Ritual and Ceremony

Introduction
In this session we are going to explore religious practices using archaeological approaches. Specifically our aim is to explore:
· What can archaeology tell us about ritual?
· What are the theoretical problems involved in approaching ritual through archaeology?
Our focus is on rituals/ritualized behaviour: the archaeological evidence for cult practices and the enactment of ceremony. This builds upon a particular definition of religion situated in anthropological theory:
Durkheim: “religion is a set of beliefs and practices by which a society represents itself to itself” (cited in Insoll 2004, p. 6, my emphasis).
Durrans (2000: 59) Religion is a “system of collective public actions which conform to rules (“ritual”) and usually express beliefs” (my emphasis)

Defining Ritual
Please read Bowie 2000 (Chapter 6).
Ritual is physical action, movement, communication, exoteric knowledge combined. Ritual comprises routine (repeated) actions, perhaps at designated times, specialized equipment, altered manner of speech. It is an element of religion but is not synonymous with religion (which includes belief systems & a concept of the sacred). Archaeologists however, have a tendency to conflate ritual and religion in their writings.
Anthropological definitions of ritual emphasis performance, prescribed formalized behaviour (it is formulaic not spontaneous), and its transformative power (from the everyday to “an alternative context within which the everyday is transformed” (Alexander cited in Bowie 2000, p. 153). It might be considered to be ceremonial or symbolic – that is to say that it is distinct from the repetitive activities of daily life. Above all anthropological approaches stress the individuality of ritual within distinct cultural contexts – although it might be possible to define characteristics of ritual these will always be culturally specific; there is no over-riding rule.
Tambiah defines ritual as “a culturally constructed system of symbolic communication” (cited in Bowie 2000, p. 155) – it is formulaic and prescribed by convention: a patterned, repetitive ordered sequence of words, gestures, actions. Whether or not these words and gestures have meaning is not necessarily the case.
According to Bell (1997) ritual comprises the following:
· Formalism: formality of activities/actions;
· Traditionalism: attempting to make a set of actions appear consistent with (identical to) older cultural precedents;
· Invariance: actions are marked by precise repetition;
· Rule governance: control over actions.

Ritual as Performance: There is an overriding emphasis on performance in the definitions of ritual discussed above. 
· The participants in ritual are enacting a role;
· The sequence of actions is ordered and prescribed;
· The action might involve the use of special objects (equipment);
· Often a special space will be used.
In contrast to theatre the function of this performance is transformative rather than entertainment; it is intended to effect change.
A key aspect of religious ritual in the ancient Mediterranean was through the performance of processions to mark special occasions. These were moments of highly visual display and a particular use of space. Processions were high ceremony intended to bring together members of a community, a means of expressing their identity and sense of belonging. One of the best examples from the ancient world was the Panathenaic Procession in ancient Athens, which ran from the Ceremonial gate into Athens (The Pompeian), through the Agora and up to the grand entrance into the city’s sacred space on the Acropolis. Diverse elements of Athenian society were included in the large, elaborate procession, the ultimate aim of which was to bring a new peplos for the ancient and sacred olivewood statue of Athena. The unique sense of Athenian identity embodied by the Panathenaic Procession is illustrated by the frieze decoration around the inner cella of the Parthenon.

Ritual Violence: Girard (cited in Bowie 2000) argues that violence lies at the heart of ritual, as is most evident in the practice of sacrifice. Sacrifice is a sacred obligation which is only neglected at great peril; the sacrificial victim deflects violence or peril that otherwise would be vented upon members of the community. Sacrifice therefore is intended to protect a community’s members, to restore harmony and reinforce social bonds. This is achieved by substituting the sacrificial victim for the community itself: it is the displacement of violence.
Bremmer (2007) explores the use of scapegoat ritual in the ancient Mediterranean – a practice which stretches back as far as the 3rd millennium BC in the ancient city state of Ebla (Syria), and is also attested in the Hittite Empire of the later 2nd millennium and in Classical Greece. Common to all these rituals was the information they communicate about their society, its values and belief systems and its power structures. First and foremost the scapegoat ritual embodies notions of class and gender: the ritual performance was enacted by the male elite (kings or priests) and the scapegoat was invariably animals, women or male slaves. It also encapsulated beliefs about community, belonging and the distinction between us and them (we and the enemy).

Identifying Ritual in the Archaeological Record
How might archaeologist identify ritual practice in the absence of written sources or oral testimony? This is incredibly complex but there are certain aspects of ritualized practice to bear in mind which might help us. Firstly we should not that ritualized practices are formalized and repetitive; we might expect them to be repeated within the same space over long periods of time, possibly creating a build up of deposits in the archaeological record. Ritual behaviour might be communal or private – we should consider both public and domestic spaces. We might expect ritualized activity to be performed in special locations (see below for the archaeological identification of these) and associated with specialized, formalized material(s), and equipment. Finally, ritual behaviour might be destructive. Archaeologically the following have been identified with ritual performance:
· Structured deposition;
· Feasting and consumption;
· Fragmentation (“killing”).
In addition we should consider representational evidence – for which we have a rich resource in the Bronze Age Aegean.

