Errico 2001; 73: Vanhaeren and d'Errico 2002; 74: Vanhaeren and d'Errico 2003; 75: Vasil'ev 2000; 76: Verneau
1892; 77: Verneau 1839; 78: Verneau 1906; 79: Verneau 1908; 80:Veyrier et al. 1953; 81: Villotte and Henry-Gambier 2010; 82: White 1993; 83: White 1999; 84:
Zilhdo and Almeida 2002; 85: Zilhao and Trinkaus 2002.
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BP (Beta-156643)

Cussac 2 Uncertain 25,120 + 120 BP Gravettian © F 5
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Burial

Context Age/Sex Position Enclosure Notes
Structure 31 adult male extended; adobe textile
lying on bench burial
right side wrapping;
two pieces
of copper
Structure 31 infant flexed: same textile
Iying on bench as wrapping
side adult male,
but 30 cm
higher
Structure 15 adult extended; textile
lying on burial
side wrapping;
two pieces

of copper
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Structure 30 adult extended; textile

Iying on burial
side wrapping;
piece of
copper
Structure 32 ‘child" flexed; textile
lying on burial
side wrapping;
copper
object
present
Structure 32 ‘child" flexed; textile
lying on burial
side wrapping;
copper
object
present

Source: Data derived from Bawden (1977, 2001).
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Cavillon 1 223 M 264 2 20, 27.
Dolni Vestonice 4 42 42 1 13
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Dolni Vestonice 16 2 4 2 23
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Candide Il Principe
Grotta di Baousso B 57 16 47 123 6 i,

daTorre 1
Grotta di Baousso da 2" 164" 48 2 216 6 7,
Torre 2
Grotte des Enfants 5 1 4 4 3 3 19,27,28
Grotte des Enfants 6 8" 8 | 19, 28.
Kostenki 15 150 150 1 3,16,22.
Krems-Wachtberg 1A 30 1 9.
Lagar Velho 1 1 4 1 6 2 24,29.






ops/images/f0262-01.jpg






ops/images/f0507-01.jpg





ops/images/t0313-01.jpg
Predmosti 8*

Predmosti 9"

Predmosti 10*
Predmosti 11*
Predmosti 12*
Predmosti 13*
Predmosti 14*

Predmosti 15*

Predmosti 16*
Predmosti 17*
Predmosti 18*
Predmosti 22

Predmosti 27
Sungir 1

Certain

Certain

Certain

Certain

Certain

Certain

Certain

Certain

Certain
Certain
Certain
Uncertain

Certain
Certain

25,820 + 170
(GrN-1286)
25820 £ 170
(GrN-1286)
25820 £ 170
(GrN-1286)
25,820 £ 170
(GrN-1286)
25,820 + 170
(GrN-1286)
25820 + 170
(GrN-1286)
25820 + 170
(GrN-1286)
25820 £ 170
(GrN-1286)

25,820 + 170
(GrN-1286)
25,820 + 170
(GrN-1286)
25,820 + 170
(GrN-1286)

22,930 + 200
(0xA-9036)
19,160 + 270
(AA-36473)

Pavlovian

Pavlovian

Pavlovian

Pavlovian

Pavlovian

Pavlovian

Pavlovian

Pavlovian

Pavlovian
Pavlovian
Pavlovian
Gravettian

Pavlovian
Gravettian

coo

N-E

52, 53, 67.

52,53, 67.

52,53, 67.

52,53, 67.

52753674

52, 53, 67.

52, 53, 67.

52,53, 67.

52,53, 67.
52,53, 67.
52,53, 67.
67.

