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INVESTIGATING MORTUARY SITES:
THE SEARCH FOR SYNERGY

ABSTRACT: This paper explores the divergent points of view about research in mortuary studies. This strategy serves
to elucidate often unconscious assumptions about proper research and goals in scientific practise. In mortuary studies,
tensions arise from the very nature of the mortuary archaeological record, which offers multiple lines of evidence that
can be studied by various scholars using various methods. A scholar is exposed to a multi-evidence world where one has
to put together several pieces of a puzzle to produce a meaningful interpretation of past societies. The critical problem is
how to find a balance among divergent interests of various disciplines and put together the pieces produced by different
methods and sometimes even epistemologies. The discussions in this paper map the tensions among the scholars and
disciplines. It is argued that despite the problems that arise from the tensions among the scholars and disciplines,
interdisciplinarity facilitates the production of novel and more valid knowledge about past societies.
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INTRODUCTION

Mortuary archaeology and anthropology has a long tradition
that can be traced to antiquarian interests in the 18th century.
As Trigger (1989: 66) pointed out, the antiquarians were
interested in ancient finds because of the aesthetics of the
finds themselves and the romantic notion of the past. Later
in the 19th century, mortuary remains served primarily
chronological and ideological purposes. Archaeologists
produced various sequences of the development of artifacts
and groups of people. This culture-historical approach
aimed at examination of the ethnogeneses of specific
ethnic groups such as Germans and Slavs. The beginning of
modern approaches in mortuary studies is associated with
1970-80s when a series of influential works of processual
archaeology by Saxe (1970), Brown (1971), Chapman et al.
(1981), Neustupny (1983), and O'Shea (1984) appeared.
Scholars became interested in the organization of past
societies and used formal methodology to infer the essential
structuring principles in the society from the patterning of
the mortuary archaeological record. Postprocessual critique
pointed at some simplistic assumptions of processualists
such as the relationship between energy expenditure in

funeral and social status (Braun 1981, Parker Pearson
1982), inadequacy of role theory (Gillespie 2001), and
underestimation of ideology and agency (Hodder 2000,
Parker Pearson 2000). The last two decades have witnessed
an increase in the diversity of approaches in mortuary
studies. Some authors developed what Michelle Hegmon
(2003) calls processual-plus approach. These studies do
not abandon the processual heritage but try to improve
it through better incorporation of ethnography, spatial
dimension, and different categories such as ancestorhood or
ceremonialism (Beck 1995, Carr 1995, Rakita et al. 2005).
Other scholars build upon the concept of the body to explore
it as a scene of display and artifact (Hamilakis et al. 2002,
Joyce 2005, Sofaer 2006). Yet other scholars put into center
of their interest individuality, life-histories, or social time
(Meskell 1999, Sayer 2010, Zvelebil, Pettitt 2008).

The analytical and technological potential developed
significantly, both in the sphere of data collection and
analysis. Total stations are standard for the documentation
of objects in space (Lock 2003, McPherron, Dibble 2002),
various geophysical methods are used for the detection of
underground features (Doolittle, Bellantoni 2010, Gaffney
2008), and soil samples are collected for chemical analyses
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(Scudder 2008). Among the plethora of post-excavation
analyses, human and animal bones receive special attention.
Studies of stable isotopes produce information about the
diet and physical movement of people and animals to
different geographic areas (Ambrose, Krigbaum 2003,
Bentley et al. 2007, Honch et al. 2006) while DNA studies
focus frequently on the biological relationships among
individuals (Haak et al. 2008, Mooder et al. 2005). The
results of analyses serve as a basis for modeling various
processes and structures such as migrations, patterns of
subsistence, gender relations, kinship, or social inequality.
Extensive research of human remains is carried out within
the frame of bioarchaeology, which combines results of
research in human osteology with archacology and takes
advantage of various methods ranging from classical
morphometry to CT scanning (Buikstra, Beck 2006, Larsen
1999, Sladek et al. 2006, Weiss 2009).