Structured deposition: inferring meaningful and deliberate deposition of specific items (animal bones, ritual equipment, human remains) frequently in special locations (such as foundation deposits, hoards, burials) as evidence for ritualized activity. This type of structured deposition is distinct from the routine, daily discard of refuse, perhaps in pits or middens. Objects are deliberately removed from circulation and are placed (presumably within a highly visual ceremony) in a special place. As such these objects might be all considered as defunct or no longer functional – however it might be better to consider the act of burial as an important phase in the life of the object – the intentionality of the act suggests that the object is being used ceremonially/symbolically to forge new social relations between the community and the spiritual realm.
“The deposition of artefacts did not necessarily mark the end of use-life but the beginning of a new phase in object biography; buried artefacts continued their life as a part of a place, the lived-in environment” (Herva 2005, 224).
Foundation deposits are typically placed beneath important buildings, such as temples and palaces, and usually comprise high status, prestige objects fashioned from stone, metal or faience. Archaeologists usually interpret these as the material residue of ritual, ceremonial action, frequently associated with pouring of libations, intended to commemorate the construction of these important buildings.
At Late Bronze Age Arediou Vouppes (Cyprus) several instances of structured deposit have been identified within a substantial central storage building (Building 2). Perhaps the most important of these were a massive, pristine stone quern (weighing 88kg) thrown in a well in the southernmost room of the building and a broken water jug buried beneath the southern wall of the building: both of which indicate the importance of water to the community. The deposition of the quern in particular stands out as a significant event in the life of the community: it would probably have taken two people to manoeuvre the quern into the room and to place it in the well.
Hoards are particularly common in European Bronze Age society.
“The hoard is there because buried and never retrieved. If retrieval was never intended, then it is a cult or votive offering” (Hawkes cited in Knapp 1988, 147).
This practice constitutes the deliberate removal of wealth from circulation. For archaeologists the problem lies in differentiating between a votive deposit and founder’s hoards (such as many of the gold hoards from Troy) or hoards hidden in times of stress which were not subsequently retrieved. Archaeologists such as Bradley and Knapp have suggested that votive hoards were effectively gifts (presumably made to a supernatural entity) and that these are characterized by: uniqueness, skill and complexity in their production (both equating to their perceived cultural value), deposition in irretrievable contexts and possibly killing or sacrificial destruction. These are “gifts” which are removed from circulation, thereby meaning they could not be passed on as gifts in future exchanges. Votive hoards might include the deposit of finely carved Mycenaean and Near Eastern ivories found beneath the Artemeision on Delos. Osborne however, notes that more humble objects might equally be offered as gifts to the gods.

Ritual consumption: there have been countless discussions in the archaeological literature of the ritual consumption of food and drink. Criteria used to identify these include:
· Deposits of quantities of faunal remains in special contexts, frequently distinct from everyday domestic refuse (remains of sacrifice and feasting;
· Accumulations of specialized serving and drinking equipment (perhaps in fine ceramic wares or precious materials);
· Possibly libation vessels – allowing the supernatural also to partake of the feast;
· The identification of specialized communal locations where such activities might take place;
· Representational evidence.
These convivial gatherings were an important element of community life, a means of establishing social bonds and an expression of identity. A good example of a compilation of archaeological evidence as to demonstrate ceremonial feasting is Wright’s (2004) discussion of this activity in the Mycenaean world.

Fragmentation theory and “killing” of ritual equipment is another route to exploring the archaeological debris of ritual activity. Some special ritual equipment might be deliberately removed from circulation, and possibly broken, perhaps to be deposited in hoards, placed in tombs, or dedicated at religious sites. Fragmentation, therefore, assumes the deliberate breakage and considered burial of “special purpose objects” such as ritual equipment. After certain objects were used within formalized practices, and the relationships articulated by their use were established, the object needed to be removed from circulation. The obvious solution would be its ritual destruction (Chapman 2000: 24-6). Chapman also proposes that some of these special, ritual objects were made with the express intent of being broken as part of their life-cycle. The example he cites is Jomon figurines from Japan. There is also evidence for fragmented objects deposited ritually in the Bronze and Iron Age Mediterranean. One such example is a famous Early Iron Age warrior burial from Athens, with a “killed” sword intentionally placed around the neck of the cremation urn. Other examples include Minoan and Mycenaean bull’s head rhyta (libation vases), which Rehak (1995) has suggested were crafted specifically to be used and ritually broken in religious ceremonies as a simulacrum for bull sacrifice.

Identifying Ritual Spaces in the Archaeological Record
Please read Renfrew 1986
Following excavation of a Late Bronze Age sanctuary at Phylakopi (on Melos) Renfrew developed a series of criteria archaeologists might use to identify liminal/sacred places/cult places in the archaeological record:
· Specialised sacred location: this might be a built place (shrine or sanctuary) within a settlement, which should stand out from normal domestic architecture and other public buildings (see next point), or a special location in the natural landscape such as a mountain-top site, a spring, a sacred grove, or a cave;
· Sacred architecture: this might include altars, podium, temples, hearths, boundary/enclosure walls delimiting the special space;
· Ritual paraphernalia: for example cult statues, grotesque images, masks, specialised equipment for feasting and pouring libations, sacrificial equipment etc;
· Devices for focusing attention of the participants of cult.
Renfrew argued that an area perceived to be sacred or liminal is likely to be rich in repeated symbols.

Using these criteria for the definition of ritual and the identification of ritual in the archaeological record in the next session we will go on to explore these aspects in more detail. Our specific case study will be the Minoan peak sanctuary.
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