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Introduction
This article seeks to follow the social implications of death in the context of prehistoric Malta, more specifically the Tarxien phase of the Late Neolithic (c. 2900‑2350 BC), addressing questions posed by the original conference such as the following; how many individuals were buried together, their spatial context and the timing of their deposition. In addition, the article will seek to investigate how the dead were treated, who were buried and why they were buried together. As a guide to this intent, selective ethnographies will be deployed, bringing into play the evidence of the Younge site from Michigan in the light of ethnographic accounts of the Feast of the Dead which are reported elsewhere in this volume. The present work is a product of a broadly Anglo-Saxon perspective, although conscious of the methodological approaches of the anthropologie de terrain (Duday 1978; 2009), most closely followed by one of us (Thompson). The article will also include some self-reflexive ethnography, as the important deposit of the Brochtorff Xagħra Circle on the island of Gozo undergoes new interrogation some twenty years after its original excavation.

The regional context
The island context of Malta is an essential element of any study of the social context of Maltese mortuary ritual within the archipelago (Fig. 1). On the one hand, Malta had the potential advantage of the rest of the Mediterranean, including potentially fertile soils (provided they were curated), Mediterranean vegetation, seasonal rainfall, springs emerging from below the permeable limestone and above more impermeable “clays”, a long growing season for farming (and even multi-cropping),  and a rich marine life (even if not always exploited). Several types of building stone are present including soft and hard limestone, and combinations of lime and clay. These elements, combined with the security provided by the island context, offered the potential for the construction of a specific island identity, recognisable in material form. On the other hand, Malta had the disadvantages of a lack of reliable surface water (no perennial rivers or natural lakes), unpredictable humidity, a long-term  absence of large trees or extensive woodland, the difficulty of retaining soil within the confining conditions of geological uniformity and a restricted space of 316 square kilometres, a narrow biome, the relative distance from nearby populations (80 km) (although in some political conditions, this could be an advantage) and the need to import many materials (including ‘luxuries’ such as obsidian and greenstone). These facts produced a delicate equilibrium, that continues into the present day, where human capital is and was a vital resource for survival.

Fig. 1. Main mortuary sites on the Maltese islands  (Author Simon Stoddart and Dora Kemp)

Three supplementary environmental features of the archipelago may deserve emphasis. Firstly, the available pollen cores demonstrate that vegetation was largely stripped at a very early stage following (and perhaps before) human colonisation around 5500 BC (Carroll et alii 2012), even if subtleties of fluctuating vegetational coverage are now emerging from more recent pollen cores (M. Farrell and L. Coyle McClung pers. comm.). Secondly, these pollen cores reveal datable reversals in deposition where earlier material was eroded in slump events onto later deposits, likely driven by major pluvial events which appear to have been current even in the Late Neolithic period[footnoteRef:5].  Thirdly, there may have been memories of a shrinking islandscape, since sea level rise (most appreciable in the inlets of the northern coasts rather than above the cliffs of the southern coasts) continued well into periods of human occupation (Furlani et alii 2013; Stoddart 2015). Thus, the islanders may have felt under pressure simultaneously by rising and falling water, perhaps even with the very distant memory of a tsunami which appears to have occurred during the Holocene (Mottershead et alii 2014). Ethnographies underline the strong memories of apparently distant events within oral traditions (Nunn 2014). [5:  in preparation by Flood and colleagues] 