1
655728






ops/images/f0427-01.jpg





ops/images/f0383-01.jpg





ops/images/f0267-01.jpg





ops/images/9780199569069.jpg
SARAH

TARLOW

LIV

NILSSON STUTZ

The Oxford Handbook of
THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF

DEATH & BURIAL





ops/images/f0164-01.jpg





ops/images/f0433-01.jpg





ops/images/t0307-01.jpg
Early Upper Status Direction

Palaeolithic burial Age uncal Period Site  Pit Associationart  Ochre  Position (head) References

Barma Grande 2 Certain 14,990 + 80 Gravettian € X X B E 29,30, 94,
(Beta-63510/ 95,97.
CMAS-7641)

Barma Grande 3*  Certain 14,990 + 80 Gravettian € X X L E 29, 94, 95,
(Beta-63510/ 97.
CMAS-7641)

Barma Grande 4 Certain 14,990 + 80 Gravettian C X X L & 29,94, 95,
(Beta-63510/ 97.
CMAS-7641)

Barma Grande 5 Certain Gravettian T v L 5 29,89, 95.

Barma Grande 6 Certain 24,800 + 800 Gravettian © v L 30, 96.
(0xA-10093)

Brno 2 Certain 23,680 + 200 Pavlovian 0 ? X NC 1,16,73.
(0xA-8293)

Brno 3 Certain Pavlovian 0 X X ik

Cavillon 1 Certain Gravettian T X L N 77,97.

Cro-Magnon 1* Uncertain 27,680 + 270 Gravettian R ? X NC 45, 56, 101.
(Beta-157439)

Cro-Magnon 2* Uncertain 27,680 + 270 Gravettian R z X NC 45, 56, 101.
(Beta-157439)

Cro-Magnon 3* Uncertain 27,680 + 270 Gravettian R 7 X NC 45, 56, 101,
(Beta-157439)

Cro-Magnon 4* Uncertain 27,680 + 270 Gravettian R 7 X NC 45, 56, 101
(Beta-157439)

Cro-Magnon 5°  Uncertain 27,680 + 270 Gravettian R ? X NC 45,56, 101

(Beta-157439)
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Late Upper Status Direction

Palaeolithic burial Age uncal Period Site  Pit Associationart  Ochre Position (head) References

La Madeleine 4 Certain 10,190 + 100 Magdalenian R X X B S 41,91,
(GifA-95457)

Laugerie-Basse 4 Uncertain 15,700 + 150 Magdalenian R L N-E 38, 48, 66.
(GifA-94204)

Les Hoteaux Certain Magdalenian R X B 87,90.

Mittlere Klause 1 Certain 18,200 + 200 Solutrean © X B 9,62,75,83.
(UCLA-1869)
18,590 + 260
(0xA-9856)

Neuwied-Irlich ? Uncertain 11,910 + 70 Magdalenian 0 ? ? 82.
(0xA-9847) 12,310
+ 120 (0xA-9736)

Neuwied-Irlich ? Uncertain 12,110 + 90 Magdalenian 0 ? ? 82.
(UtC-9221) 11,965
+ 65 (0xA-9848)

Oberkassel 1* Certain 11,570 + 100 Magdalenian 0 ? X 40, 62.
(0xA-4790)

Oberkassel 2* Certain 12,180 + 110 Magdalenian 0 ? X 40, 62.
(0xA-4792)

Riparo Tagliente 1 Certain 13,270 + 170 Epigravettian R X X ? B N-E 7,17,32
(0xA-3532) 13,070 +
170 (0xA-3531)

Riparo Villabruna 1 Certain 12,140 + 70 Epigravetian R X X 5% B N-E 17.
(KIA-27004)
12,040 + 150

(R-2023)
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Main sources of variation (also

Element Standard” Target compound affected by) Archaeological applications
Carbon (6C) PDB (Pee Dee Belemnite) Protein or bioapatite Marine/terrestrial environment, C,/C, Diet (cultural identity), mobility,
plants (freshwater environment,  specific foods
salinity, aridity, canopy)
Nitrogen (8'°N) AIR (atmospheric nitrogen) Protein Trophic level (legume intake, manure, Diet (cultural identity), mobility,
nutritional stress, aridity) breastfeeding patterns, specific
foods, physiology
Oxygen (5'°0) SMOW (Standard Mean Ocean  Protein or bioapatite Climate (water origin, latitude, Climate, mobility, seasonality,
Water), or PDB elevation, coast/inland, humidity, habitat, breastfeeding patterns
precipitation, temperature,
physiology)
Sulphur (5S) CDT (Cafion Diablo meteorite  Protein Geological origin Mobility (change of residence,
troilite) origin)