The development of information technologies allowed
scholars to engage in sophisticated analyses of mortuary
data. The overlap with mathematics and geography
created an environment for experimentation. Geographic
information systems provided an environment for analyses
and the visualization of mortuary variability (Kvétina
2004, Smejda 2004, 2009). McHugh (1999) even presented
models of hypothetical cemeteries based on the variable
input data. Faster computers enabled analysts to use
resampling techniques for the analyses of intra-cemetery
variability (Manly 1996, Sosna et al. 2008) and other
statistical tools such as Guttman scaling (Porc¢i¢, Stefanovié¢
2009) and matrix decomposition models (Stojanowski
2003) were applied in mortuary studies.

This review shows that contemporary mortuary studies
are rarely based on the activities of a single researcher.
Multidisciplinary collaboration became not only a standard
aspect of research but also a necessity. It is simply not
possible to produce high quality research results without
extensive collaboration with other specialists. Indeed, it
seems that the most stimulating questions can be addressed
via close collaboration of numerous scholars and the
application of "multiple-lines of evidence approach".
However, there is a difference in the engagement of scholars.
While multidisciplinarity just provides a sum of results of
different disciplines in a single project, interdisciplinarity is
based on the assumption that the final results are produced
via interaction of scholars from different disciplines (cf.
Strathern 2006: 195-196).

Parker Pearson's et al. (2005) investigation of
mummification in the Bronze Age in the Outer Hebrides
provides a convincing example of interdisciplinary research.
The combination of osteological, histological, stratigraphic,
dating, and spectroscopic analyses lead the researchers to
conclude that mummified human bodies served as ancestors
for a few generations and were later buried under the house
floors. This finding is highly interesting given the frequent
presence of secondary mortuary practices that include
manipulation with the physical remains of the dead in
ethnography (see Hertz 1960, Schroeder 2001). Similarly,
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the Vedrovice Bioarchaeological Project put together
different specialists to analyze the Early Neolithic cemetery
at Vedrovice (Lukes et al. 2008). This project included both
local and international scholars who focused on radiocarbon
dating, osteology, palacopathology, dental microwear, DNA,
chemical traces and isotopes, and artifacts. The research
team put together all these lines of evidence and presented
the synthesis on the transition from foraging to farming in
Central Europe (Zvelebil, Pettitt 2008). Another example
of collaboration is the Eulau Project that included DNA,
isotopic, osteological, and archaeological analyses of four
multiple burials dating to the Copper Age (Haak et al. 2008,
Meyer et al. 2009). The results contributed significantly
to our understanding of prehistoric raiding and social
relationships among people. These three examples of recent
mortuary projects suggest that the future of mortuary studies
tends towards complex collaborative research projects
where scholars with different backgrounds interact.

This story about the progress in mortuary studies would
be incomplete without critical evaluation. Each coin has two
sides and interdisciplinarity is no exception. Collaboration
among multiple specialists such as archaeologists,
biological anthropologists, social anthropologists,
botanists, chemists, and geologists produces new data
that broaden the base for inferring the nature of past
societies. Moreover, it stimulates thinking and enables
scholars with different specializations to learn from each
other as Hirke (2002) pointed out. However, collection,
analysis, and interpretation of the data opens space for
various approaches that do not necessarily yield congruent
results. A convincing example is Gillespie's case study
of the Mayan ruler Pakal that shows the clash between
biological anthropologists and linguists on the ruler's
age at death (Gillespie 2001: 88—-89). Moreover, scholars
with different backgrounds and epistemologies inevitably
negotiate their mutual expectations about how the research
should be carried out and published. When we plant these
divergent ideas of proper scholarship into international
environment, things get even more complicated because
of cultural differences among the scholars.

In this paper we will explore the overlaps and tensions
among the disciplines that contribute to the broad area of
scientific interest, which we call mortuary studies. The
story starts in the field where decisions have to be made
to collect appropriate evidence. Then it follows with the
discussion about categories that are used for analysis. The
last part focuses on different traditions of reasoning where
ideas of rigid research design and deductive logic encounter
flexible inductive logic open to modification. Throughout
the entire paper, three imaginary characters will guide
reader's journey.