Within this context of an almost cosmological pressure on the islanders, not only did they develop a considerable resilience seen in their very bodies (Power pers. comm.), but by 3800 BC had defined and nurtured points of stability in their island home. Substantial megalithic constructions, usually designated ‘temples’, were generally placed by reliable springs and have well developed soil profiles with good humic content, compared with the depleted terra rossas that can be more generally seen on the Maltese islands both today and in the past[footnoteRef:6].  The association between these memory monuments, capturing the reminiscences of the cycle of life mediated through light and darkness (Stoddart & Malone 2010; Stoddart et alii in press), with their ritual largesse of animals and offering bowls, and located in the more stable parts of the landscape, gave some security to the society, even in the challenging conditions provided by this small archipelago. In this way, the collective action of their lives was recapitulated in death, providing a strong motivation for the very collective burial itself. The creation of an idealised collectively knowable world bears some resemblance to the explanatory framework outlined in Bloch’s (1971) Placing of the Dead, where the remains of the anonymous dead are associated with the living, in a ritual performance that establishes relations between the dynamic ‘real’ world and an unchanging realm of ideals. [6:  in preparation by French and colleagues] 


The mortuary evidence
The two more substantial monumental mortuary enclosures (Fig. 1), the “hypogea” of Ħal-Saflieni and Brochtorff Xagħra were closely associated with ‘temples’. The term hypogeum has a very particular usage in Maltese prehistory (Stoddart & Malone 2010); one of us (Stoddart 2015) has even playfully suggested that these two major monuments should have their epithets reversed (Ħal-Saflieni Circle and Brochtorff Xagħra hypogeum) since they share so much in character, in spite of a contrasting limestone geology. Both are certainly hypogea by the Maltese definition (large numbers of disarticulated human remains placed in a large cavity underground), whereas the upper parts of the Ħal-Saflieni structure are suggestive of a surrounding circle by comparison with the Xagħra example.  All the Late Neolithic mortuary evidence, in fact, shows evidence of collectivity, where different numbers of largely disarticulated human remains have been preserved, or have been alleged to have existed, in quantities ranging from tens to thousands of individuals.

The lower end of this spectrum of collectivity is the more difficult to characterise, since these examples remain understudied. Small sites have been discovered at Nadur, Ta’ Vnezja and Busbisija on Malta with a MNI of 2-5 (Evans 1971) more typical of proto-eneolithic assemblages from rock-cut tomb necropolises in southern Sicily, such as Tranchina and Piano Vento (Castellana 1995), and more recently at Scintilia (Gullí 2014).  The site of Kerċem on Gozo was discovered in 2008 during modifications to church property, where the Superintendence of Cultural Heritage of the Maltese Islands was alerted at a late stage in the operations. When discovered, there was a large quantity of human remains that were disarticulated, fragmented and distributed between two rock-cut cavities. Archaeological excavations, which followed, revealed a further three articulated individuals and confirmed that the tombs dated to the Tarxien period of the Late Neolithic (B. Mercieca-Spiteri pers. comm.). The Bur Mgħez cave contained skeletal remains in various states: articulated flexed primary inhumations, disarticulated remains, and caches of crania and long bones (Tagliaferro 1911; 1912). There are varying estimates for the number of individuals deposited, from a minimum of 41 based on crania, to 70 based on loose teeth, and a radiocarbon determination from the material suggests a later Neolithic date (Malone et alii, 2009: 342). It is clear, however, that a much larger number of individuals were buried in this cave than in contemporary rock-cut tombs. The seven separate tombs of Xemxija appear to date to the earlier Late Neolithic period of Ġgantija and the bones are currently in the course of restudy by one of us (Thompson). Unfortunately, although we are confident of the sophistication of the original excavation by Evans in the 1950s, the records separating the bones between the six originally excavated tombs have been lost, so the human remains must be treated as one deposit. Tomb 7 was discovered in 2001 and no human remains were found inside it (Pace 2004: 164). Finally, a hypogeum at Santa Lucia lies 1km south-west of the Tarxien temple complex. Investigations in 1973 suggested some tantalising parallels with the major Maltese mortuary sites discussed below (Magro‑Conti 1997; Museum Annual Report 1973). In addition to a large quantity of disarticulated human bone, Late Neolithic pottery and green stone axes, the work revealed architectural and structural features echoing other Tarxien-period temples and mortuary sites (Museum Annual Report 1973). The topographical location of the Santa Lucia also mirrors other Neolithic mortuary sites (Grima 2007).

