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HPHP4002 Assessment 1: 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. 
Alrousan and Pérez- Pérez (2012) consider the importance of the Natufian (13,000 to 10,300 BP) as the start of agricultural practice whist acknowledging that the transition from a hunter-gatherer economy is not the same in each different population despite the similar environmental conditions contributing to difference in culture and habits.  The Natufians are known to us form examination of their archaeological burial remains as little else exists of their active sites either in terms of village structures, which would have been made of perishable materials and field arrangements which have been lost through time. (Garrod, 1936/37) describes the first excavations of Natufian remains at el-Wad consisting of some forty four skeletons and a vast array of bone fragments, five of the Early Natufian skeletons were adorned with elaborate dentalium shell and bone pendants, two were identified as adult male, and she was ’not sure if women are denied the privilege...[but the]... number of decorated skeletons is very small, which suggests they belong to individuals have a special position in the community’ (Garrod, 1936/37, p. 127) in 4/5 cases the decorated skeleton was one of a group. Study of the circa 450 Natufian inhumations excavated from multiple sites, identify similarities and differences in both the locations and treatment of the dead and reveal details of burial practice across place and time. Despite the burial practice differentiation, the Natufians are considers to be a ’cultural and ethnic whole’ (Boyd, 1999, p. 219).  I will consider what the study of Natufian archaeological remains and the differences and similarities in personal adornment can tell us about ancient burial practices from the perspectives of age, gender and social status.
Alrousan and Pérez- Pérez (2012) describe the Natufian as a subsistence culture of hunting wild animals and gathering plants. Matthews (2012) considers how phytolith research on Mallaha indicates food resource changes would have impacted unit decision making ie locating households close to resource potentially making fewer journeys but over a greater range, this the early Natufian was characterised with semi-permanent to permanent villages.  The excavated remains were intentional burials in ‘deserted dwellings and outside houses, but not under the floors of active households’ (Bar-Yosef, 1989, p. 164) . Belfer-Cohen and Hovers (1992) discuss the rituals related to the management of the body and its location and internment away from the living ‘Grave goods are...rare, the common ones being ornaments’ (Belfer-Cohen and Hovers, 1992, p.466), 
To this effect the burial sites may have become cultural markers for the community as the ‘gathering together of the living and the dead would be pointless there if the groups moved away or dispersed during part of the year...uniqueness of the space humanised by the sedentary groups in the ‘’centre’’.’ (Valla, 1989, p.233).  
Nadal (2013) refers to the grave sites as cemeteries as they were the site of frequent, repetitive burials in a dedicated area over a period of time, potentially generations.  
The archaeological remains are telling us a number of things about Natufian funerary practice, a move to a sedentary lifestyle resulted in a change in burial practice, close to but not amongst households with a ‘desire to maintain a link between former and current inhabitants attested’ (Valla, 1989, p. 207), plots requiring specific preparation of the ground and the body, maintained over a period of time. 
Ornamental objects ie beads and pendants from bone, shell and tooth were ‘mainly incorporated into objects of adornment such as head-dresses, necklaces, garters, and bracelets as identified in burials’ (Hanry, 1989, p.204).  The personal adornments varied by site with differentiation in style and fabric attributed to ‘the existence of distinct group identities’ (Bar-Yosef, 1989, p. 166). Valla (1989) describes how the materials indicate a zone of influence for the Natufian culture from locally sourced products to shells form the Mediterranean, Red Sea and the Nile.  With evidence of long-distance journeys, it's not clear whether the shells were the object or a byproduct of that journey. Bone and shells were combined in complex ornaments designed for different body parts, ‘proof...that they carried meaning’ (Valla, 1999, p.228), bone is always identified with Dentalia but not the other way around.
