Death essay
What does the study of archaeological remains – ancient burials, cemeteries, tombs etc. - tell us about ancient burial practices and/or beliefs in an afterlife? Discuss in relation to one of the case studies covered in the module.chosen case study is the upper palaeolithic sunghir burials

Death and burying the dead are keystones of human culture and the earliest burials have been recorded as far back as the palaeolithic era(surgue lea, 2018). an example of ancient death rites has been found in Sunghir an area just northwest of Moscow  (Erik Trinkaus 1, 2018) this site originally begun excavation 50 years prior. studies about this ancient land have been conducted continuously on it until everything believed to be of note was recovered. Although finding these bodies is a significant thing there is also a lot that can be said about the ethics of uncovering and excavating these graves that has been left in the ground for so long. Clearly these graves were not meant to uncovered and these grave goods (Erik Trinkaus 1, 2018) are meant to buried and sealed with their person or peoples who were buried with these grave goods.one of the issues with the discovered bodies in thee sunghir excavation, is how the bodies are treated differently in death. So, questions remain about how to interpret this. Additionally, it is important to look at what information can be gleaned from sunghir and the cites it has produced and using the information we find on the burials we can peer into the past and find information about the beliefs the sunghir people had in relation to death burial and the afterlife (Erik Trinkaus 1, 2018). The uniqueness of sunghir burials, in relation to the modern burials of today are not to be understanded as they have unique burial styles as well as burial items that could potentially be inalienable wealth to the people that were buried with these items. During this essay the sunghir burials will be analysed and looked over in order to examine the relationship the sunghir people had with death and the afterlife.

The excavation of the sunghir graves demonstrate palaeolithic practices of this enigmatic group of people, but thanks to these graves we can view what the people who dies here wore (at least when being buried). There were ten burials in sunghir (Erik Trinkaus 1, 2018) these three are believed to be because these people had different standings in society  or at least there were different burial rites for certain ages as there is confirmation that burial two and three are both younger than burial one (Erik Trinkaus 1, 2018). Burial one in sunghir is a single adult male skeleton adorned with red ochre and thousands of different pieces mammoth ivory jewellery(Trinkaus and Buzhilova, 2012). The mammoth ivory actually points to a high standing as well as having the “inalienable wealth” which is defined as wealth that can only be wealth for one person, there are examples such as a particularly important item that has emotional meaning to them but may not have any monetary value(Weiner, 1985). How this body passed on can actually tell us a fair amount about this person’s profession and life as due to the injuries we can see that the injuries are trauma that indicate a hunter lifestyle that ended abruptly due to an accident that put this man to rest in this grave only to be discovered some long time later buries six feet in sunghir. In fact there is further lends credence to this as during the palaeolithic era humans began to cultivate advanced technology and create more complex and sophisticated objects. The only people who could wear these adornments are people who recovered these thousands upon thousands of mammoth ivories themselves or with the help of a team, interestingly this does lend a significant amount of evidence towards the death of this individual being hunting related(Trinkaus et al., 2014).
  Burial two and three are actually buried together. The bodies are laid head to head bodies facing away from each other(Trinkaus et al., 2014). These bodies are also adorned with ochre and other burial goods. But how they are laid down is particularly interesting as the wat these corpses are buried together tells us that the two people were important to each other a cultural sense. These corpses appear to have some close relationship with each other, in the eyes of their culture. The palaeolithic cite is actually an area of interest for many archaeologists as these are some of the earliest examples of homo sapiens that were buried using a complex methodology(surgue lea, 2018). These two corpses are interesting as they have had an abnormal development in their skeletal structure(Guatelli-Steinberg, Buzhilova and Trinkaus, 2013)  indicating at either having deficiencies from birth or due to outside influences like disease or famine (Erik Trinkaus 1, 2018) these abnormalities range from bowed legs to enamel hypoplasia. Both of these indicate that there were periods of immense stress during the period in which these children grew up but also can tell us that the sunghir people are a group that will use what ever human power they have on hand as it was a group that needed to survive. There is also much to be said about the very fact that we found these bodies and that these ones were preserved the longest. It is certainly a possibility that these individuals’ corpses and graves were lucky enough to survive at least 30,000 years, or that there were precautions taken to bury these individuals in a much more secure way that before. Due to the amount of burial goods, there does seem to be a major importance on these individuals. But due to the nature of archaeology we cannot say for sure if these people were a class that had more importance placed on them then everyone else in the sunghir tribe.