The limited nature of the archaeological data from these smaller sites, and forthcoming publications of the data from others such as the Kerċem tombs, means that the main mortuary evidence in Malta derives from two major sites: the Ħal-Saflieni and Brochtorff Xagħra structures. The first comprises one of the architectural splendours of the prehistoric world, descending 11 metres in depth across 11 thresholds, between rooms that include sophisticated architectural representations of features seen in the ‘temple’ monuments above ground (Zammit 1925; Bonanno et alii 1990; Pace 2004; Stoddart & Malone 2013). Indeed, the Ħal-Saflieni site is placed within a kilometre of the Tarxien and Kordin temples and the Santa Lucia hypogeum. Unfortunately, most of the human remains were dispersed from this site without a surviving record, and not all the artefacts themselves are conserved, leaving us to wonder at the stone figure of a supine female on a bed and the many greenstone axes that have been preserved. The second site, the Brochtorff Xagħra Circle, has also suffered at various stages in its history. Its first excavation by Otto Bayer in the 1820s was, perhaps fortunately interrupted after a dispute with the resident farmer, and it is not known how many of the surface deposits were removed (Attard Tabone 1999; 2010; Malone et alii 2009). The site was rediscovered and more systematically excavated from 1987-1994 by an international team led by two of us (Malone & Stoddart) with the late David Trump in collaboration with Anthony Bonanno of the University of Malta and the late Tancred Gouder of the then Museums Department of Malta and is now awaiting a final conservation solution. The excavation uncovered dense deposits of commingled human remains in a network of cave systems. These burial deposits comprise the best recorded examples of large-scale Late Neolithic burials on the Maltese islands, rendering them unique within their context (Stoddart 1999). The human remains from the site are now undergoing extensive re-analysis by the Population History workgroup of the FRAGSUS ERC project, allowing us to investigate more deeply the questions outlined at the beginning of this paper.

The 2009 publication of the Brochtorff Xagħra Circle and its immediate aftermath
The Circle remains the main evidence of mortuary activity for Maltese prehistory, and is on a very substantial scale.  The results of the excavations were published in 2009 and it is useful to outline what appear to be the many enduring conclusions. These can be set against the nuances and novelties that are emerging from the new FRAGSUS project. 

Within the Circle, we can define very clearly an arena for ritual action, enabled by the extensive use and modification of the original limestone caves, which were enclosed within a deliberately constructed megalithic circle. This circle is still extensively preserved within the modern rubble walls and deserves further uncovering, beyond what the farmer has relatively recently achieved, to allow comparison with the antiquarian drawings of Houel, Brocktorff and others. The enclosure wall of vertically and horizontally placed oblong blocks was deliberate and effective both on the mind and the body of those who buried and were buried. The stone circle protected the human remains both conceptually and physically; the bones exhibited no evidence of scavenging from animals and there was no evidence of cutting to deflesh; and the preserved land snails indicated a light, managed, vegetation within the Circle, as well as species that may have benefitted from the rich organic deposit where they lived (Schembri et alii 2009). 

The human remains, numbering approximately 220,000 fragments of human bone, were studied partly in the ground (see below) and partly in the laboratory, by eleven analysts with experience of human remains, over the full period of study (including Yealland, Duhig, Mann, Burgess, Sampedro, Coward, Carver, Smith, Avery, Wysocki and Barker), leading to some variability in the identification of the material.  These data were entered into a database from the paper records by a team overlapping with the osteological specialists and then analysed by one of us with simple presentational statistics (Stoddart) for the final bone report published in 2009. The methodological challenge of quantifying the number of buried individuals was immediately recognised. The first MNI of  c. 950 was achieved by summing the MNI of each of the contexts of potentially different dates and thus relating to potentially different contributing populations; the cranium was the dominant contributor to this pattern, because of its high recognition, even when fragmented, providing a MNI of at least one in most deposits. One of the reviewers of the volume prior to publication suggested adopting a scenario where the individual contexts were treated as one contemporary deposit. This exercise reduced the MNI to c.  430, on this occasion based on the patella. This process illustrates the complexity of the interpretation of the formation of this deposit and the considerable difficulty in establishing even the scale of the population buried in the enclosure. All MNI are self-evidently likely to be gross under-estimates (Robb 2016), a problem we return to later.