IN THE FIELD

In 1970s Kent Flannery applied an intriguing dramatic
element into his exploration of Early Mesoamerican
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villages: Real Mesoamerican Archaeologist, Great
Synthesizer, and Skeptical Graduate Student (Flannery
1976). This move was not a strategy to drown in the post-
modern hodgepodge. On the contrary, it was an attempt to
spread scientific rigor in a digestible way. Let us follow
this inspiration and introduce the following characters:
True Archaeologist (T.A.), Rigid Bioarchaeologist (R.B.),
and Foreign Theorist (F.T.). T.A. loves shoveling, mud on
the boots and wind in his hair. Field experience and unique
artifacts are among the highest values in T.A's. hierarchy.
In contrast, R.B. loves her measuring tools, methodology,
and fancy statistics. F.T. likes putting together various
lines of evidence and extrapolate them into theories that
T.A. and R.B. never dreamt about. Also, F.T. tends to be
pragmatic and hard-working because the tenure pressure
in his country exposes him to extreme expectations and
hard evaluations.

First of all, it is necessary to emphasize that our three
characters do not always meet directly in the field. The first
problem of collaborative research stems from the variable
engagement of different scholars in the field as Sladek (n.d.)
pointed out. R.B. often stays in her laboratory and F.T. in his
office. In contrast, T.A. holds the research permit that often
gives him relative freedom of what and how he excavates.
However, a project where R.B. receives the bones in a box
at the end of excavations loses much contextual information
about human remains, which can be collected in the field
(cf. Duday et al. 1990, Duday, Guillon 2007, Prokes 2007,
Sladek et al. 2008, Willis, Tayles 2009). R.B. often asks:
"Is it really necessary to be in the field? T.A. can do the
job for me and deliver the bones." T.A. has no problem
with that because he loves excavating and the presence of
other scholars with different interests and points of view
represents a potential problem. Indeed, it may slow down
the excavation because R.B. and other natural scientists
may want to take samples and measure objects of their
interest in-situ. Therefore, T.A. as a manager — the most
common model of scholarly hierarchy in Central Europe
— is exposed to contradictory tensions. On one hand, he
would like to include specialists and methods as diverse
as possible to secure a wide range of data for subsequent
analyses and interpretation. On the other hand, he faces
the limits of project's budget, time constrains, and little
enthusiasm of R.B. and other natural scientists who do not
always feel the need to be in the field. The most common
result of these tensions is that cemeteries and churchyards
are excavated without the presence of R.B., the person
who has the potential to collect critical data concerning
human remains. Although the situation described fits the
Czech Republic, we suspect that scholars in other parts of
the world face the same issue.

The lucky projects where our three characters participate
on excavations in the field are not trouble-free either. Each
specialist considers his or her object of interest the most
crucial. T.A. and the geologist care about stratigraphic
relationships and sections. When R.B. uncovers the
skeleton, everything else loses its brightness. R.B. suggests:

"We should modify the section immediately because
skeleton's lower legs are hidden in the soil behind the
section." T.A. and geologist do not like this idea because
the section is more important than the complete removal
of the skeleton. Another trouble occurs when R.B. wants
to remove the bones before they get really dry in sunny
weather but T.A. does not like this idea saying: "We have
to wait a few more days and leave it there for the evaluation
committee. They would love to take pictures." F.T. tends
to be pragmatic: "We should remove the bones, otherwise
we will loose some data. Also, leaving the skeleton in-situ
would slow us down." No wonder, F.T. knows that the
research team needs to collect as much data as possible to
succeed in the hard peer-review process in a good journal.
The final decisions depend, of course, on the rhetorical
abilities of the actors, the weight of individual arguments,
formal hierarchy in decision-making, and reciprocal
relationships between the actors. However, the success in
this process depends also on understanding the expectations
of other scholars and knowledge of their disciplines.
Therefore, much misunderstandings and tensions can
be reduced via support of multidisciplinary programs at
universities where students have opportunities to "look into
the world of others". Since the very roots of anthropology
stem from this idea, anthropology provides a useful framing
environment for mortuary studies.

