Section 3

3.1) The Living and the Dead

Introduction

The primary subject of archaeological enquiry is, first and foremost, people. Not pots or pyramids, but people. Obviously archaeologists cannot enter into a direct dialogue with past people since all we are left with today are their physical remains. Nevertheless, by studying these human remains, the ways in which they were treated, and the archaeological contexts in which they were deposited, there are a number of ways we can learn about how people in the past lived and died, and how they may have been regarded by other members of their society.

This sub-section looks at 3 inter-related topics relating to what has become known as ‘the archaeology of death’. These are:

· Scientific methods (pathology, forensics, diet, genetics)

· Mortuary practices (monuments and rituals associated with burial)

· The politics of death and burial (ethics, ownership, display, etc.) 

Scientific methods (429-468)

Pathology, and the rapidly growing field of forensic archaeology, focus on the physical remains themselves: bones, skin, hair, teeth, and so on. Pathologists – or human osteologists – have developed a range of techniques to determine the sex of the body, age at death, and to recognise evidence for the wide range of pathologies – diseases – which can afflict the human condition (e.g. malnutrition, arthritis, dental decay). Forensic archaeology is largely concerned with the cause of death, and often attempts facial reconstruction in situations where the skull is well preserved.

Dietary reconstruction relies upon the identification of certain carbon isotopes (e.g. strontium, calcium) in human bone, levels of which can indicate a diet rich in, for example, meat, cereals or seafood.

A relatively recent development in archaeological science is that of genetics, particularly DNA studies. Such studies are still at an early stage, but are already giving invaluable insights into human origins, genetic diversity in different regions of the world, and the spread of fundamental phenomena such as language and agriculture. Political issues, such as race, are also on the DNA agenda, and must be handled with utmost sensitivity.

Some recent examples:

 - the study of female skeletons at the early farming (Neolithic) site of Abu Hureyra in Syria has shown that women developed arthritis and other pathological conditions in their vertebrae and arm and leg joints due to long periods of time spent kneeling to grind cereals and other plant foods. Male skeletons rarely show this condition. This observation also gives us an insight into the gendered division of labour, particularly food practices, at this important juncture in human history (http://www.mnsu.edu/emuseum/archaeology/sites/middle_east/abuhureyra.html). 

 - recent forensic archaeological studies of the exceptionally well preserved 5,000-year old remains of ‘Ötzi’ (‘The Iceman’), found in the Ötzaler Alps of South Tyrol, have demonstrated that the man, in his mid-to late 40s, died not from prolonged exposure to adverse weather conditions, as was previously thought, but from an untreated arrow wound to the upper body which gradually became infected (70-1).

 - mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) studies have recently challenged the long-accepted belief that North America was first colonised around 14, 000 years ago (based on the C14 dating of archaeological deposits). By taking MtDNA samples from a range of different Native American populations, and identifying divergences in the sequence variation of each sample, it has now been suggested that the earliest language group (Amerind) to enter the Americas arrived there somewhere between 42,000 and 21,000 years ago, possibly from a Siberian origin (228-230, 464). The mtDNA analysis reveals that most present-day Native Americans belong to only four distinct lineages, which are also found (but are rare) in parts of Asia.
Mortuary practices

It is often observed that mortuary practices – the different ways in which the dead are treated – tell us more about the living than the dead, that ‘the dead don’t bury themselves’. As humans, we seem to be the only beings who are reflexively aware of our own mortality. Indeed, significant portions of our lives are spent thinking about, and preparing for, death. While the scientific studies outlined above may provide important information regarding pathologies, diet and genetic origin, they tell us little about the ways in which people in the past may have experienced and understood death. This is a difficult issue to address archaeologically, since the material remains relating to death – burials, cremations, ‘grave goods’, monuments, and so on – are not direct reflections of physical processes. Rather, they relate to people’s subjective beliefs and understandings of the world and their place within it. How then can archaeology inform us about the social and cultural aspects of death?

As will be discussed in sub-section 4.1, traditional/cultural-historical archaeology defined ‘culture’ as a shared system of social norms and beliefs; culturally-proscribed ways of doing, seeing, believing. In this way of thinking archaeological remains reflect a shared belief in the ways in which to carry out particular social practices, and so the ways in which the dead were treated in any given society was understood to reflect the belief system of that particular society. For example, the elaborate Early Bronze Age barrow burials - of which the ‘Amesbury archer’ is the latest example - reflected, it was assumed, the beliefs of the warrior aristocracy of the ‘Wessex Culture’. A well connected character surrounded by grave goods, flint blades, a beaker, an archer’s wristguard, jet buttons, an amber ring, carved cow’s ribs, a boar’s tusk, shaped stones and spectacular but unused flint dagger. Along with 184 cattle heads that had been placed on top of his grave, and another body. 

Dismissing this approach, processual archaeology strove to explore the ‘social dimensions of mortuary practices’ (199). The best known early example of this is the work of Lewis Binford who carried out a cross-cultural comparison of ethnographically-documented mortuary practices in order to build and test general hypotheses about the significance of such practices in relation to social organisation. He looked at, amongst other things, treatment of the dead body, body position, type, orientation and location of grave, form and quantity of grave goods, and how these attributes related to the age and sex of the deceased. Binford concluded that treatment of the person in death reflects their social status in life, and the complexity of the mortuary ritual reflects the complexity of the society to which the deceased belonged.

The processual approach to mortuary practices has, over the last couple of decades, had a number of critics, who have pointed out that such conclusions tend to be extremely generalised, and ignore the fact that perceptions and understandings of death differ widely from one society to another, and even within societies. The experience of social anthropology has for some years now enriched archaeologists’ interpretations of past mortuary practices, and has allowed a much more nuanced understanding of the human experience of death in a variety of historical and social contexts. Current archaeological interpretations of prehistoric mortuary practices now tend to focus on issues of, for example, the emotional response to death, different conceptions of the ‘social body’, gender, the role of memory and ancestors, and monumentality, to name but a few.

The politics of death and burial

In recent years, archaeologists have had to adopt a much more politically sensitive attitude towards the treatment of human remains of, what are often termed, ‘indigenous peoples’ than that of their colonial predecessors. With so many European and American museums displaying the bodies and bones of the ancestors of living people – Native Americans, Australian Aboriginals, to name but two – it was only a matter of time, and political pressure, before calls were made for the return of this ‘cultural property’ to its native origins. Such ethical awareness is now becoming more commonplace, with a number of countries adopting codes of ethics and other legal requirements for the archaeological treatment of the dead. The main political debate today is what happens to the non-Christian remains. What should the rights of those who died in past be today? In most countries the orthodox is not the problem Christian burials are documented back to medieval times, 8th Century, that any disturbed Christian graves should have their contents reburied in consecrated ground by ecclesiastical law governing burial and exhumation.  The many groups affiliated around pagan movements that are increasingly vocal within a UK context.  Contemporary paganism, druidism, heathenism, animism or similar, they cover a grouping or ‘coalition’ of varying religions, spiritual beliefs, or traditions, that are nature- orientated in the main and do not represent a singular doctrine or centrally coherent belief system or value – there is no reason why they should – this is not a criticism of the groups just an attempt to categorise them. The Council of British Druid Orders is not against studying human remains per se but does object to their retention in museums, hence they asked for the reburial of the Windmill Hill child excavated in 1929 and been in the local museum ever since. Who has right of ownership in such cases?
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