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

It is important to begin by first establishing what a ‘revenant burial’ is and how it is being used in the context of this work. As defined by the Oxford English Dictionary, a revenant is ‘a person who has returned, especially supposedly from the dead’[footnoteRef:1]. As such, burials that are deemed ‘revenant burials’ are those which include unusual features (from the norm of that period/society), that seem to serve the purpose of preventing revenants. These features include, but are not limited to, large stone placed on bodies, stakes and posthumous decapitation. It is hard to believe that these acts were done out of anything but fear. This is what this essay shall explore: how these ‘revenant burials’ indicate a fear of the dead returning. [1:  Oxford English Dictionary Online: https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/revenant ] 


There are many reasons why people would fear the dead returning, there are also many reasons why specific people were feared to return. These can be explored by looking at the specific people who are believed to have been placed in ‘revenant burials’ and what they may have been like or have done to deserve such a burial. Anastasia Tsaliki, in her work: Unusual Burials and Necrophobia: An Insight into the Burial Archaeology of Fear, looks at specific examples of deviant burials and how they present a fear of the dead rising. She also looks at the skeletal remains of the individuals (spanning thousands of years) to determine if their physicality can give us anymore of an insight into why they were buried in such a way[footnoteRef:2]. When looking at the skeletal remains Tsaliki identifies that in most instances the individuals had physical deformities and had evidence of forced trauma. This is physical evidence that supports a long-standing theory that disabled people were often feared because of their unexplainable otherness[footnoteRef:3]. In one instance an elderly man (dating from around the eighteenth-nineteenth centuries AD, from the island of Lesbos, Greece) shows signs of disfigurement suggestive of facial paralysis due to ‘neurological problems of the facial and trigeminal nerves’[footnoteRef:4]. The man in question seems to have lived to a ripe age despite his disfigurement, not however without suffering injuries, but does appear to have been buried with metal spikes. Their exact purpose is unclear, but what is clear is that they seem to be part of a practice of revenant prevention[footnoteRef:5].  [2:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 1-14 ]  [3:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 8-14]  [4:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 13]  [5:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 11, 13-14] 

	Tsaliki also looks at some instances of people who have been buried in deviant ways not because of some physical deformity, but seemingly because of acts committed during their life. In one instance a woman from Attica, Greece (c. fourth century AD), had been cut in half and the bottom half placed level with her top half. This appears to have deliberately been done posthumously but while there was still flesh on the bones, shown by the way in which the bones are laid. The oddest thing about the burial is the presence of bones from a second individual who appears to have been a young male (of contemporary age with the female). The remains of the second individual are in no way complete and are placed between the two halves of the woman[footnoteRef:6]. The two bodies where bricked into an unused limekiln for unknown reasons, however this deviant act appears to suggest that there was fear of the pair returning. Although there is no physical evidence that explains why the couple where buried in such a way, cultural traditions of dismemberment as a punishment suggest why this burial is as it is. It very likely could be that the two were adulterous lovers of a sort, possibly even between a freeman and a slave, a relationship that is documented as being an extreme offence in Roman and Constantine law[footnoteRef:7]. Earlier in her work Tsaliki discusses how those killed for their crimes were feared to return to exact revenge upon their killers and this fear is what drives such ‘revenant burials’ as those that have been presented here[footnoteRef:8].  [6:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 10-11]  [7:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 11]  [8:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 4] 


Throughout the world and throughout time there has been a fear of the dead who have not received specific funerary rights. This is something which also comes into play when looking at the fear of revenants. Even in Ancient Greece there were specific funerary rites that had to be carried out. Failure to do so resulted in the departed soul not being able to cross over and as such remaining in a state of limbo. This was such an important part of their culture and society that Sophocles wrote a play centred around one who had been denied a burial, called ‘Antigone’.  In Sophocles’ play Antigone is denied the right to bury one brother who was infectiously killed by her other brother who was buried with full military honours. The story follows the angst of Antigone as she pleads with her uncle to be allowed to bury her brother, culminating in her own death for defying the decree[footnoteRef:9]. This shows the extent to which some would go to follow the funerary rights of the time. The very fact that Antigone was willing to risk her own life to enact the ritual shows how important it was to the people of the time as well as highlighting what a horrific punishment it would have been seen as to be denied the funerary rituals. One of the main reasons this was so important was because of fear: fear of the dead returning, or worse, their souls being hijacked by evil forces before it had a chance to cross over. Evidence of this can be seen in the aforementioned Attica burial of the woman and her suspected lover. Even though the pair where clearly being punished there was still a coin found in the limekiln tomb, suspected to be payment for Charon the ferryman to the Underworld[footnoteRef:10]. This shows that the pair had been punished in life and in death it was now Hades’ job to deal with them, but whatever their fate it was not worth the risk to the living of them not making the crossing.  [9:  Soph. Ant.]  [10:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 11] 

