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Ethnography of death in Palestine

Introduction

The last five decades have witnessed an increasing concern with
mortuary remains as a source of information to infer some aspects
of past social systems. Archaeologists and anthropologists recognized
that a great variety of information is potentially incorporated in
mortuary remains.'™ The processual approach has stressed the
significance of the mortuary remains as an area of mutual interest
between archaeology and ethnography.* Various attempts have been
made to provide correlations between mortuary behavior and social
system.'=*5!' Some scholars have argued against a systematic linking
between mortuary remains and the social system,'>™' stressing the
specific nature of the mortuary practice and the role of ideology.
This controversy about the use of funerary remains is due to the

fact that its justification rested largely on ethnographic rather than
on archaeological grounds.” However, the whole mortuary theory is

based on the assumption that social differentiations, weather by age,
sex, social position etc., is reflected by mortuary differentiation of
the dead.® This correlation does not imply that mortuary practices
are merely a passive reflection of social life."* It is also evident that
some aspects of mortuary symbolism will not be detected by mortuary
analysis and therefore only a minimal level of internal differentiation
is expected to be displayed.*!> But there is no doubt that this mortuary
analysis provides archaeologists with a valuable tool to interpret
the mortuary archaeological remains. However, In 1980s and 1990s
the post-processual scholars argued that mortuary practices are not
a simple reflection of social systems.'* New research in the last two
decades has focused on mortuary rituals and their role in social
memory, identity, gender and location of the burial, with extensive
use of ethnographic data. All trends of mortuary analysis However,
both processual and post processual approaches recognized the value
of ethnographic data in mortuary analysis.

In Palestine, mortuary remains has been traditionally subject to
chronological and typological studies by culture historians.'”* Only in
late 1970’s and 1980°s were mortuary remains subjected to systematic
mortuary analysis.”?**" The first attempt to apply mortuary analysis on
a Palestinian burial ground was done by Wright’ who studies the early
Natufian mortuary differentiation at Mugharet el —Wad. Mortuary
analysis was applied in the study of the Chalcolithic mortuary sites
at Shigmim.* Shay?’” examined the mortuary differentiation in
the EB-MB burials at Jericho. Another approach to the problem is
represented by Dever® who recognize the importance of the ethno-
archaeological method but was not able to go beyond the traditional
cultural paradigms “continuity and discontinuity” in his discussion of
MB I burials in Palestine.

The following ethnographic account is based on secondary
ethnographic sources.”* Most of these ethnographic observations
were collected early in this century, when the Palestinian society was
fully intact, before the massive Zionist immigration to Palestine and
the radical demographic change in 1948. Systematic ethnographic
investigation was carried out by the Swedish anthropologist Hilma
Granqvist, who wrote her trilogy of the three major events in human
life (Birth and childhood, marriage, and death) in the village of Artas,
south of Bethlehem. This monumental work represents without doubt
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the corner stone of all ethnographic studies in Palestine. Her later
work® is a vivid account of the mortuary variability in the village
of Artas. Although the mortuary practices at Artas conform in broad
lines with the Muslim burial rituals, their local, distinctive character
is evident. The ethnographic mortuary data reflects the main socio-
religious structure of Palestinian society as well as, the rural-urban
social distinctions. It is important to note that the religious mortuary
behavior stemming from the religious Islamic sharia is out of the
scope of this study.

Simple ethnographic observations on peasant and nomadic
Palestinian society have been used by culture historians and biblical
scholars to explain past remains. Following these observations,
prehistoric behavior patterns are described, then an analogous
ethnographic behavior is searched in contrast to the ethnographic
analogy characteristic to a systematic ethno-archaeological approach,
where an ethnographic model is constructed and then tested against
archaeological mortuary remains.” One example of the history of
culture kind of ethnographic analogy in Palestinian archaeological
research is the comparison between Neolithic social groups*’ and the
modern Bedouin groups of Palestine.

Only in the last decades have ethnographic data been used
systematically in Palestine and the Near East to investigate
demographic structure, subsistence, technology, residence pattern and
mortuary practice of prehistoric groups,*’ But rarely in interpreting
mortuary differentiations in Palestine.*** This is related probably to
the apparent egalitarian nature of the Muslim mortuary rituals. But the
mortuary practices are not only a reflection of an egalitarian ideology.
This may be indicated by the practice of cremation in England,* which
is in direct opposition to the Christian doctrine of the resurrection of
the body.

