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Crete, Greece and Hittite Anatolia more severely than Egypt and Assyria. There was a

noted loss in complexity, movements of people, a breakdown of the state system, and in

the 1st millennium BCE, regained development with iron (which was locally more

common) (54).

Since the system collapse had a great effect on the societies, so too may it have

affected their culture. Through examining burial practices across this transitional time

and throughout the major civilizations of the Mediterranean network, it may be possible

to view the social and cultural consequences this collapse had for the people

experiencing it. One aspect of a culture that can be viewed in a time of recession is

death practices, because death cannot be averted and is very often surrounded by

ritual.

Death-Ritual

Mortuary ritual is an uncertain field for modeling past societies. It involves a

complex interaction between ritual, environmental, and social factors. When these

rituals are transmuted into the archaeological record they are further complicated

(Tainter 1978,109). There are some ways of disposal which are difficult, if not

impossible, to view archaeologically, such as burials at sea, in rivers, or in trees. But, as

Tainter (1978) suggests, it is possible to use negative conditions such as absence of

burials to obtain information, for example absent sex classes from a population or

absent age groups may reflect social factors. Burials serve as indicators of social

phenomena (110). Through death rituals the individual's social identities are more fully

represented than during any occasion in their life. Therefore, death rituals should exhibit

the vastest range of social identities of the past society archaeologically.
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Morris (1992, 1) states that burial is a part of a funeral by which the living deal

with the death through rituals. As such, the analysis of burials is the analysis of ritual

action. During rituals, the use of symbols makes explicit the social structure. It should be

kept in mind that "the 'meaning' of any ritual is within certain limits open for

interpretation by the observer" (Morris 1992, 15). Archaeologically we can only view the

material remains of the death ritual (13). While this may not be the most important part

of the ritual it can still be used to identify patterns in what remains of ancient rituals (14).

While mortuary ritual may reflect aspects of social structure, it does not create a mirror

image (Morris 1987, 38). A social structure is an ideal model of the positioning of

individuals in relation to others created through socialization and rituals (39). Social

organization is an empirical distribution of relationships from everyday experience. The

social organization is not necessarily reflected in the social structure. Groups may

stress or understate their status. Mortuary evidence may reflect the self-perceptions of

the community (43). As Morris (1987, 41) argues, social structure exists before the

individual is a part of it since they are born into a living society, but through participating

within this social structure they contribute to its transformation. Through the study of

burials, "the archaeologist can hope to be able to follow the development of structures

through time, and to identify points of structural revolution (Morris 1987,43)."

Pearson (1982,100) states that social systems are made by recurrent social

practices, not of roles. It is important to understand why certain roles are expressed in

death and to understand to what extent they are used as social advertisements between

competing social groups (101). In death, the deceased is susceptible to manipulation by

certain groups which may use the mortuary ritual to enhance or reassert their influence.
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The deceased are still an important part of the present. As Morris (1987, 29) put it, "very

often, when you're dead that's anything but the end of you." Pearson (1982, 110) states

there are two interconnected relationships which explain the symbolism of death ritual:

the categorization of the dead by the living and the way the dead may be used as a

social advertisement between competing groups. Pearson (1982) suggests mortuary

practices can be studied by looking at certain relationships: the spatial and

topographical relationship of the living and the dead, the relation between the abodes of

the living and the dead, differentiation among the dead, artifacts only associated with

the dead, artifacts found among the living but restricted for the dead, and the

relationship of the disposal contexts in regards to other forms of death-related

expression. Furthermore, funerary ritual may serve to reinforce or preserve traditions

that may not have bearing on real life (Gilmour 2002, 115).

Therefore, the study of burials is important in understanding the social structure

of the society, the relationship and rank of the deceased in this society through the

perspective of the survivors, the use of the dead as social advertisement, and possibly

reveals information about conceptions of the afterlife. It is important to note the

distinction between cremations and inhumations. While inhumations keep the body

intact, cremation does not dictate a lesser treatment of the body. The ceremony

surrounding a cremation may be very elaborate and extensive, such as the funeral pyre

of Achilles told by Homer. When cremated remains are buried, that means someone

would have to gather the remnants and place them in a specific vessel. This does not

indicate a poorer treatment of the body. In some societies, the body is seen as

continuing on after death and is provided with food and drink and other equipment.


