To what extent do ‘revenant burials’ indicate a fear of the dead returning?

[bookmark: _GoBack]There are confusions and there is a grey area about the differences between a ghost and a revenant.[footnoteRef:1] A revenant is generally considered to be a deceased person who is able to access their body. Weaver remarks that the revenants are sometimes referred to as ‘solid ghosts’ but more often are referred to as a revenant which comes from the Latin of returning.[footnoteRef:2] Revenant burials are not very common and are very unusual type of burial. In revenant burial a person would be prevented from returning in case they did become a revenant after they died. These represented fears people had about death, that people would go against the natural order to return to their bodies. Weaver also remarks that 'Revenants are feared because it is believed that they leave their graves at night for the explicit purpose of harming the living'.[footnoteRef:3] This suggests that people feared revenants in case they harmed them. This essay will focus on ancient Greek revenant burials found in Kamarina, Sicily.  [1:  Felton. 2010. Weaver. 2015]  [2:  Weaver 2015: 213]  [3:  Weaver 2015:213] 

There are different types of revenant burials with different methods of keeping the person in their grave. Some methods appear more desperate and fearful than others. The most extreme forms place heavy stones or other weights to pin the body down or involve the body being desecrated through dismemberment or the use of stakes or nails being driven into the corpse. Other revenant burials simply turn the body to face downwards or otherwise cover the body with jars or slabs that would prevent a body rising but do not in any other way harm the body. This type appears to show more respect for the body and the different types of burial suggest different types of revenant or levels of threat. The graves alone do not give enough evidence as to why these types of burials took place because there are so few of them. The literary texts that refer to revenants provide some reasoning behind why these burials take place. There is no certain explanation as to why these burials occur but instead clues and fragments that archaeologist and historians have put together.  There may have once been an ancient source that detailed information about revenant burial but they have been lost. 
Here the evidence from the graves is compared with the literary accounts and folklore to build a picture of the practises and beliefs that surround them. The evidence suggests that there was a genuine fear about revenants and people returning from their graves but the threat was limited to certain groups or individual types of people.
There are several accounts of revenants from ancient sources whereby people wake up whilst being buried or cremated. These writings are not considered to be myth or folklore. Pliny, in book 7 of his Natural Histories writes about a man who woke up on a funeral pyre but could not be saved and he died twice.[footnoteRef:4] Pliny also talks about a person being buried and walking home and Plato, in his Republic discusses a man who had died and who woke up on the funeral pyre and was able to be saved, he then told people what he had experienced.[footnoteRef:5] These accounts are not like mythological accounts which have mysterious and unrealistic aspects to them. The accounts given here by Pliny and Plato are anecdotal accounts which modern scientists would be able to explain. There may have been a misdiagnosis in declaring the person deceased and the person may have been in a coma or unconscious. The ancient Greeks may not have had a way to explain this so looked to revenants and myth for the answers. Herodotus writes about a man who appears to be moving on the funeral pyre.[footnoteRef:6] This could have been due to the gasses moving and being released from the body once the person had died.[footnoteRef:7] The accounts given of people waking up once they have been cremated as given by the ancient sources would have inspired fear for people about others waking up once they had died.  [4:  Pliny. NH. 7.52]  [5:  Pliny. NH. 7.52; Plato. Rep. 10.614b]  [6:  Hdt. Hist. 9.120]  [7:  Weaver. 2015: 215] 

There is another ancient writing that talks about revenants but this has a more supernatural aspect to it although it does not fall into the myth and folklore category. Phlegon, a Greek writer whose work only survives in fragments and through the work of other ancient authors, notes that there is a soldier who was stabbed and died in battle, he was standing up at midday giving omens before dying again. The generals were 'shaken' and decided to quickly cremate him.[footnoteRef:8] This is very similar to mythological accounts where someone arises from the dead and there are no scientific explanations to understand why it happens. This passage is similar to mythological accounts as they often try to dispose of the body in a way that the dead can not return again such as the man who Pausanias writes about who needs to be buried so the attacks of the people stop.[footnoteRef:9] Some of the accounts have more supernatural aspects even though they are not quite folklore or myth. These accounts also add to the fear of dead returning and the necessity of the body being disposed of in the correct way.  [8:  Felton. 2010: 29; Phlegon. Mir. 3]  [9:  Paus. 9.38.5] 

