Ancestors, Death and Burial
Handling Human (and Animal) Bones

Today we will consider why so many ancient communities around the Mediterranean regularly handled human remains as part of funerary ritual: “the many different intermingling relationships between living and dead bodies” (Steel 2019:101). In particular we will focus on the repeated practices of handling, organising, removing, displaying etc. skulls and long bones. Traditionally these are interpreted as evidence for ancestor cult, in particular based on ethnographies such as the Berawan (secondary burials) and the Merina of Madagascar (repeated handling, movement and (re-)wrapping of human bodies in various states of decomposition.
 We will be looking at a plastic replica of a human skeleton, human skulls (real and replicas), human and animal long bones (to also consider how/why these regularly appear in burials).

1. Looking first at the complete skeleton: what practical and ideological reasons might there be for the focus on / post-mortem manipulation of a) skulls; b) long bones? 
2. Handling real and replica skulls: what responses (visceral and emotional) does this evoke in you?
a. Extrapolate this experience to the idea of handling human remains of a loved member of the community, possibly in various states of decomposition. Think about doing this in a confined and dark space, surrounded by bodies/body parts, grave goods etc. Think about sensory bombardment (look at Hamilakis 2013: archaeology of the senses).
b. Does this help you think about ideological reasons for handling skulls?
3. Handling human long bones: does this evoke a different response to the handling of skulls? Why in some cases are these carefully arranged? Why not other large bones? In some instances there is evidence of the bones being cleaned – defleshed using obsidian blades.
4. How does your physical engagement with the bones inform your understanding of ancient funerary practices? Are there too many ancestors (cf. Whitley 2002)?


5. Finally: another common theme throughout this module has been the integration of animal bones/bodies within funerary ritual. Here we have some examples of animal bones from species that have repeatedly turned up in the readings/lectures. Any observations?
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