Further analysis of the burial deposit focuses on the movement of bones within the site, which transformed articulated inhumations into commingled remains, leading to the display of varying levels of disarticulation in the deposits (Stoddart 1999). One of us (Stoddart) had participated in a research seminar in the early 1980s, led by John O’Shea, into the investigation of Iroquois/Huron related sites from the Michigan area. This seminar had already influenced early interpretations of the Brochtorff Xagħra Circle (Stoddart et alii 1999) before the full 2009 publication, and there are echoes that can be picked up between the two sites in the history of their excavation. The idea of the original Michigan seminar was to see if more systematic interpretations could be extracted from old excavations and one of us (Stoddart) was assigned the Younge site (Greenman et alii 1937) (Fig. 2). The Younge site was a mortuary place located in Lapeer county, Michigan part of the modern USA, close to a tributary of Mill Creek, itself a tributary of Black River.  The great advantage of this mortuary assemblage (but also the potential risk) was that its analysis could be guided by the Jesuit records of the Feast of the Dead (see elsewhere in this volume). Since the Younge site re-analysis was never published, we take the opportunity to present the tentative conclusions here in a moderate amount of detail because it adds to the richness of what is intended by a collective deposit. It should be added that the Younge site re‑analysis was largely a paper exercise and never involved the proper interrogation of the primary record of the bones themselves (since they only partially survived), but did go back more thoroughly to the original archival records. The only additional, taphonomic manipulation (John Clark pers. comm.) that was noted (because the crania were privileged in their post excavation survival) was that the cutting of a large perforation in the cranium in seven burials was accompanied by slight preparatory scratches suggestive of scalping.  The surviving bones were recently (2014) repatriated under NAGPRA regulations to the notional descendants of the early second millennium AD  occupants of the Younge site, the Saginaw Chippewa Indian Tribe of Michigan[footnoteRef:7], so further analysis will never be possible.).  [7:  They were replaced in the ground as a new collective burial on 19 November 2014 at the Nibokaan Cemetery at 7525 East Tomah Rd., Mt. Pleasant, Michigan. A Journey Feast was held at 2pm on Wednesday, 19 November at the Ziibiwing Center of Anishinabe Culture & Lifeways, 6650 East Broadway, Mt. Pleasant, Michigan to conclude the ancestral ceremonies and protocols (http://www.sagchip.org/news/files/Repatriation_Event_Flyer_2014-11-03.pdf] 


The results of the Younge burials were of a level of complexity that was anticipated in the Maltese remains, but they proved to be substantially different, both in the configuration of spatially discrete deposits and in the direct manipulation of the human body parts. However, the methodology employed at the Brochtorff Xaghra Circle was driven by this Northern American experience and the comparison of the two sites is suggestive of many of the complexities of the interaction between the living living (sic) and the materialised dead in the study of a complex funerary practice. A key question is whether the explanation of collective burial lies somehow in the collectivity of their lives. One particular cautionary observation is that Greenman was determined to make the data fit the well-defined ethnographic model of the Feast of the Dead in the face of the considerable variability of the evidence.  Archaeology often faces this tension between ethnographic/textual ideal types sourced from individual authors and the variability of practice revealed during collective fieldwork that records collective action.

Fig.2. Plan of the the Younge site  (Author: Simon Stoddart) 

The ethnography of the Feast of the Dead explains collectivity in the following terms (Heidenreich 1978; Seemen 2011).  It was considered an opportunity, often at the time of the relocation of a community (generally at an eight to ten year interval) to gather together the temporary secondary burials, to reassert friendship both with the living and the dead, and above all to show tribal union. The accompanying feasts also gave the opportunity to proclaim status whilst levelling wealth. It is interesting to note, as pointed out by Seemen, a parallel interest in death and the symbolism of bones both by the Huron and their earlier ethnographers, the Jesuits, suggesting that the unifying assembly of death was a common theme of pre-modern societies, only lost in more modern times.

