1500414-CLCS6015-Jan2018


To what extent do ‘revenant burials’ indicate a fear of the dead returning?
In ancient Greece, revenant burials appear to be a common practice carried out in order to prevent the dead from returning after being buried. Largely, these burial patterns are thought to be administered out of fear that the dead will return. Other suggestions indicate a fear of being buried alive. Archaeological evidence shows several methods which were used to make sure this would not happen. In addition, literary sources reveal rituals, ceremonies and sacrifices which were regarded as vital in keeping away these revenants from the living world. Furthermore, folklore tales and legends of revenants are used to explain why these cultural practices were carried out at all. This essay will discuss what it was that the living feared about the dead and will compare the methods put in place to stop the dead returning, shown in the several archaeological uncovered graves. In addition, it will give ancient accounts of the living dead and how these accounts link to the fear felt by the living. Furthermore, I argue that fear, to a great extent, was the reason for so many revenant burials.
In order to discuss revenant burials in ancient Greece, we must first define what a revenant is by classical definitions and cultural understandings of this term. In ancient Greek culture, both fear and supplication were the responses of the living toward the deceased. Their view of the deceased was often the ‘belief that corpses are able to reanimate and exist in a state that is neither living nor dead, but rather undead.’
 Furthermore, they are said to be feared as they leave their graves at night in order to bring harm to the living.
 These definitions of a revenant therefore gave the living Greeks something to fear, therefore the concept of a revenant burial was an ideal solution to this fear. 
What, however, was it that the Greeks actually feared about a loved one returning from the dead? And where do these fears originate? Several crossovers between ghosts and revenants offer some light on the matter of the Greeks’ fears. For example, there were categories of the deceased that were especially feared; those were the people who were dead before their time (aoroi) such as children, murder victims and suicide. Those who had died via violence (biaiothanatoi) such as soldiers. And those who had not received proper burial rites, or not buried at all (ataphoi). 
 Garland supports this concept, stating that the Greeks especially feared murderers and their victims.
 Furthermore, Parry argues that these particular categories are feared most because ‘the victim has been forced to relinquish life prematurely with the result that his embittered ghost is liable to return to afflict the survivors unless the appropriate propitiatory rituals are carried out’.
 In addition to these thoughts about who a revenant is and what they may potentially do, literary sources provide us with accounts of characters coming back from the dead. One example of this is Euripides’ Alcestis. This tells us of Admetus, a king who wishes to live past his prophecised death date. To do this, he has to find someone who will take his place in death. Alcestis, his wife, volunteers for this. When Heracles brings Alcestis back from the dead, she is proclaimed as ‘alive and dead’.
 Alcestis however, appears only physically as herself, but what went into Hades, did not completely come back as Alcestis when she was truly alive.
 This passage therefore shows how a revenant is not completely the same being as when they were alive. Essentially they are not a reminder of the loved one’s loss anymore. This could understandably invoke fear into the living as no one would wish to come back as merely a figure without memory or emotion, so revenant burials could be carried out to prevent the dead from enduring this reanimation.
Understandably, the living would put certain measures in place in order to prevent the deceased from rising. We have evidence of this in graves uncovered in Kamarina, a Greek colony in Sicily.
 The most notable of these methods was the placing of giant weights on top of the deceased in order to physically stop them from rising. There was also evidence of face down burials, coverings of the face in order to confuse the deceased, and even evidence of bodies being staked or pinned down in their graves.
 Cohen notes that by deconstructing the dead, it meant that one could not return as the physical body was not intact.
 Danforth adds to this by explaining that suspected revenants would sometimes be hacked to pieces or burned so that again their body would be unusable.
 The burials at Kamarina only offer us a glimpse into what surrounded this burial pattern. For example, it does not give us clues as to whether any sacrifices were made, or if there was anything else ceremonial other than the placing of the weights. In addition, it is unknown whether later rituals were carried out for these corpses in order to keep them happy in death.
In addition to the burials being appropriately prevented from rising, there would, even long after burial, be rituals, ceremonies, and sacrifices which would all be used in order to keep the dead happy and away from the living so as not to haunt and harm them. Placatory measures were often put in place not just to allow the living to grieve, it would be used keep the dead remaining dead. Garland quotes that doors would be covered with pitch to prevent the dead from wandering into houses, as they were believed to rise from their graves and wander round.
 From the regular rituals and sacrifices that would often be made, it is clear that in a world where the living and the dead should be naturally distant, there is in fact, a lot of communication that has to take place between the two worlds that brings them together in order for this to happen, therefore there is somewhat of an irony in the revenant burial traditions.

Garland offers an opposing theory as to why revenant burials took place. As opposed to them being done out of fear, he in fact suggests that they are done out of pity for the dead.
 The idea is developed from Homer’s perceptions and descriptions of the dead in the Odyssey when Odysseus encounters the ‘shades’ of the underworld.
 the way in which the dead are represented in the underworld is as ‘Mere shadows of their former selves’.
 They are from all walks of life and appear to be eternised as the way they died. They are  ‘deadlocked in time, conscious of loss, out of touch with the world above, lacking the strength of the living, yet preserving everlastingly their wounds, their rancour, their hatred’.
 What is interesting about this passage is that Homer is making it accessible for the living and dead to be of the same world, when tradition strives to separate the two. This passage in the Odyssey evokes pity in those who learn of such heroes as Achilles, once a hero in life, now a remorseful, trapped, wounded soul in death.
 These feelings of pity may therefore have been a reason for the revenant burials and constant rituals- a way of easing the eternity of woefulness that is suggested to come in death.
It can be said then that much of what the burial patterns set out to achieve is largely due to the fear of the dead returning to haunt and inflict harm on the living, especially when it concerns those who have been taken before their time. The archaeological evidence suggests this to be true, seen by the large weights preventing their rising. However, what differs are the methods used to restrict the dead and whether or not further rituals would be carried out to keep their ‘spirit’ there too. Furthermore, the folklore tales of ancient Greece offer different insights into revenants and ho they are depicted when they encounter the living. In addition, it may not always necessarily be fear which prompted the living to bury the dead in this way, it may also be due to pity towards the eternal life which the dead now lead.
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