William Dever® used ethnographic data to explain the substance
pattern associated with Middle Bronze Age | mortuary practices. Levy
and Alon* compared Chalcolithic mortuary remains from Shigmim
with Hawaiian data to further their assumption of the existence of a
chiefdom order. They propose using ethnographic data from Indonesia,
Borneo and Madagascar, to prove that secondary burial practice is
associated with sedentary societies®® and not with nomadic ones as
suggested by the history of culture approach.*#® The ethnographic
model proposed here serves to widen our perspective for explaining
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Ethnography of death in Palestine

mortuary differentiation of the past. One purpose of this model is to
demonstrate the potential of the ethnographic data in Palestine and
how they may be used by archeologists to infer the past social system.
It may serve as an independent variable to control the interpretation of
archaeological data. Ethnographic data provides archaeologists with a
unique source for examining the role of ideology in burial practices.
Mortuary variability in Palestine is reflected with respect to location,
burial structure, age and sex of the deceased, furniture facilities,
posture and orientation of the deceased.

Location

Traditional cemeteries in Palestine are found either in the center or
in a close proximity to the dwelling areas, expect on the west side to
avoid the west wind.*’*® These cemeteries which form an organic part
of the modern Palestinian village or city were originally extramural.
Change in this spatial relationship is a result of the modern expansion
of these settlements. Anyway, location is a central theme of the
Palestinian mortuary practice. There is nothing severe as death far
away from home. The devotion to the place is expressed in several
local burial songs.*® People avoid being buried in isolated places and
they prefer to be buried among their relatives and friends,* with the
exception for some religious places.** Another pattern is represented
by some mobile groups. The gipsies (Nawar) in Palestine bury their
dead in the cemetery nearest to the place where they are temporarily
living.*® A similar practice was observed among the nomads of south
Persia, where the dead are carried to a close village cemetery and
never buried out in the hills.

In Palestine, a spatial relationship between cemeteries and saints
(welis) is observed by T Canaan* where he found that 30% of all
Muslim cemeteries were grouped around a weli.** The close relatives
of the holy were also buried in association with some sanctuaries.* The
tombs of holy men, high ranked religious persons, occurred inside the
village among the houses, as well as outside the village in the fields or
in a cemetery.* The Jews of Palestine had no common burial place.*
The cemeteries of the Bedouins in the Negev are located frequently
near a well. The deceased is taken there where he is washed and
buried.** Ancient ruins adjacent to water are the most preferable burial
place for the Bedouins in Transjordan.’” Musil pointed out that ancient
ruins are preferred because stones needed for the burial are available
and because of the difficulties in cutting in hard and rocky surface
with bad tools.’” Canaan describes the practice among monadic and
semi-nomadic groups in Palestine who take their high ranked dead
a great stance to be buried near a saint’s tomb.* This practice is also
reported among the monads of south Persia, where they take their
prominent men to be buried near a shrine.” Differential treatment
of infants and children is indicated by different locations of burials.
Some Palestinian peasants bury their children in the immediate
neighborhood of a sanctuary,’! or in a separate cemetery as in the
case of infant graves at Bethlehem,* as in the case of children burial
ground close to Rachel Tomb, north of Bethlehem. This spatial pattern
is observed at Hasan Abad in Iran, where a separate cemetery for
babies is found.”' Among the peasants in Egypt still-born infants and
miscarriages are buried in the corners of the rooms of their houses.

Pre-interment treatment of the dead

Differentiation in the pre-interment treatment of the dead related to
ideological differences are evident: the Muslims are oriented toward
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the (southeast) - toward Mecca?3%3¢3% and Samaritan dead are turned
toward Mount Gerizim.** A differential treatment in the Samaritan
mortuary practice may be indicated by a light lit around the dead of
high special status from the moment of death until his departure,®
the ankles are bound together and the hands placed upon the breast.’®
Two burials were reported from the med vial cemetery at Tell el-Hesi
which differed from the common pattern for face direction which may
reflect ignorance of the burial rites.