The Younge site comprised an “Enclosure” 1, associated with the burials, placed on a level sandy plain, which, at the time of excavation, had recently been arable land. The recorded burials were concentrated in a restricted part of the site. The published material gives the impression of three concentrations, but, because of the complexities of the recorded evidence reported below, it is difficult to define the precise boundaries of these concentrations. However, it does seem that the cemetery was not strictly bounded, since at least two outlying burials have been discovered, outside the major disposal area (Fig.  2).  Unfortunately, it also appears impossible to establish the relationship of the burial concentrations to the structure designated Enclosure 1, which was composed of pit and posthole features, although the burials appear to have been principally within its limits. In spite of these uncertainties, the site exhibits a fine sample of the variability of mortuary ritual in the Late Woodland period of the Great Lakes region of the current United States of America.

The Younge site was discovered in 1934 by Carman Baggerly, a local amateur archaeologist. A sizeable period of excavation, encouraged by Braidwood at the University of Michigan, and unfortunately without any surviving formal record, was carried out by Baggerley before the intervention of the University of Michigan. It is clear from Baggerly’s recorded comments (Baggerly 1979a), other published notes in the Museum of Anthropology and by comparison with the formal publication, that much information was lost. It was the discovery of “perforated crania” that prompted Greenman to intervene in 1936 with a formal excavation.  Two versions thus exist of this excavation, the classic published Greenman account and the unpublished correspondence (Baggerly 1979b; 1980) and Younge site Part II of Baggerly (1979b). Although Baggerly’s accounts were written some 45 years after the event (most probably based on some notes), and there may have been some tension between the “amateur” and the “professional”, these accounts do provide a valuable alternative narrative to the published version.  More recently Wilkensen (1971) studied the morphologically determined biological relationships of the Younge site population to other samples of the Great Lakes area, and DNA samples were apparently taken at the time of the NAGPRA repatriation. 

The pioneering discovery and prompt, clearly presented, publication of the Younge site led Great Lake specialists to put considerable weight on Greenman’s conclusions. Since the site has been given so much prominence, it is only correct that the rough edges of the model, smoothed over by Greenman, should be assessed in the light of Baggerly’s contribution, in the same way as the FRAGSUS project is reassessing any rough edges of the 2009 publication of the Brochtorff Xagħra Circle. In the history of research on the Younge site, data were unfortunately lost at many stages. The variability of recording is apparent even during the formal excavation. In spite of the critique provided by Baggerly, corroborated by the surviving archive, the broad spatial relationships of the graves can be trusted, although the publication lacks the detailed record of the internal structure of the majority of the skeletal deposits, because they were considered redundant by Greenman.  Baggerly rightly points out that the formal publication was incomplete, because the archive shows a considerable number of burials outside the area of the formally laid out trenches during the excavation. Only a central area was published in detail, and Greenman did not make reference to a number of burials discovered by Baggerly preserved in the University of Michigan file, probably because he was unable to make out their clear provenance.  By contrast, Greenman did make a very detailed study of the placement of bones where he had proper records. Many proper reasons can be given for Greenman’s decision, but it does make it difficult to assess whether the Younge site was the sole location of a sequence of funerary ritual. Some evidence suggests that other areas were involved. For instance, no match has been found for the discs cut out of crania amongst the perforated but otherwise complete crania found on the site. The non-natural age and sex structure of the population buried at the site also seem to suggest this.

