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The Ashmolean Museum plastered skull
Introduction
My choice for the Object Analysis is one of the plastered skulls discovered in 1953 by Kathleen Kenyon on the archaeological site of Tell es-Sultan in Jericho in the southern Levant. The skull was found in a cache with six others. It has been dated c. 7300-6300 BCE and is on display at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, and has been assigned the accession number AN1955-565. The item is 16.7cm high, 15.2cm wide, and 22cm in length, and there is evidence of cranial modification performed when the subject was alive and probably very young (Ashmolean Museum 2025). The front part is plastered to represent a human head, but the plastering does not extend fully to the back and the top of the skull, which may have been covered by a wig. The face has been modelled with lime plaster, and the eyes are simulated with cowries shells (Erosaria sp.). However, the sculpted face had been seriously damaged and eroded prior to excavation, probably even pre-deposition, indicating intensive use and manipulation. The lower jawbone has been removed, but a chin has been modelled, keeping the head’s natural proportions. Traces of pink pigment have been detected where the plaster is intact, indicating a probable painting of the surface(Goren et al 2001:673). The inside of the skull was filled with earth before plastering (Kenyon 1954:107). 
Why choose the Ashmolean Museum Skull
This is an object that cannot leave one insensible; it connects our humanity to a transformative physical process, part human, part object, and part mystical. Skulls are powerfully symbolic objects anchored in the human psyche, imbued with spiritual and magical power. The head/skull is the seat of the individual’s identity, and we recognise people from their visages’ unique facial features. Furthermore, the skull is also where spiritual and supernatural energy reside, as it is also a symbol of death, of the human crossing of the last horizon, and of the upending disappearance into oblivion as memory fades. It is the symbol of the loss of loved ones, the ultimate representation of the human condition. 
My portfolio is oriented towards how, during the late Neolithic and Early Bronze Age in the Near East, religion in the form of funerary cults interacted with social structure. I am very interested in how the mortuary practice acted as a tool to support the social order, and how religion participated in the sedimentation and solidification of the collective framework. My site analysis will focus on Çatalhöyük as a precursor to the emerging new social order.
In the history of humankind, there was a moment when the egalitarian world of the hunter-gatherers, a world of magic, of shamanism, a world populated by countless spirits, started to crystallise into an ordered, more sedentary, and socialy segmented society in which religion, economy and power were slowly shaping new lifestyles (Sterelny 2020:311-312-314 – Eswaran 2024:8). AN1955-565 was at there, at the emergence of the new order. The late Neolithic saw the inception of a new way of life, shaped by sedentarism, specialisation and the creation of social classes. While the material culture available is limited, we can still try to make sense of it. From my perspective, the Ashmolean Jericho Skull, while being a single object, should be considered just as one of the Plastered Skulls; it has been processed similarly and for a similar purpose. AN1955-565 should not be considered as an isolated object; it represents a singular and enigmatic cultural phenomenon which occurred consistently at several locations during the aceramic Neolithic between the southern Levant and central Anatolia. 
Skull biography – time and identity?
The deceased selected for transmutation into plastered skulls had a history written within the community’s memory, like any other member. But then their physical remains were chosen, and through their processing, they lost their previous identity. The previous identity ingrained in the remains was not erased or forgotten; it was simply separated, dissociated from the skull and its new history, left aside while the remains were imbued with a special power. A ceremonial power, a ritual power, a power to bridge the physical world with the spiritual one. It could be argued that the skull biography, while acknowledging its previous history as an individual, begins with the separation of the head/skull from the post-cranial remains and continues for an extended period of time after the reburial of the plastered head in public areas. 
How was one chosen to undergo skull transmorgification?
From which individual, following what criteria, were the skulls chosen, taken for metamorphosis? It seems that the donors were chosen either randomly or simply following a rule of need and availability. An interesting observation to be made is that at all the sites where plastered skulls were discovered, the number of burials found never matched the settlement's population – what happened to the missing remains? The second observation is that not all dead become ancestors. The third observation is that funerary practices varied widely between careful intra-mural burials under house floors – of which only some were chosen to be decapitated and become head-sculpture – (Watkins, 2009:222-223) to simple disposal of the remains in a rubbish pit (Watkins 2010:627). We could conclude that, in some specific instances, careful burial was granted, but that more often, disposing of the dead without ceremony was just how it was done. Furthermore, some of the bodies found in refuse pits have been decapitated, indicating that their heads have been chosen for processing and probably buried somewhere else, awaiting processing, while the bodies were abandoned in the pit. 
There is also no discernible pattern in gender or age-group choices within the head selected for cranial modification (Fletcher et al 2008:317). Fletcher also suggests that the fact that an individual had been subjected to cranial shaping as an infant could have been a criterion for selection for head plastering (Fletcher et al 2008:318). It is also expected that they come from a specific category within the community, maybe connected by kinship or function. It is also possible that, as the plastered skulls may have been supposed to recreate the community, or intercede for the collectivity after death, they may have possessed a strong social and spiritual power when they were alive. It could also be argued that it is possible that the ancestors were designated to become part of a memorial cult representing or celebrating the community as a whole (Kuijt, 1996:317). However, it could be argued that the skulls’ past individuality did not matter, since after plastering, they no longer represented a specific individual. In any case, the plastering process would have erased any particularity of the skulls, transforming them from individuals into symbols used for ceremonial purposes. 
