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Introduction
This case study funerary ritual in southern Crete (the plain of the Mesara) during the third millennium BC. This is intended as a brief introduction to the archaeology to be supplemented by your own reading. Please consider how the archaeological evidence might relate to stages in funerary ritual, liminality, pollution and the ritual practices of small-scale village communities.
Branigan is the main author who has researched and written about these tombs; but have a look at the other texts in the bibliography to gain another perspective.

Introducing the Tombs of the Mesara
These are tombs used by small communities within the plain of the Mesara in southern Crete during the third millennium BC. This is characterised as the Prepalatial period (before the rise of the Minoan palaces) or otherwise as the Early Minoan (EM) period.

The tombs of the Mesara (known as tholoi (singular = tholos) were in use over successive generations some possibly up to 1000 years. Therefore we are extrapolating evidence back over an enormous time period and we cannot make the assumption that the practices, beliefs & social conditions remained constant throughout this period. The tombs are characterised by complex & varied burial assemblage.

The tholoi were circular tombs built on levelled bedrock from unworked fieldstones which housed multiple burials. They vary in size between c4m-13m in diameter. The walls appear to be partially corbelled and it has been debated whether these were completely vaulted or had a flat roof of reeds & earth. Small doorway (1 x 1m) closed by large rectangular slab, which usually faces east. It has been suggested (Goodison) that this was to catch rays of rising sun. There was a paved area in front of the tombs, which was possibly the focus for ceremonial rituals for the wider community. The earlier tholoi comprised simple circular chambers but the later tombs were elaborated with complexes of rectangular rooms (annexes) built up against circular wall of tholos by its entrance. Some annexes must have been entered through the roof.

Placement of the Tholoi
What might the placement of the tombs tell us about the community’s attitude towards death? The tombs were located within the natural landscape separated from its associated community by a short distance (up to 205m). The associated village settlement and the tombs tend to be intervisible, but the village itself was never located to the west of the tomb. Branigan has concluded that the tomb should be immediately accessible & visible, but that the living community should not be visible from the tomb’s entrance. Perhaps this might suggest a certain fear of the dead, keeping them in sight whilst the dead look out in the opposite direction to the village?

Treatment of the Human Remains
The confused mass of disarticulated bones found in the tombs suggest a multi-phased funerary ritual, indicative of complex and prolonged rites of passage practised by the communities of the Mesara. Following on from Hertz’s (1960) discussion of death we might conclude that these illustrate fear of pollution and the deceased’s wandering “soul” until the body was completely defleshed and disarticulated.
The first phase of burial (the primary inhumation) was laid out in the tomb in a contracted (foetal?) position – this might indicate a feeling that the deceased needs to go through a liminal or separation stage akin to birth. It is interesting to note that the head was always placed looking towards the east, reiterating the fear of the deceased (looking away from the living community) but also supporting Goodison’s argument of a sun cult. The body was provided by a range of grave goods, including pottery (and possibly food and drink). Another important aspect of the funerary ritual was a toast to the dead by the mourners. We might consider this not only a last communion with a loved one but also a cleansing ceremony allowing the mourners to move from their phase of separation & to become reintegrated with the wider community of the living.

As previously noted the tombs were filled with a mass of bones and grave goods deposited over many generations. There is evidence for periodic fumigation of the tombs, which might illustrate an aversion to the polluting dead: these include traces of fire in some tombs and sterile layers of white sand separating burial strata.

The tombs were not a permanent resting place for the deceased; as part of the multi-phased funerary ritual earlier inhumations were disturbed & moved to one side to make room for new burials. Branigan has argued that this was an integral part of the funerary ritual. We might consider it the final separation of the deceased from the world of the living and their integration within their new state; once the bones were defleshed were living could move these without fear from the disposed spirit. Some bones were removed from the chamber itself and placed in the adjacent annexes.

Murphy has suggested that these practices illustrate an ancestor cult. The primary phase of inhumation demonstrates care of body while it was still articulated. It was laid out & provided with grave goods, and treated as an individual. This, for the deceased marks its liminal stage, and we might consider that these rituals and provisions illustrate a concern to deflect the malice of the vengeful soul of the deceased. Branigan and Murphy suggest a  “lack of respect” for the physical remains once the body was decomposed – but this  does not take into consideration what we know about people’s attitudes to the marginal state of death (for mourners and the deceased) and the stage of reintegration for all parties as the third stage of the rites of passage. Likewise Murphy suggests that the bones were cleaned (of flesh)  using obsidian blades as a purification ritual. I would argue that this might be to hasten the end of the liminal stage and also that it would be performed by the polluted near kin/mourners as a service to society. Murphy suggest that after a certain period the deceased was incorporated into realm of the ancestors & mourners are reintegrated into community (the final stage of the rites of passage).

Funerary Ritual and the Mourners
The annexes contained large quantities of drinking equipment (primarily jugs for serving & cups). These Branigan suggests were used in ceremonial drinking or libation ceremonies on the part of the mourners. This might represent a final communion with the deceased as a means to ease the grief and pain on the part of the mourners. Branigan also argues that it was used to reiterate the community’s identities at a time of emotional and physical upheaval & to renegotiate power relations. All of these are possible as part of the survivors’ strategies to reintegrate within society. Hamilakis notes that the consumption of alcohol within these ceremonies would enhance the intense experience of the participants. We should also note that this ritual occurs in a socially liminal area, where the mourners & the dead were physically removed from daily life.

It is interesting to note changes in the performance of funerary practices over the long period during which the tombs were in use. During the earlier third millennium (EM I-II) it is suggested that the funerary drink took place within the tomb chamber, based on the large quantities of cups found inside the tholoi. This would necessarily entail only a  small number of mourners (given the size of the tombs), probably drawn from a select group of immediately associated kin – who through their own pollution could risk the close association with death. In EM III the ceremony moved from the tomb to the subsidiary annex (or the paved area outside the tomb. The larger cups were replaced by smaller conical cups perhaps indicating that the quantities of liquid being drunk was reduced to a token amount. In this period the cemeteries developed into a physical location for communal ritual, and the entire local community (and perhaps wider community) were involved in the funerary ritual. What might this tell us about shifting concepts of pollution and associated rites of passage in these communities?
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