Woashing and clothing

The corpse is washed with soap and warm water (camphor
is added sometimes) in two processes, first by those nearest to the
dead, and then the ritual washing by a professional washer.?3 Little
children are washed normally by the midwife.’* Adult males were
washed normally at home, but in exceptional cases at the door of the
mosque, and women and children are washed as rule at home.** As
a rule women are washed by women and men are washed by men.?
Only in certain cases are the dead washed by the opposite sex*® and
in special cases a woman must be washed through her clothes or not
washed at all if no close relatives are present.**>* Among Christians in
Palestine dead is not washed ritually.*

The corpse is wrapped in a shroud***® or buried in ordinary clothes,
in white and green color but not red.”® Among the Sukhur tribe in
Jordan the dead are buried in their ordinary clothes.” Different clothes
were used for the two sexes at the village of Artas.*® The dead are
clothed in linen garments (certain colors such as red, blue, or purple
are forbidden) by the Samaritans.’> Among the Christians the deceased
is clothed in his best clothes and flowers are placed in his coffin.’* No
coffins were used by the Muslims,*** and many Christians, especially
in villages, used no coffins.* Differentiations may be indicated by the
use of an additional shroud.?® In Egypt, a piece of cotton is used for
the lower class and muslin and cotton of thicker texture for the upper
class.’® The women who had married two times are provided with two
shrouds.® All the openings of the body are closed, except the ears, so
that the dead should be able to hear the word of the ceremony.*® But it
seems that only the gipsies (Nawar) are buried without shrouds,* as
well as extremely poor people or in times of famine and epidemics.

Ceremonial prayer and the time of the burial

The male dead are carried to the mosque for a special prayer
before the final interment, but prayers are always said over a woman
at home.*® Generally, the custom is to bury the dead as soon as the
grave is finished, for burial is regarded as an urgent matter.® If the
death occurred in the morning the burial takes place on the same day
(Lane 1871: 252) and never postponed by more than one day by the
Samaritans.*

Grave

Stone-cist burials consisting of two rows of large stones, and
covered with flat stone slabs were common in the village of Artas.*
They may also be cut into the rock or a natural cave was used.*® Such
features were used indiscriminately for women and men.** The type
and structure of the grave is determined inter alia by the physiological
nature of the area. Granqvist points out that in a mountain village like
Artas natural caves were used often as family graves. The opening was
blocked with a large stone which served as a door.** In the built family
graves (Fusqiye) the bones of the previous dead were pushed aside
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to make room for the most recent dead.’® Only a few single burials
were added. At Tell el-Hesi the graves of the two earlier cemeteries,
containing adult burials, are shallow, often unlined, but stone-lined
graves have also been found.

Most of the graves are capped with four or five flat stones.> These
graves differ from the children burials of the most recent phase, found
usually in uncapped and unlined graves,* indicating a low level of
energy expenditure,’ a practice reported by Musil in Transjordan.’’
The opening of the grave is closed with a large stone and mortar.***’
Structural features symbolizing the social position of the deceased
occurred in the Muslim burials. A superstructure is erected over the
graves of the persons of rank or wealth,” although it is not preferred
according to the Islamic burial rites.** But even poor and rich shrines
of the holy men were adorned in this way.* Stone huts were used
as funeral monuments for Bedouin sheiks. Differentiations in the
Aliabad cemetery in Iran are indicated by different grave markers,
according to the rank of the deceased. Cement and hand curved stone
markers marked individuals with higher economic rank than the
majority marked with cobble stone.”!

A striking feature is represented by the practice of burying infants
in pottery jars attested until very recent times in several sites south of
Palestine. Archaeological and ethnographic evidence of this practice
comes from Tell el-Hesi, Tell Mubarak, Tell et-Teyyur,* Bir es-Seba’
and Tell esh-Sharia,”” Gaza and Khan Yunis. At Tell el-Hesi a jar
burial of an infant was reported in the 19070-71 season.’®* In the
1979 and 1981 seasons four jar burials containing the skeletal remains
of three premature and one full-term infant were excavated in Field VI
and V,** the burial jars used at the Tell el-Hesi cemetery are typical
Gaza household pottery, indicating that it was not made intentionally
for mortuary purposes. At Tell Mubarak four jar burials, similar to
Gaza water jars were found in the Muslim cemetery dated to the
nineteenth century onwards Figure 23.57 The cemetery belongs to the
nearby Palestinian village Jisr ez-Zarqa. Three of the jars had been
broken at the base or mouth in order to enter the corpse. An infant and
two fetuses were identified in the four jars, including an infant in jar,
T-13 and two fetuses of eight and nine months in jar,T-12 and T-13.%’
The jar burial, T-12 had no grave goods. It is evident that simple cist
burials were the normal burial practice at Tell Mubarak and infant
burials in jars represent most likely a differential treatment, since
two out of three were fetuses. Ethnographic evidence of infant and
children burials in jars is known in the Gaza region. Children burials
in jars were found in association with Esh Sheikh Nuran sanctuary,
near Khan Yunis, as reported by Canaan.*