ANALYTICAL CATEGORIES

Finds collected in the field are classified, measured, digitized,
and analysts can use them to create data matrices. The most
common analytical unit in statistical analyses of mortuary
variability is a burial that contains an individual (e.g.,
Manly 1996, O'Shea 1984, O'Shea 1996, Por¢i¢, Stefanovié
2009, Sosna 2009). This practice stems from the fact that
artifacts and grave furnishing can be related directly to the
individual in the grave. Therefore, biological estimations
of sex, age, body height etc. can be linked to associated
artifacts and furnishing. This ideal world, however, is not
compatible with multiple burials because it is not always
clear which individual can be linked to specific artifacts,
unless they were unambiguously associated with the body.
Since multiple burials are common in prehistoric settings,
they deserve attention. Unfortunately, they usually embody
only appendices to sophisticated statistical analyses. They
are reminiscent of outliers in statistical analyses, which are
neglected for the sake of robust generalizations.

Things may get even worse when one exposes the
skeletons to detailed bioarchaeological investigation. For
example, Parker Pearson et al. found that one of their
skeletons was composed of bones of at least three different
individuals — the post-cranial skeleton, the skull and the
mandible came from different individuals (Parker Pearson
et al. 2005: 534 ). This "puzzle individual" did not look
unusual at the first glance. It was the detailed scrutiny
that uncovered the combination of skeletal elements from
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three individuals. What is the appropriate unit of analysis
here? A bone or the body, which probably corresponded
to a social category in minds of Bronze Age people? One
may follow the reasoning along the lines suggested by
Kuijt (2008: 176). He argues that the manipulation of the
body does affect physical remains of an individual but it
serves to link the living with the generalized ancestors.
Therefore, during a few generations after individual's death,
the single is transformed into collective. Given the fact
that some periods of prehistory yield frequent evidence of
so-called disturbed burials (see Heyd, Bartelheim 2001),
which indicate manipulation of the dead, combination of
skeletal parts and construction of the collective may be
more frequent.

Social and cultural anthropology provides a great
source of inspiration about the relationship between
singular and plural. Several decades ago, Mauss (1938)
opened the discussion about the category of personhood.
He suggested that society is composed of certain number
of characters (personnages) that are filled with particular
individuals. While the individual as a biological unit may
die, personnage tend to be perpetuated in time. More
interestingly, the very nature of personnage is relational
and collective because it is not only embodied by relations
to other people but also places and things. Such a relational
understanding of personhood has been subject to extensive
discussions in social and cultural anthropology especially
in Southeast Asia and Melanesia where dividuals (Strathern
1988), fractal (Wagner 1991), and partible persons (Busby
1997) entered the intellectual space of reasoning about
the construction of personhood. Gillespie (2001), inspired
primarily by Mauss, applied the relational notion of
personhood to the study of archaeological mortuary remains
of Mayan ruler Pakal. She argues that the discrepancy
between the bioarchacological estimation of Pakal's age at
death and the linguistic decoding of inscriptions in Palenque
stems from the confusion between the biological individual
and social person, who lived long after his physiological
demise. In other words, Gillespie points at analytic category
"individual", which cannot be automatically assumed to be
congruent with the category of "person" in non-western
and prehistoric contexts. Although Gillespie's position was
critiqued by Houston and McAnany (2003) for being too
constructivist, her argument brought into light an important
point: we often take our categories for granted.