	This fear of the deceased not making the crossing to the other side can be traced throughout time, across countries and religions. In the Christian church it has long been a fear that babies that die before they have been baptised will not reach heaven and that their souls may wander. There was a great fear that those who had an untimely death may leave behind restless spirits, very corruptible spirits as they are still young and impressionable. It is these spirits who can be blamed for hauntings and the such like that are documented throughout history. However scary these ghosts may be they don’t necessarily relate to our ‘revenant burials’ as they do not represent a physical return from the dead. 
The physical return of the dead we see are in vampires and other such vampiric creatures. These can be traced back throughout time. Tsaliki states that the fear of the dead and its substantial impact on burial practices can be traced back to the Neolithic period and has since spread worldwide[footnoteRef:11]. It is no surprise that nearly every culture in the world has a way of dealing with their dead in specific ways and a belief about what happens after life. The unknown of what is ahead is one of the most feared things in humanity. Several notable Classical writers have written about revenants and the fear they incited. Photius wrote in the second century AD, about Paapis, an evil Egyptian priest, who bewitched Dercyllis and Mantinias so that they where dead at night and then rose to walk among the living during the day. Later in the second century, Philostratus wrote about the bride of Corinth, a vampiric creature in female form who devoured men’s flesh and drank their blood, haunting those she had yet to kill. At the same time Phlegon of Tralles was writing about a young girl called Philinnion, who rose from her grave and seduced a young man named Machates. He also wrote about Polycrites who died very suddenly, only to return from the grave to eat his own child[footnoteRef:12]. These are but a few of the accounts we have from antiquity, but they go to show that there was a real fear of revenants amongst the people.  [11:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 3]  [12:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 6] 

	The accounts we have all depict vampiric revenants which, although not the only form of revenant, does seem to be a very common type. However, the idea we may have of a vampire is very different to how they were seen in Ancient Greece. The view we have is warped by the myths and legends of Slavonic vampires. The Ancient Greek vampire, or vrykolakas, is supposedly very similar to that of traditional British vampires. They were less blood sucking monsters, but reanimated corpses puppeteered by demons who seek to harm the living[footnoteRef:13].  Fear of this, obviously undesired situation, drove people to take extra measures to prevent it from happening. Desperation is the only thing that could drive people to do such things, desperation stemmed from fear, but also from love.  [13:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 7] 

	Icelandic history holds a perfect example of why such fear existed as it holds ‘real’ revenants in its past.  Iceland has the most extreme winters, so it would not be uncommon that someone would go out and not return. However, medical conditions we understand today, such as hypothermia and frostbite, were not understood properly less than two hundred years ago. What would happen is that people would discover frozen bodies and bring them into their houses until a doctor could come to collect the body. However, in bringing the body into the warm the individual would become reanimated as they thawed out. Unfortunately, hypothermia and frostbite would mean that they would not be able to move very succinctly or be able to speak properly. This would result in what we would consider the stereotypical groaning zombie we know today. The fear of the host would cause them to kill the frozen person thinking they had returned from the dead, when in fact they had never been dead to begin with. This is the perfect example of how the lack on medical knowledge in the past caused the fear of the ill or diseased, such as the old man with a paralysed face looked at previously. Life as a disabled or diseased person would have been very hard during very superstitious periods in time and results in many of the ‘revenant graves’ we see today. 

Despite the name ‘revenant graves’ do not actually denote graves of past revenants; perhaps a more apt name would be revenant prevention graves. Following on from the fear we saw incited in the Ancients, we now turn to how the dead were prevented from being brought back. Here, again we turn to the archaeological record to determine the ways in which societies and cultures prevented their loved ones from returning. One of the most common ‘revenant burials’ that is now taken to be a tradition, is to be buried 6 feet down. This ‘tradition’ comes from regulations brought in during times of plague, when bodies had to be buried deeper to prevent contamination. In actual fact grave depths fluctuate throughout time ranging from 2 feet to 8 feet, the deeper graves often coming at times of disease or, in our case, when there was a great fear of people returning (often also linked to diseases such as the plague)[footnoteRef:14]. The deeper the grave, the harder it would be for a revenant to dig its way out hopefully resulting in its demise.  [14:  F.P. Wilson. 1963: 45] 

	There is evidence for very specific ‘revenant graves’ and they clearly show great fear of the dead returning as it would have taken a lot of time and effort, as well as money, to be put in place. During the height of necrophobia bodies can be found to have been buried with stakes though them, to be covered in rocks, and in some cases to have a Scythe above their neck so in the case that a body was to rise, the head would be decapitated immediately[footnoteRef:15][footnoteRef:16]. [15:  A. Tsaliki. 2008: 3]  [16:  A. Buko. 2008: 327] 


In the end it cannot be denied that ‘revenant graves’ in themselves prove that there was a fear of the dead returning, nothing but the desperation this caused could warrant such behaviour. The fact that there are so few specific examples shows that it was not simply a tradition, it was individuals singled out as they were feared to be at the biggest risk of returning. It was much better that the revenants be stopped before they have a chance to wreak havoc. Had they been allowed to rise from the dead it would have potentially been much harder to rid the world of them. Going back to the original question: to what extent do ‘revenant burials’ indicate a fear of the dead returning? Ultimately, it is to a very large extent that ‘revenant burials’ indicate a fear of the dead returning, however to a lesser but just as important extent, it was love. Out of love for their family members and for their fellow human beings, ‘revenant burials’ prevented people from directly having to kill the already deceased.
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