Posture and orientation of the dead

A normal posture is to lay the dead on his right side, with the
right hand under the head and with the face toward the south (toward
Mecca) and the head westwards.***® In the Christian practice, the
deceased is laid on his back, with the face turned toward the east.** In
the post-medieval cemetery at Tell el-Hesi single burials were found
in an extended posture, lying on their backs with the right hand at the
side and the left one at the pelvis.** Only in a few cases the dead was
laid in a flecked posture.**

After the burials of the dead

There are a series of meals and ceremonies which take place after
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the burial of the dead. In the evening at the day of the burial the close
male relatives are invited to a meal called “supper of the deceased”
by one of the relatives of the departed.***-¢ Social differentiation in
funeral meal and associated ceremonies were observed by Lane in
Egypt.*® This meal is held for both adult males and females, boys and
girls of two or three years or over.® A second meal is held for the
deceased males and females from the age of five years and upward.*
Two other meals followed on the morning of the first day after the
burial.** Musil reports that funerary meals in Transjordan occur after
the death of a male but not of a female.’” The dead are visited on the
first three days after and on the first three Thursdays after the burial,
on the fortieth day, after six months, one year and on the two Muslim
religious feasts.

In the first day after the death the women gather early in the
morning and go to the grave, where they wail about one hour. This is
repeated until the following Thursday.*® These visits take place early
in the morning which is related to the belief that the souls of the dead
are found over the graves at this moment.*> But in Nablus the dead
were visited on Thursday afternoon.** On the first three Thursdays
after the burial, food is made and eaten at the cemetery. **3**3¢ Only in
case of premature death as in the case of the murdered man does this
visit take place on the first Wednesday.*” On the first three Thursdays
food is prepared by the relatives and served either on the grave or at
home.*

Mourning and wailing

Although wailing is forbidden according to Islamic burial rites,
it is practiced in Palestine. Wailing is generally the job of women,
especially the close relatives of the dead.*** Men never join in wailing
ceremonies.* In Palestine there is no ethnographic evidence of the
practice of paid wailing®® done by public wailing-women practiced in
some parts of Egypt.* But it said metaphorically that “everything is
debt, including the eye tears”.

Canaan mentioned that in the past, professional wailing-women
were hired.*® In any case, wailing is not done by the female relatives
of the deceased only, but rather women from the village and from
distant places come and take part in mourning.*’ Gaster points out that
the degree of mourning among the Samaritans is determined by the
age and status of the deceased as well as by the degree of kinship.*
At Artas women go to the grave of an adult but not to the grave of a
child. 37

Unnatural death

Mortuary differentiations are observed in the case of unnatural
death such as martyrs, suicide, murder etc. Martyrs were buried in
their clothes without being washed.**** In the case of suicide, the
deceased receives no formal treatment among Muslims, he is neither
washed and nor taken to the mosque.** This is also the case among
the Samaritans and the Jews, and the deceased is buried by the close
relatives.*® A man who committed suicide from Bethlehem region was
buried with his relatives.*® Among the Sukher tribe in Jordan, only
the close relatives of a murdered man are allowed to take him to the
grave and to bury him.”’ In the case of a murdered man the grave
is visited on the first Wednesday after the burial and not on the first
Thursday as normal.** The corpse is not washed in the cases where
infection is feared, and only water is poured over it.** Differential
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treatment symbolizing unnatural death at Tell el-Hesi may be reflected
in the burial of an adult female, with her severed head resting on her
abdomen,** an evidence of the practice of decapitation as a punishment
for adultery in the traditional Palestinian peasant society.>*