Age represents another problem for classification. When
T.A. approaches his friend R.B. he asks: "Have you already
finished your age estimations from skeletons? I need the
results for testing the differences between the graves of
individuals in their twenties and thirties." R.B. answers
with an uneasy feeling: "I am afraid that I will not be able
to give you such fine-grained data. Age estimations for
adults are quite unreliable. I can estimate age of subadults
quite well but adults represent a problem. The best I can
do is the distinction between the very young and very old
adults. Anything beyond this level is the fortune-telling
from a crystal ball." One does not need the crystal ball to
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predict that T.A. is not happy about this: "But I have seen
many studies where scholars worked with quite narrow age
intervals." R.B. agrees: "Sure, I know. This, however, does
not mean that we have to continue doing this. When new
critical studies demonstrate that previous research was a bit
uncritical to its methodology, we should reflect these new
finds and do our best to produce knowledge, which would
be more reliable and valid." At the end of this discussion,
T.A. is not happy but he understands that some things
cannot be pushed too far and researchers need to be aware
of critical studies of scientific methodology.

Biological anthropologists have developed specific
classification of age categories for skeletal material
and designed methods to classify individuals into these
categories (Brooks, Suchey 1990, Buckberry, Chamberlain
2002, Meindl, Lovejoy 1985, Scheuer, Black 2000). The
most common models of classification works with infants,
juveniles, adults, matures, and seniles (Sjovold 1988)
or young, middle and old adults respectively (Buikstra,
Ubelaker 1994). There is, however, a methodological
problem to working on a high level of resolution. As recent
critical studies pointed out there are no reliable methods
that would be able to classify adult individuals to narrow
intervals (Brtzek 2008).

Age is not an unproblematic unidimensional category by
itself. We can distinguish at least three different kinds of
age: biological, chronological, and social (Halcrow, Tayles
2008: 192). The first reflects the physical changes of the
body, the second describes the time difference between birth
and a specific point of life, and the last one reflects the emic
understanding of age in particular socio-cultural context.
Many societies classify individuals into age sets and age
grades that express shared life experience and collective
ties (cf. Barth 2002, Turner 1967). These categories indicate
that research has to be aware of these differences and
should explain in which dimension of age he or she works.
Critical rethinking of western categorization may affect
statistical analyses. For analytical purposes associated with
statistical testing, age categories can be lumped into more
general categories subadult and adult. The crucial question
is where the line between subadults and adults should be
made. The common practice of using the biological features
of adulthood such as ossified cartilages do not need to
reflect the social understanding of adulthood. It seems that
the best strategy is to start with biological categories and
then reclassify the individuals according to other criteria
such types of graves, artifacts, and body treatments. In
other words, social age emerges from the data through the
comparison of multiple lines of evidence rather than as a
direct imprint of a priory biological categories.

TRADITIONS OF THOUGHT
Scholars from different disciplines and countries may differ

in their views on the production of knowledge about past
societies and the discourses within which they operate. The
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meeting of our three characters R.B., T.A., and F.T. suggests
that their ideas are not unified. One day F.T. comes with his
eyes wide: "I just read a great paper about the language of
Piraha in Current Anthropology. It seems that those guys
do not talk about anything beyond immediate experience.
It is fascinating." T.A. says: "Interesting, but why do you
care about such things? Is it relevant to archaeology."
F.T. responds: "Well, it is not relevant directly but I am
committed to four-field anthropology. It just gives me
better sense of how humans in different societies act and
conceptualize the world. Sometimes, I learn things that
were previously beyond my imagination." R.B. joins the
discussion and asks: "This makes sense but did they use
any statistical test? Are their linguistic results reliable?"
F.T. replies: "I do not think that they used statistics. Why
should they? Not everybody works with numbers. Semiotic
approaches are quite sophisticated and convincing even
without statistics." While R.B. contemplates about the
science without statistics, T.A. attacks the four-field
approach: "OKk, I got the point but is it really necessary to
adopt this American four-field ideology? Here in Europe,
we have quite a different tradition where archaeology is
simply archaeology. There is no need for the four-field
framework." After this point, the discussion continues
with challenges and rebuttals among all three participants
in the discussion.