The chronology of the Younge site has never been addressed in detail even though it is the eponymous site of the Younge Tradition. Greenman (1937: 87) believed in the general contemporaneity of the whole site.  Baggerly specifically states that there was a much more complex stratigraphic relationship between the burials and pit/postholes. The Younge site itself has not been dated by radiocarbon. It is only by comparison with the Verchave II site (AD 1095 +/‑ 100) (Fitting 1975: 156) that the Younge site can be placed as part of the Younge phase, within a Younge tradition dated to 900-1100 AD.  Clearly a more detailed understanding of the ritual processes would have benefitted from a detailed AMS programme.

The study of the demography of the Younge site faced familiar problems.  It was not easy to establish a minimum number of individuals with the available information.  This was complicated by the availability of two sources of data, one from the field reported account of each burial and another from the osteological appendix by Hughes (Greenman et alii  1937: 126-8) (compared in tables within Stoddart 1983). It is highly likely that the field account of age was more complete because some of the more fragile infant skeletons undoubtedly disintegrated before they could be studied by Hughes.  Post excavation survival of this type does not account for all the differences between the two sets of data and the situation remains uncertain.  For instance, a small peak in mortality such as occurs in the “30-34” age group of the Greenman data cannot be properly assessed. However, one fact is at least clear from both sets of data: the relative lack of infant burials.  Hughes seems to have sexed a greater proportion of the bone deposits and from these figures we can perhaps properly surmise that males were more common than females by a proportion of 1.7 to 1 (39:23).
The patterning of the burials is consistent with “an unranked society” (Stoddart 1983) in the processual definition of the 1980s; that is no prominence was given to individuals through grave goods or other ritual expenditure. Grave goods were scarce and evenly distributed throughout the burials. The only two contexts where slightly greater numbers of grave goods were deposited, were both complex ritual features containing many bodies (1 and 2 in Fig. 2). The very nature of the ritual suggested the denial of prominence for individual personae, since the ritual focussed on complex communal deposits (e.g. 1 and 2 in Fig.  2), with considerable dispersal and exchange of body parts. The slight trends with respect to age and sex are also consistent with a society “without ranking”. Men were more represented than women, but there is no preferential selection of men or women for cranial perforation or drilling.  Infants and young children, as well as being under-represented, were never accorded burials as separate individuals, but always included within a deposit primarily intended for an older individual. The one infant that had a large cranial perforation was placed in the same deposit as two other crania with perforations that belonged to mature individuals.  One of the two males that died at prime maturity has a large cranial perforation and a drilled hole, but shares the deposit with the remains of a more elderly individual. Apart from these exceptions, the majority of prominent ritual treatment was carried out, as far as can be determined, on individuals from older age sets. Social structure was deeply embedded in the ritual programme.

The initial impression of the ritual programme, given by the spatial and contextual variation of the burials, is lack of order. Greenman made a partly successful attempt to overcome this apparent entropy by defining categories: extended, torso etc.  A simple analysis of the material shows that these categories at least partly ignore another dimension: the degree of skeletal completeness.  The Greenman records show a bimodal distribution of gross numbers of skeletal bones separately deposited: a residual deposit of c. 2 skeletal parts and an incomplete deposit of c. 7 skeletal parts (Fig. 3).  Only a very few complete skeletons survived intact, although not in great enough numbers to provide a trimodal distribution. Although it was difficult to assess taphonomical factors, the very nature of the ritual allows the possibility that a sufficiently full preservation (and even record) of the original deposits makes these observations valid. With the possible exception of one complex (2 in Fig. 2), there seems to be no single ritual focus within the whole site. There appears to be a modular repetition across the site of a polythetic set of traits: drilling of the cranium, disc removal from the cranium (i.e. perforation from above), clay deposits, cremation, bundles, extended burials etc. in the areas of ritual intensity. Cremations, bundles and residuals were placed on the periphery of the investigated area. Variability in all these traits obscures the detection of clear ritual process. Even the disc cutting and drilling of the crania was not uniform since many locations of the cranium were chosen.

Fig.3. Simple representation of frequency of discrete bone packages of different size at the Younge site.

