What does the study of archaeological remains tell us about ancient burial practices and/or beliefs in an afterlife? 
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Archaeological remains found within tombs and burial sights can tell us a lot about the past, particularly peoples beliefs/attitudes surrounding death and the concept of an afterlife. Within this essay I will be specifically looking at what the “skull cults” that emerged in the Neolithic period can tell us about what some of the earliest humans thought about death. The Neolithic period is the first time that we can see any sort of ritual surrounding death and the dead. These “skull cults” in particular have shown that there must have been a particular ritual surrounding the head of the deceased. These rituals also seemed to expand across the Levant region showing it was not just confined to a specific group or tribe and was a widespread “trend”. This essay will look into the different areas where the evidence of these “skull cults” have been found and also the different rituals associated with each burial site as well as what the plastered skulls actually are and what they seem to represent. The skulls in question were found in burial pits across the Levant region which encompasses modern day Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, and Palestine, the area we would now refer to as the Middle East. The biggest site they uncovered being Göbekli Tepe, which is thought to be the world’s oldest holy place and ritual site. That site in particular is of interest since there is no evidence of anyone ever living there and only of passing activity meaning it was most likely used for religious or social gatherings only rather than residency.
There is no way of truly knowing if humans in the Neolithic period had an understanding of an afterlife, but these burials point to it being possible. At the very least it shows an understanding of tradition and rituals. It also shows that they were not living a nomadic lifestyle as there is evidence of the bodies being buried underneath abandoned houses before the skulls were removed. Humans would have also had to have a sense of knowing how long it took for decomposition to take place which would take several years, so they must have had a way to keep track of how many years had passed and been able to remember where the burial was so that they knew when it was time for them to remove the skulls from the bodies so that they could plaster them. There also does not seem to be a differentiation between men, women, and children when it comes these skulls as they appear to all be buried together regardless of gender or age.[footnoteRef:1] That shows that its possible early humans did not see a difference in men and women and treated them mostly as equals, but these burials could also be of families as there have been similar patterns painted on skulls that suggest that certain ones could have been relatives while they were alive. It is likely that male and female burials were viewed equally. If there is the chance that these are families buried together then that could indicate that there was a level of organization with these burials and that they had planned to be buried together as a family. Originally when these burials had first been discovered the belief was that it was a form of worship for ancestor males only, until young adult female skulls were discovered, disproving this theory and showing that it was also done to young people as well as the elderly.[footnoteRef:2] These burials could be associated with ancestor worship as there is evidence of wear on the skulls showing use between when it was taken from its original burial and when it was buried again.[footnoteRef:3] Associating them with ancestor worship could be the start of some form of organized religion within human civilization. It definitely shows a tradition or ritual surrounding the head specifically, indicating that they could have considered the head sacred to a person and used these skulls in other traditions. The general consensus seems to be that they were used in some form of ancestor worship as there have been other artifacts found in sites like these that also point to ancestor worship.[footnoteRef:4] The head being chosen specifically for this rather than any other body part points to the head being particularly sacred as there have also been masks found that point to more ancestor worship that may be used to represent the deceased. There is wear on the skulls and the plaster to show they were used after plastering them before being buried, possibly used for rituals after a certain amount of time after death of the individual and then being permanently laid to rest by their community.  [1:  Michelle Bonogofsky. “Including Women and Children: Neolithic Modeled Skulls from Jordan, Israel, Syria and Turkey.” Near Eastern Archaeology 67, no. 2 (2004): 118–19. https://doi.org/10.2307/4132367.]  [2:  Michelle Bonogofsky. “Neolithic Plastered Skulls and Railroading Epistemologies.” Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research, no. 331 (2003): 1–10. https://doi.org/10.2307/1357755.]  [3:    Croucher, Death and Dying in the Neolithic Near East.]  [4: Torrey, E. Fuller. “ANCESTORS AND AGRICULTURE: A Spiritual Self.” In Evolving Brains, Emerging Gods: Early Humans and the Origins of Religion, 133–64. Columbia University Press, 2017. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7312/torr18336.11. ] 