Burial clusters and social structure of the population

The social structure is roughly reflected in the traditional
Palestinian burial ground. Burial clusters reflect to some extent the
existing social structure of the population. This relation is not as clear
in other ethnographic cases.!* Relatives are buried in the common
graves and every clan has its own burial ground.*® The family and
the clan are responsible for the burial of a kin. Death and burial serve
to reaffirm family and kinship relations and to strengthen the inner
solidarity of the clan.’® There is evidence that members of different
clans were buried in one common tomb.** In Mosul in Iraq each
family had its own burial ground inside the city.® Three clusters of
burials were reported in the cemetery of Aliabad in Iran, one used
for children, a second one for adults and a third abandoned section.’!

At Artas the post marital residence is of course patrilocal where
a female comes to live with her husband with his male lineage. A
married woman is buried by her patrilineal Kinsmen. In a common
grave at Artas women of the same family or clan either born in the
same village or in other villages were buried in the same grave.*
It is evident that the outsider women were buried in the burials of
the husband’s family or clan, although when a married woman dies
she again becomes a member of her father’s house. She is carried by
her brothers to the grave as is the unmarried woman. Her husband
cannot burry her.*® Differentiations at Artas may be indicated by clan
members who are not buried in the clan burial ground, because they
wished to be buried elsewhere® or deprived of being buried in the
clan’s burial as in the case of sinned women.* Granqvist reports that
some Artas women were buried at Rahel’s tomb, in Bethlehem.*
Mortuary differentiations between city and village are evident with
respect to pre-interment treatment of the dead.

Sex and age distinctions

Sex distinction is reflected in the traditional Palestinian burials.
In the family graves, the two sexes were buried in two chambers or a
partition is built to separate the two sexes in a communal grave.’%3%33
Each chamber has a separate entrance.** The only exception is in
the case of death after birth, where the mother and the infant may
be buried together.* In the post-Medieval cemetery at Tell el-Hesi, a
grave containing the burials of a young woman and an older man was
found. The two skeletons lay on their right side, their heads separated
by a stone divider and the lower part of their bodies in contact.* A
special treatment is accorded to the unmarried girls at Artas. They are
painted and gilded, their eyes are blackened. Henna (Losowina alba) is
dusted over their bodies and they are sprinkled with perfume. A piece
of soap and a comb are put in the grave.’® These girls are adorned with
gold according to a burial song from Artas.>® Among the Sukher tribe
in Jordan,, women are glided and provided with their ornaments as in
the case of a weddings.”” Differential treatment of juvenile and adult
women at Aliabad in Iran are indicated by the occurrence of burial
markers that are both most costly and numerically less common.’!

At Artas children’s funerals are generally much simpler than
those of adults. In Bethlehem adults are buried in Rahel’s tomb,
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while infants and children were buried in the children’s cemetery
near Rahel’s tomb.*® Not all ceremonies are performed in the case
of children in Egypt.*® Children are not treated formally as the adults
among the Samaritans, they are merely washed and buried in new
garment and only men go to the funeral of a child.*® The male child
which dies uncircumcised has to be buried in exactly the same manner
as any small child, as the Samaritans do not follow the Muslim custom
of post-mortem circumcision.?> Comparative ethnographic evidence
is reported from Iran. At Aliabad many children’s graves are left
completely unmarked®' and at Hasan Abad babies are buried in a
special cemetery.’!¢!

If a child and an adult die on the same day, the dead child is placed
on the knees of the adult. Granqvist® reports a case at el -Khadar near
Bethlehem where a child was placed in the arms of an adult, and since
infants and little children are free from sin, they give protection to
the adults. In the Palestinian peasant society children begin relatively
early to help in the family economy, boys help to herd the sheep and to
preform simple agricultural activities, while little girls are set to work
even earlier than boys and have to assist in the household work or in
carrying water.’! The boys of 12 years of age were regarded as mature
in certain cases.’® No special treatment is accorded to the people of
very advanced age at Artas.*

Social stratifiction

At Artas, mortuary differentiation varies with the social status of
the deceased despite the egalitarian nature of the dominant ideology.
The funeral of a sheik, a clan head, or a high ranking religious person
differs in many respects from other individuals. The main indices are
the structure of the grave, its spatial association to saints’ shrines,
number of participants in the burial, number of visitors from other
villages and the luxury of the death meals.