Shaham and Belfer-Cohen (2017) discuss how the geometric, polished gazelle bone pendants found on the female pelvis burial had an acoustic quality when worn (with pairs of pendants acting as castanets) in addition to being aesthetically pleasing, and that this may be evident with other ornament items but not all. This audio quality may provide ‘acoustical cues to arouse emotions...modulate different emotional states...the materials at hand and their socio-cultural contexts might illustrate the substrate of the Natufian ritual’ (Shaham and Belfer-Cohen, 2017, p. 98) concluding that ‘the bone pendants were not ‘just for show, ‘ but possibly an active device of social cohesion’ (Shaham and Belfer-Cohen, 2017, p. 100).
Natufian burial sites are our lens into the culture as villages are poorly known to evaluate.  The archaeological remains do allow us to make some assessment of burial practice but with many unanswered questions, there was a requirement for both local and distant resources, there was a hunting/gathering process for the materials, a production and design process, a range of ornaments for different body parts, differentiation between early and late Natufian (with the latter having little personal adornment) and variability by site and group. 
Shaham and Belfer-Cohen (2017) discuss the inherent ornamental characteristics in terms of context, physical arrangement, visual and audit aspects however there are potentially other unknown qualities no longer visible to us for example their use in relation to other grave goods which have not been preserved or in relation to body part or placement. Hurcombe (2017) considers the values of objects, whether social, economic, sentimental or personal attachment to object we can't always understand the complex object biographies or whether they have changed at burial for social purposes, Understanding the symbolism in raw material sourcing, production, use and deposition, concepts not known to us because of our limited experience with these materials in modern world and we cannot perceive subtle nuances in way ancients would have perceived ie colour issues, texture symbolic relations between bone and shell – symbolism and social ideas.
Individual beads and shells are found in other contexts, as individuals or in larger numbers, our assumption for the later is it was once personal adornment but equally the complete ornament may have been symbolically or ritually broken into pieces at the point of deposition.
Study of the personal adornment tells us a number of things about burial practice, not all remains had personal adornments, the adornments varied in complexity of design but based on a simple premise of gathering and working raw material and threading, whilst deliberately deposited it is not clear whether they were uniquely items of everyday wear (ie gazelle bone belt) or uniquely ceremonial (el-Wad headdress).
Personal adornments are found with both male, female and child burials of all ages, there is ‘no correlation between age or gender and presence or type of decoration was found in any of the sites which have yielded decorated burials... all belong to the Early Natufian’ (Belfer-Cohen and Hovers, 1992, p.466). Valla finds a sexual division in the fabric of the ornamentation asserting ‘shells unequivocally dive into male (Dentalia) and female (columbella sp. Nassarius sp.,) forms’ (Valla, 1999, p.237) he further considers bone ornamentation may follow similar logic. Masculine symbols are more common however there are complexities, for example where Dentalia is transformed into beads. For Sofaer (2006) the discussion must be linked to a mutual understanding of category ie sex, age, status to address the range of difference in the archaeological remains but finds the definitions problematic due to their complexity when considered against the culture and actual social identity. 
In considering Natufian age and gender related burial practice related to the incidence and type of personal adornment the ‘only certainties are that neither age nor sex correlate with adornment, and that most people were not buried with beads’ (Wyllie and Hoyle, 2012, p. 712) 
Early Natufian dead buried together in small groups, Late Natufian individually in cemeteries. Possible explanation is kinship communities making their own decisions about economy, social and political, growing over time with population expansion, increasing resource completion society becomes more complex and needs managing.