Scholarship related to plastered skulls and crania
Katlheen Kenyon, who discovered the first of the plastered skulls in 1953, wrote extensively on the subject as part of her archaeological work in the Levant. During the decades following Kenyon’s discovery, lacking post-cranial data – i.e. pelvis – the scholarly consensus was that the skulls were evidence of an Ancestor Cult honouring high elite male ancestors. Kenyon discarded relatively early the idea that the skulls could have been defeated enemy trophies. The Elder Male Ancestors worship theory was accepted until the early 2000s, when Michelle Bonogofsky started to examine the skulls with new scientific approaches and modern technologies and observed that the skulls were randomly mixed in age and sex (Bonogofsky, 2003:1-10; 2004:118-119). This latest observation definitely invalidated the Venerable Ancestors or the Hero Ancestors cult theories. 
There is also a large corpus of ethnographic literature, mainly from the first half of the 20th Century, concerning head and skull processing and worship. These can help in giving some context to the importance of the head in pre-industrialised societies. Finally, in the past two decades, a lot of work has been done to understand and make sense of the plastered skulls. Historians like Karina Croucher (2006), Yuval Goren (2001), Trevor Watkins and Ian Kuijt, to mention only a few, have been investigating the skulls and focusing on how they were made and on the complex social interactions with the Neolithic community. The main perspective is that skull rituals are a psycho-social response to the rising level of stress caused by not only the consequences of the sedentarisation process but also by the demographic explosion and the new non-equalitarian lifestyle. It is to be noted that Kuijt has been investigating the connection between skull removal and social equality and collective peace (1996:317:330).
Despite the somewhat limited contextual information available, the plastered skulls have been part of an important and larger scholarly discussion concerning the late Neolithic in the Near East and how it may have enabled the emergence of the first city-states and states (Eswaran, 2024:3-4) and the first structured religions.
AN-1955-565: practical, artistic, symbolic and social context.
A plastered skull is not just a remodelled deceased human skull; death alone is not enough to make an ancestor; there must be an ontological mutation. Ancestors have to be made, metamorphosed by performing dedicated funerary rituals associated with a very specific post mortem processing of the remains, including the following actions:
	1. Primary burial (sometimes following postmortem decapitation and burial in separate location of the cranial and postcranial remains, probably accordingly to status)
2. Skull retrieval (maybe after years)
3. Excarnation and cleaning
4. Filling, plastering and painting  loss of the original, living identity
5. Drying
6. Participation in rituals or celebrations
7. Reburial at the end of use

	List of the different phases of existence of the plastered skulls, partially inspired by Kuijt (2008, 175)



Some of these steps could have been integrated into a domestic or collective ceremony/celebration. Some phases would have been more practical, but we could expect that all were part of the transmutation ritual, allowing the relic to take its place within the community. Furthermore, the skull shows the care, expertise and artistic skills applied by the craftsman/priest/artist during the transmogrification. These objects were made with great attention to detail and dedication; they were of importance to the community.
Skull’s agency and intrinsic spiritual properties
After its metamorphosis, AN1955-565 was charged with transient energy and meaning, existing only for a limited period in our world while rooted forever in the liminal space between and within life and death, materiality and mysticism. Objects as this transcend their own physicality. They metamorphosed for a limited period into a symbol which allows the performance of rituals and the creation of a connection with the world beyond the veil. Existing in both past and present, AN1955-565 was able to reinforce the community by reducing the social and temporal disparities, establishing a timeless, safe and unified feeling of belonging to a collectivity and its past, redeeming the day-to-day stress, difficulties, hardship and the emerging social segmentation. 
Not much is known about the ceremonies and rituals performed, but if we extrapolate from later historical and ethographic knowledge, it would have been a mix of communication with the spirit world and apotropaic magic to ensure the health, success, and fertility of the collective. Furthermore, the participation in these ceremonies performed using skulls like AN1955-565 would have been able to create an overwhelming, timeless sense of kinship and of safety among the participants – a feeling of inclusion and belonging supposed to be stronger than the feeling of lost freedom and individuality. 
It appears that the skulls were reburied after an undetermined period of use. They were, however, often reburied in communal places, in courtyards, between houses, in locations where they could continue to extend their protective energy.
From loose burial practices to “Unified Memory Relics”
Watkins (2010:627) suggests that since human remains were often discarded in rubbish pits, it may have been a common practice to bury the dead without ceremony, but that certain ceremonies really needed the presence of the dead – i.e. plastered skulls—to be conducted. This is supported by numerous occurrences of bodies discarded after postmortem decapitation, without ceremony, into the refuse pits. This led to the conclusion that only the heads were important for processing and the subsequent ceremonies, while the rest of the remains were not. However, the fact that only some of the skulls came from intramural burials indicates that no class or elite status influenced the choice of the donor of the processed skulls. At the same time, the skulls’ original identities were lost during their transformation and were replaced by a collective integrated memory and identity encompassing the whole community and its history. 
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