Funerary offering

Only a few funerary goods are normally found in the Muslim
Burial,** consequently it could not be used as a reliable indicator of
wealth. At Tell el-Hesi simple personal ornaments, such as beads,
rings, bracelets, anklets and pendants were found in association with
the Muslim burials.**¢? One burial was associated with a water jar,>*
another burial of an infant had a pierced coin attached to the right
mandible. This practice was reported by Granqvist*® at the village
of Artas. A flint (to light the fire) and coffee utensils were reported
to be placed in the grave of a man from Artas.** Canaan points to
a similar custom among the Bedouins of the Negev. Concave bowls
were frequently left on the upper stone slabs, and they were filled
with water at each visit. Coffee utensils were laid on some graves,
symbolizing the hospitality of the deceased.’® The Bedouins of Sinai
leave the clothes of the deceased on the grave until they fall into pieces
or are taken by poor people.® This practice is reported also among the
Bedouin in Transjordan.’” The Azazema and Zullam tribes placed a
jug filled with water against the dead of the dead.’” The Hewatat tribe
provided the men with flour and the women with a paint stick (kohl).’’

Personal ornaments such as beads were reported in Bedouin’s
tombs in Negev and Sinai. A coin was attached to the hood over the
forehead or nose of the Qais woman.*® Dried Henna is strewn over
and beneath the dead.’® Canaan reports that a layer of henna is laid
under the dead and the thickness of this layer correlates to the social
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status of the deceased.** A maiden girl is painted and glided etc. and
a piece of soap and a comb are put in the grave.’® Generally, funerary
offerings are not placed in the grave. At Artas gifts consisting of
personal ornament were collected in a sack before the final interment.
After a special ceremony at the grave they were returned to their real
owners and instead some money is scattered on the grave for the soul
of the deceased.* The preacher who did the ceremony is paid.*® This
practice which has only a symbolic character may be an echo of a pre-
Islamic burial practice.

Infant mortality

Early in this century, a high infant mortality in Palestine was
indicated in ethnographic sources. An excellent ethnographic account
of diseases which affect the children in Palestinian superstitions
was given by T Canaan®' a physician from Jerusalem. In addition to
the dominant fatalistic view, he points to the demons, especially e/-
Qarina and Umm es-Subian**whose duty is to injure infants, to attack
pregnant women and to cause miscarriage.’! Regional and social
variability in infant mortality was indicated by high rates of infant
mortality among the peasants and the lower class of city inhabitants.
In a sample (from Dr. Canaan’s private statistics) of 2185 pregnancies
20% ended in abortion and still birth. Of the remaining 1740 children
born alive 44.7% died within a brief time,*' indicating high rates
of infant mortality at the beginning of the 20" century in Palestine.
Early feeding of children and the irregularity of giving food is a major
cause of most of the gastric and intestinal troubles which often end in
death,’! especially among the lower class. The most recent phase of
the post-Medieval cemetery at Tell el-Hesi consists entirely of infants’
burials, between eighteen months and three years old, which may
represent the victims of a plague.**

Conclusion

Although some specific features of the traditional Palestinian
mortuary practice are not clear in this ethnographic account, it shows
clearly the mortuary treatment varies with religious affiliations, social
rank, age and sex of the deceased. Differentiation in the mortuary
treatment of the Muslims, Christians, Samaritans and Jews is observed.
Despite the egalitarian nature of the Muslim burial rites, social
differentiations based on socio-economic position are evident with
respect to the grave structure, presence or absence of a superstructure
over the grave, the length of mourning periods, death meals, the
number and the distance travelled by the people who come from other
villages to attend the burial. Age, sex, wealth and rank of the deceased
are the main determinants of the mortuary variability at Artas. Infants
and children up to the age of 10 years are treated different than adults.
Sex distinction is evident by differential treatment accorded to the two
sexes and by the spatial distinction of the burials of the two sexes. Sex
distinction is indicated by the special treatment of young unmarried
women, decorated and glided, and provided with a comb and a piece
of soap. As a rule no grave goods are included in the burials, but in
certain cases some grave goods were found. Differential treatment
is accorded to individuals of unnatural death, as in the case martyrs,
murdered people, those who commit suicide and women who have
sinned.
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