* =for availability reasons, PDB, SMOW, and CDT are often replaced by new standards with the prefix Vienna, hence VPDB, VSMOW, VCDT. This does not affect the
delta value.
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Burials Around body  head neckftorso arms  Wrists pelvis  legs  ankles Total beads  Min ABP References
Mal'ta 1 1 ns il nz 3 10.

Ostuni 1 102 58 4 m g 8.

Ostuni 2 4 4 1 8.

Paglicci 15 28 1 1 1 31 4 n,17.
Paglicci 25 7 7 1 1,18,
Paviland 1 5 5 1 (52128
Veeneri a Parabita 1 29 29 1 1,19,

Notes: * Count obtained through our analysis of photos and drawings. Reference key: 1: Aldhouse-Green 2000; 2: Aldhouse-Green and Pettitt 1998; 3: Anikovich
1992; 4: Boyle 1925; 5: Breuil 1924; 6: Cardini 1942; 7: Carthailac 1912; 8: Coppola and Vacca 1995; 9: Einwdgerer et al. 2006; 10: Golomshtok 1933; 11: Henry-
Gambier 2005; 12: Jacobi and Higham 2008; 13: Jelinek 1991; 14: Klima 1987; 15: Klima 1988; 16: May 1986; 17: Mezzena and Palma di Cesnola 1972; 18: Mezzena
and Palma di Cesnola 1993; 19: Palma di Cesnola 2001; 20: Riviere 1872; 21: Riviere 1873; 22: Soffer 1985; 23: Trinkaus and Svoboda 2006; 24: Vanhaeren and

d'Errico 2002; 25: Verneau 1892; 26: Verneau 1899; 27: Verneau 1906; 28: Verneau 1908; 29: Zilhdo and Almeida 2002.
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Early Upper Palaeolithic Age Sex Association tools  Association fauna  Other grave goods ~ Ornaments References
Predmosti 16* Child ? X 44,57, 85.
Predmosti 17* Child ? X 44,57, 85.
Predmosti 18" Adult ? X 44,57, 85.
Predmosti 27 Adult v X 1,85.
Sungir 1 Adult Male X X X 5,828
Sungir 2* Teen Male X X X 51,82, 83.
Sungir 3* Child ? X X X 51,82, 83.
Late Upper Palaeolithic Age Sex Association tools  Association fauna Other grave goods Ornaments References
Abri du Cap Blanc 1 Adult Female 41.

Abri Lafaye 1* Adult Female X X 13,41,
Chancelade 1 Adult Male 41.

Grotta Continenza 7 Adult Male ? X X X 29,30, 34.
Grotta del Romito 1* Adult Female X 19,23,49.
Grotta del Romito 2* Teen i X 19, 23, 49.
Grotta del Romito 3 Adult Male X ? 19723458
Grotta del Romito 4 Adult Female ? 19,23,49.
Grotta del Romito 5* Adult Female  ? ) X ) 19,23,49.
Grotta del Romito 6* Adult Male ? ? X ? 19, 23,49,
Grotta del Romito 7 Adult Male X 19, 49
Grotta del Romito 8 Adult Male ? 19, 49
Grotta del Romito 9 Adult 2 ? ? ? X 19, 63.
Grotta della Mura 1 Child ? 14.

Grotta delle Arene Candide 1 Adult Male 16.

Grotta delle Arene Candide 2 Adult 7 X X 16,39.
Grotta delle Arene Candide 3 Adult Female 16.

Grotta delle Arene Candide 4 Adult Male X X 16.

Grotta delle Arene Candide 5A*  Adult Male X X X X 16, 39.
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