Boasian four-field approach represents a controversy.
Its position has been strong in the United States. In
retrospective disciplines Binford's (1962) paper set the
agenda and the publications in recent past (Gillespie,
Nichols 2003, Skibo et al. 2007) also indicate that
archaeological commitment to anthropology is still alive.
Also, several highly influential works in mortuary studies
built strong ties between archaeology and ethnography
(Binford 1971, Goldstein 1976, O'Shea 1984, Saxe 1970)
and between archaeology and biological anthropology
(Buikstra 1977, Larsen, Milner 1994). Contrary to the
celebration of the four-field approach Borofsky (2002)
points at the discrepancy between the ideology of four-
field and low frequency of actual collaboration among
scholars within the four-field framework, which would
yield results in the form of publications. In Europe, the
disciplines associated with mortuary studies have been quite
autonomous. Especially the ties between archaeology and
ethnography (sociocultural anthropology) have been weak
(cf. Harke 2000). Currently, while the four-field tradition
has to fight for its survival in its original environment in
the United States, multidisciplinary programs seem to
flourish in the United Kingdom. In Central Europe, the
separation among the disciplines in mortuary studies is
still strong but increasing exposure to diverse literature,
participation at international conferences, and collaborative
projects gradually improve the understanding of related
disciplines.

Tensions arise also during the discussions about the
logic of "scientific" reasoning. R.B. has very strong opinion
about this issue: "Every research has to start with a testable

hypothesis, which is later tested against the data." T.A. and
F.T. reply: "This is one of the possibilities but we should
not be dogmatic about it. Great research has been done via
induction and 'softer' approaches." Less rigid and more
inductive approaches are typical for European archacology
and sociocultural anthropology. Even in archaeology in the
United States, where claims about hypothetico-deductive
reasoning were strong during the processual era (e.g.,
Watson et al. 1971), things changed. As Fogelin (2007)
argues, inference to the best explanation is the most
appropriate and also most commonly practiced form of
archaeological reasoning. This approach is based on the
assumption that " ... the explanation that accounted for the
greatest diversity of evidence was more likely to be true."
(Fogelin 2007: 611). Its advantage lies in its potential to
produce more or less compelling explanations instead of
rigid rejection or non-rejection of a hypothesis. Inference
to the best explanation can integrate diverse evidence
and develops explanations for infrequent phenomena
within each line of evidence (Fogelin 2007). This kind of
reasoning, which simply produces the best explanation for
diverse evidence, may be highly effective for mortuary
studies where multiple lines of evidence are commonly
processed and integrated.

CONCLUSION

We tried to describe the problems and tensions among the
disciplines and scholars within the frame of mortuary studies
to argue for the need and usefulness of interdisciplinary
approaches. Nonetheless, interdisciplinarity cannot be
viewed as unproblematic practices that produce only
scientific advances. Similarly to other spheres of scientific
enquiry where multiple scholars interact, the interaction
produces tensions that rise from different priorities and the
lack of understanding of other disciplines. These tensions
spread into multiple layers ranging from the field practice
to epistemology. Our three characters who were used to
investigate the tensions, represent only small portion of
diverse ideas about proper scholarship in mortuary studies
but they point to the incompatibilities among scholars in
different disciplines. We believe that these incompatibilities
can be overcome, especially through interaction and
education. We argue that scholars from different disciplines
need to participate in field projects together to understand
the priorities and techniques of others. Also, education
that provides wider range of perspectives on mortuary
studies helps to bridge divides in understanding of other
disciplines.

Tensions among disciplines and scholars are
counterbalanced by the positive effects of exposure to
"otherness". Reading the literature from neighboring
disciplines and interaction with other scholars widens
one's perspectives and provides critique to various naive
assumptions. Especially ethnography is useful in this
respect because it provides the range of models of social
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organization and practices. Also, it provides a critique of
Western categories.

If we accept the argument that interdisciplinarity is
useful for mortuary studies, we need to resolve the problem
of how to integrate research results based on multiple
lines of evidence. It seems that the forms of reasoning that
would evaluate everything solely on the basis of either
statistical significance or description of a single object
cannot succeed. Inference to the best explanation offering
a feasible way to integrate various lines of evidence in
mortuary studies. On the more general level, anthropology
as a discipline provides a viable general framework because
of the long-term experience with holism and interaction
among sub-disciplines with epistemological, theoretical,
and methodological differences.
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