Due to the age of sunghir being circa 30,000-34,000 years old there is almost no real way to tell exactly what the burial of a person or even animal meant to these tribes. But the grave goods that have been found in the graves serve as an excellent indicator of how this society lived and what they were capable of as a mass gathering of Homo sapiens. This leads to the grave goods found in burial two and three as they are both interesting from an archaeological perspective. They consist of the red ochre that had been previously seen in burial one but also a long spear that is laid on top of both children. The reason for this is unknown but it is worth theorising about as there is many potential reasons for this spear being laid down how it is. An interesting theory is that the spear was a familial object that would have meant something important to these two people but sadly died before they could use it or do anything with his object. There is also 5000 beads that had been buried with these people and also a number of fox teeth (Erik Trinkaus 1, 2018). This means that there is a cultural significance to these beads as all 10 of these burials possess them, this also goes the same for the fox teeth as they are also in the other graves as well. The implication of the fox teeth being in a majority of these graves implies that there is some meaning ascribed to fox teeth by the sunghir people. Sunghir three also include ivory discs which lends further credence to the idea that the sunghir people were proficient hunter and even specialised in larger animals for the purposes of creating these ritual objects that allow you to have this much ivory and teeth. This could mean that the idea of hunting these animals has some extreme cultural importance to this ancient tribe. (Erik Trinkaus 1, 2018).
Sunghir 5 is of some interest and has some unique points of interest to the archaeological record. Although the recovered skeleton is just an isolated cranium the skull can tell us a lot about the person who once has this bone. For example it has been determined that the cranium is a 30-50 year old (Erik Trinkaus 1, 2018),but the sex has not been determined and it is very likely it will not be ever determined as it is just a fragment of the skull that was found. It is belived that the cranium has had no signs of transport so it can be believed that the grave was where this person was originally buried during the palaeolithic era. There is also a large number of things that were buried or that were included in the skull as there was a myriad of canine teeth, a flat stone manuport and ivory bead blanks. All of this indicates a consistent burial ritual and common religious or at least cultural practices that go across the b oared when it comes to people getting buried when they are part of the sunghir community. It is also possible to reason that being buried with those teeth is done to people regardless of whether or not they have completed some rite of passage as we have found a multitude of ages that are all buried with canine teeth. Interestingly the cranium was found buried about 4-5 meters from sunghir 2 but it is unknown if this is intentional or not. (Erik Trinkaus 1, 2018) 
According to Trinkaus, sunghir burial two is actually only lived for around a decade, which further lends to the idea that sunghir two had a prescribed status in the community that existed in sunghir as they would have had some, political, social, or religious standing in the community in sunghir (Erik Trinkaus 1, 2018) the fact that sunghir two was a small child is interesting as burying a child in such an extravagant grave is rare. So, this could suggest that there were enough resources in this group to facilitate a burial for the sunghir two. Alternatively, sunghir 2 could have ben buried because of their theorized position in the sunghir society and was in some high tier of this society, so much so that an extravagant burial was given to this person. If the age of this person was important or not will sadly remain unknown but the fact that this person was ten years old does seem to be significant when it comes to analysing these graves.
In conclusion the people of sunghir are a mysterious group that clearly had complex society that had its own religious and political structure. Sunghir, one tells us information about the successful hunters that existed in these times on account of the impressive amount of mammoth ivory that existed on their person, while sunghir 2 and 3 tells us that there were people with unique roles and those roles made it unique burial an option. This then leads into the point about the grave goods which shows even more evidence of a society that had an interesting relationship with bones and ivory as they all had at least some part of a foreign skeleton on their persons. of course, the blank beads show decoration and sadly there is no ways to completely determine what meaning something has as there is no way to find out what these fragments means we are left to theorize about the nature of culture, religion, and social structure. Although sunghir five just reinforces points made about sunghir one, two, and three it also asks the question of “why did sunghir one, two and three survive and five did not”. this subject of burial often asks more questions than answers but What we are capable of gleaming from the long buried dead is truly incredible
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