	A number of narratives including folklore tales and myths from ancient Greece talk about revenants returning from the dead and add a more fantasy aspect to the return. They contribute to the fears of the dead returning. The story of Tesmesa as told by Pausanias and Strabo gives details of a man who was one of Odysseus’ soldiers until he raped a woman and was stoned to death. The man was left unburied and had to be given tribute and a sanctuary dedicated to him to stop him attacking people. As a revenant the regularly returns to the world of the living however, one day he was defeated and disappeared in the ocean. This story of a revenant is different from others, as the revenant is defeated rather than the body disposed of. This passage talks about a ghost but Felton and Ogden point out that in order for the deceased to be able to physically attack people he must be a revenant not a ghost. [footnoteRef:10] Felton points out that the ancient Greeks had no word for a revenant which contributes to the confusion and conflict around the meaning of the word revenant.[footnoteRef:11] Pausanias also writes about a hero ghost attacking people. The Delphic oracle was consulted who told the people to bury the dead solider and build a monument in his honour and attach it to rock.[footnoteRef:12] Both of these passages play on the aspect that people have a duty to ensure the burial of the deceased is completed otherwise they may return. Weaver also suggests that those who die before their time or die a violent death will return from the grave.[footnoteRef:13] Narrative, folklore and myths add a more fantasy aspect about revenants returning to the dead and can enhance the fear of leaving a person unburied.  [10:  Ogden. 2002: 176; Felton. 2010:26 ]  [11:  Felton. 2010: 26]  [12:  Felton. 2010: 27; Paus. 9.38.5]  [13:  Weaver. 2015: 214] 

	The case studies of the graves in Kamarina show the differences in revenant burials and show that people did fear that others could return from the grave. Sixty six percent of the burials at Kamarina were on their back.[footnoteRef:14] There will have been some people who were buried on their side, but there will have been a small portion of people who were buried face down. This is significant as it is believed it would confuse the dead if they were to rise, showing that people feared that the dead might return. However, Weaver believes that there are two tombs that are ‘unique’ and of significance because they are different from the others.[footnoteRef:15] Tomb 653 contains an adult who was ill throughout their lifetime. This was established through an investigation of the remains that showed severe malnutrition through their teeth and bones. Their head and feet are pinned down by ‘large amphora fragments’. [footnoteRef:16] This could suggest the amphorae are there to prevent the corpse from rising. If the person was ill and physical deformed, they would deviate from the social norms and sit outside of the social spheres. The person could have also been killed by violence which Ogden provides as a reason why a ghost or revenant may want to rise out of their grave.[footnoteRef:17] Tomb 693 contains a child of 8-13 who had no signs of disease, and he had ‘five large stones put onto his body’.[footnoteRef:18] The child could have been considered a potential revenant as those who died before their time were thought to come back and rise from their grave.[footnoteRef:19] The graves in Kamarina show that people were afraid of people coming back from the dead.  [14:  Weaver 2015: 212]  [15:  Weaver. 2015: 212]  [16:  Weaver. 2015: 213]  [17:  Ogden. 2002: 146]  [18:  Weaver. 2015: 212]  [19:  Ogden 2002: 146] 

There are a number of types of revenants such as those who have died before their time, died in a violent way and those that attack and cause problems when they return from the grave. This accounts for the differences in burials and the different methods of keeping corpses in their graves. The myths demonstrate the culturally held beliefs about the afterlife and the underworld. The revenants are seen to go against the journey of the spirt by returning to the world of the living. The evidence from the graves is compared with literary accounts and folklore. The ancient sources give details of people being woken up whilst being cremated. They also talk about the necessity of making sure the body is buried properly. The myth and folklore accounts add a supernatural element and talk of those dead before their time returning. The case studies at Kamarina show they ways in which people would stop the deceased returning from the grave. This could be done through placing weighted objects on to the corpse.  The evidence suggests that there was a fear about revenants and people returning from the grave but the threat was constricted to certain groups of people. 
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