Linking the personal adornment to the concept of social status or rank, ‘objects are key to social practices and social traditions are thus intimately connected to objects...shared understandings to which common references are made... people are defined through people-object relations’ (Soafer, 2006, p.79). In considering the personal adornment identified in the two zones of el-Wad Early Natufian burials, Henry (1989) identifies that the cave burials despite being opened twice had no Dentalium or personal adornment (could it be it was removed on reopening and used elsewhere?). On the cave terrace were five sperate group burials (adults and children), none had been reopened and one member of each group always had Dentalium personal adornment. Similar grave patterns at other sites denote ‘transferral of high status through inheritance within one subgroup of a Natufian Community’ (Henry, 1989, p. 207). The question here is the reach of the social status or rank Matthews (2012) considers ‘kin groupings are often difficult to define in prehistoric contexts’ (Matthews, 2012, p.165) archaeologists focus on hearths and structures where it is assumed family life took place, for the Natufians as already stated there are few traces of activity zones. Symbolic function in shells present on all sites, wearing may dispel danger but unknown – shell is common tying different groups together – expression of same thought. The fabric elements of the personal adornments fall into two camps – beads and bones, little worked which anyone could pick up and thread, and highly worked bone – there may be a strong social statement in the actual shell or bone or type of decoration, the wearing of the item (fragile and only work for special occasion or created as part of the burial assemblage) with an overlying local and individualism, whose nuance is lost to the modern eye. The variance by site in the type of personal adornment, for example headdresses are only found at el-Wad and chest and pectoral adornments are unique to Hayonim this may be a visual territorial identification.
Garrod did not employ a formalised system to collect and record data across the numerous el-Wad excavations, Boyd (2001) seeks to make sense of G. A. Wright’s 1978 analysis of Garrod’s incomplete and ambiguous data which identified ‘regularities in the modes of burial’ (Boyd, 2001, p.190). which led Wright to conclude ‘social ranking was present, and that two sub groups existed...[with]...membership symbolised thorough internment on different parts of the site’  (Boyd, 2001, p.192) but that social position was ascribed as opposed to inherited with Dentalium representing specific status within the subgroup.  Belfer–Cohen (1995) takes an opposing view from the same data that skeletons don’t provide evidence for social stratification. The Natufian has corroborative clues that ‘ancestors were the focus for a variety of material practices and physical ideas’ (Pearson, 1999, p.159) and that the regional differences in ancestor cult which developed were probably linked to sedentism ‘Natufian burial practices provide little evidence of social inequalities’ (Pearson, 1999, p.161). The archaeological data indicates the personal adornment was used in death for ‘symbolizing status, which is certainly indicated by the burials, then their greater circulation through time might have been an expression of the increasing concern of the Natufians with matters of rank and prestige’ (Henry, 1989, p205).
As has been discussed the archaeological remains at Natufian burial sites and personal adornment in particular demonstrate that burial practices were ‘conceptually quite similar...albeit with great difference in details’ (Grosman and Munroe, 2016, p. 13) across the excavated site where they were identified. The personal adornment may provide insight into Natufian belief systems, link to place, social and community structures however interpretation of the personal adornment may infer agency where maybe none was intended. Hovers and Belfer-Cohen (2013) discuss how the Natufian archaeological burial record whilst relatively extensive likely reflects only part of a broader repertoire of practices related to the treatment of the dead, for example, chanting and dancing. Ekengren (2013) describes how we attribute value to whole surviving objects, but that we should not assume in death they have the same function and meaning whole versus scattered and ‘the functions and meanings formed and embodied by the practitioners handing the objects and the bystanders observing them, as well as the functions and meanings recalled and/or recreated after the performance (eg memories) ’Ekengren, 2013, p. 183). Other perishable personal adornment such as tattoos and feathers may have been lost and could distort the view of the meaning of the surviving personal adornment. Modern day we consider ‘objects to become intimately tied to a person’s conception of the bodily self and identity’ (Walsh, 2019, p.174), but this may not reflect Natufian belief. Focus on the human remains as an individual in an archaeological context however may obfuscate sight that they became a ’ culturally created entity...used on some occasions for specific reasons, within a set of creative ritual practices...[reflecting]... ways in which people interacted with their worlds’ (Campbell, 2014, p.54). Reassessment of the Natufian archaeological remains is not at an end, Nadal (2013) discussed the discovery of faunal lining in grave mud plaster and Bar-Yosef and Belfer-Cohen (1999) the deciphering of engraved notation marks on stone and wooden objects which may yield none physical evidence of Natufian burial practices.  
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