The skulls themselves are not just skulls that have been removed from the bodies of the deceased and then buried separately, and there was actually a long process that required several steps and quite a lot of skill in order to complete. The skulls in question were buried with the rest of the bodies initially but were then separated after decomposition had happened and the flesh had fallen off so that they could be plastered using a variety of materials. A layer of lime, mud, or gypsum was used to plaster the face which gave a more “fleshed” appearance.[footnoteRef:5] Seashells were often used as eyes, or they would be drawn out using black “eyeliner” and a straight black line would represent a closed eye. There is also the fact that many of them cant actually be considered skulls as many have the mandible missing, a skull missing its mandible would just be referred to as a cranium. This is likely because of the difficulty of getting the mandible to stay in place without the connecting tissue since it was essential that all the tissue be removed so that the plaster would adhere to the skulls properly. The plastering of the crania would have required significant skill and would most likely have been done by artisans specifically trained in this craft, those who knew the process of making the plaster, drying, preparing the pigments for painting, and knowing the process of drying the pigments. The selection of the head was deliberate and has been seen in multiple Neolithic sites where these skull burials have been found, however there were slight differences depending on where the skulls were found which could show a difference in tradition depending on the settlement and what their own personal traditions were. There was obvious care taken with these skulls and clearly they held importance for those who plastered them, and the plastering may have been a specific job, almost like a trade or an art form for these humans. The plastering and painting would not have just been done by anyone, likely the artisans or artists of these settlements. They took great care to make sure they lasted and clearly it worked as they survived thousands of years until modern humans uncovered them.  [5:  Karina Croucher. 2012. ‘The Materiality of “Ancestors”: Plastered Skulls, Statues, and “Stone Gods”’, in Death and Dying in the Neolithic Near East (OUP Oxford), pp. 93–154 <https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:osobl/9780199693955.003.0004>] 

This all demonstrates an understanding between humans in the Neolithic period that death and dying has significance. They may not have believed in an afterlife necessarily, but they quite possibly believed that their deceased loved ones and ancestors had some power and importance. They possibly believed in an afterlife and that their ancestors were watching over them and that plastering their skulls was almost a sort of offering and showing their importance to them as a group or maybe as individuals. The paintings on some of the skulls may have represented and individual with particular importance. Since this practice spread across the Levant shows that it was not an isolated event and that many different settlements of humans believed in this worship of their ancestors. There were also different materials used in different areas which was most likely due to availability of resources. It also expanded across a few thousand years with skulls being recovered from at least two thousand years after others recovered at different sites.[footnoteRef:6] There is also the assumption that these skulls are those of their enemies and were used as a symbol of perseverance when defeating them and that’s why their skulls were kept all together. Maybe they displayed their slain enemies as a show of strength to others as way of repelling others who may try to attack them. It could also be those who were attacked and passed away as a result and this was their way to honour them specifically, as victims of violence and battle. In reality there will never be a definitive answer as to what the true nature of these types of burials is since there was no written history surrounding these supposed skull cults. It is left up to the interpretation of historians and archaeologists as to what they believe they were used for using their prior knowledge and other artifacts found around these sites.  [6:  ———. 2017. ‘Keeping the Dead Close: Grief and Bereavement in the Treatment of Skulls from the Neolithic Middle East’, Mortality, 23.2: 103–20 <https://doi.org/10.1080/13576275.2017.1319347>
] 

What these skull cults show about the earliest humans is vital as most of our information and research on them is conducted on their burial sites and practices as they have no written history. There is no way of truly knowing if they worshipped a god, multiple gods, or their ancestors. Researchers have to share their own thoughts and what conclusions they have come to using the information they have been given. The locations show it wasn’t hugely widespread and was kept mostly confined to the Ancient Near East and did not expand into Europe or the West. Why this is cant be explained just by the artifacts found. It is shown that in these period, humans didn’t seem to differentiate much when it came to burying men, women, and children and seemed to treat all burials the same. It deepens our understanding of how human evolved and developed their cultures. Even before they developed widespread language usage and writing they had rituals and traditions to follow surrounding significant events, such as death. Humans have long been coming up with different rituals surrounding death and they have always viewed it as a significant event. From these rituals surrounding death came the foundations for religion and tradition that have permeated humans existed for thousands of years. Even the earliest humans had rituals and traditions surrounding death and dying and body preparation, as humans still do today. 
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