As already mentioned, it is not easy to establish whether the ritual was contemporary or successive over a period of time. Baggerly’s information at least suggests that the contemporaneity was not as clear-cut as Greenman makes out. The complex inter-cutting of postholes, pits and graves seems to indicate a chronological hiatus between various deposits of skeletal material. The only clue to ritual sequence is discoverable in the most elaborate complex (2 in Fig. 2). From the stratigraphic sequence, a succession of depositions is detectable. There was an alternation between extended and bundled bodies, followed by the perforated parts and capped by bundles, a torso and a crouched burial.  From these data, we can hypothesise a periodical ceremony of the dead, similar to, but not precisely, that described by the Jesuit missionaries. The important point is that the archaeological evidence shows a degree of variability not allowed by Greenman, or indeed fully encompassed by the ethnographic records. The concentrations could represent contemporaneous, but kinship related, rituals or a succession of ritual actions by the same or similar groups over time.

Returning to the Maltese example, this ethnographically guided study of the osteology from the Mid-West of the United States strongly influenced the interpretations presented in the 2009 volume and in a number of earlier (Stoddart 1999; Stoddart et alii 1999) and later articles (Stoddart 2015; Stoddart & Malone 2010; 2013; 2015). The interpretation of the Maltese material was greatly aided by discussion with Corinne Duhig and Mick Wysocki who were motivated by similar interests in constructing an ‘ethnography’ from the deposition of human remains. The discussion of the Younge site above demonstrates how careful archaeologists must be in strictly applying an ethnographic account, even when it is strongly related culturally to the archaeological example as was the case with the Younge site. The methodology in Malta was to examine the composition of each deposit according to the relative presence of crania, long bones and residual elements (vertebrae, phalanges and other small bones). This exercise had similar aims to the anthropologie de terrain, but was more linked to social anthropology in terms of interpretation.  A ternary plot was employed to represent three variables (crania, longbones and residuals), where anatomically correct bodies are to be found at the centre of the diagram and simplified outcomes of deposits rich in crania, longbones and selected residuals towards the apices of the triangle (Fig.  4).

Fig. 4. Ternary plot of body parts from the 2009 publication of the Brochtorff Xaghra Circle  (Author: Simon Stoddart)

The resulting interpretation was the inferred construction of a ‘flow’ or movement of bones from the centrally placed display area (context 783) to long bone, crania rich deposits in special zones within the peripheral cave system. Zones rich in residual parts that had been separated from articulated bodies were defined as the negative result of this activity. Three principal sequences of stacked burials were also defined (of which more below).

Ethnography was drawn on to assist in the interpretation of these patterns. It was realised that many of the patterns could simply have been a management of a cemetery, demonstrated most avidly by the work of Danforth (1982) working with a Greek Orthodox graveyard in rural Greece. However, it was judged that there was sufficient structure to the rearranged deposits to make them  part of a wider, almost cosmological, pattern, closely connected to an overriding concept of the enduring cycle of life,  starting with conception and leading to deconception (rather than the western concept of death) (Mosko 1983). In this way, the deceased were reincorporated within the essence of the living. This interpretation was reinforced by the liturgical artefacts recovered from the central part of the Circle.  Firstly, the iconic plaque figures (Fig. 5) seemed to reproduce the cycle of life in the very craft production of the objects themselves; this was achieved by diminution, carving away the limestone in a recapitulation of the body travelling through the life course. Other figurines were made by accretion (notably the ceramic figurines), tracing a parallel life course of growth and moulding of the body in the passage through life. Secondly, the twin figures held on their laps a child (representing the start of life) and a bowl (representing the end of life, since these were the sole consistent offerings with the deceased) (Fig. 6). Thus the liturgy was redolent with parallel symbolism. Death was also seen as a social process (Battaglia 1992; Stoddart 1999) where the last breath was only the start of a sequence which continued with  the body itself and then with the image (often idealised) of that body,  concreted in the concept of “presence in absentia”. The cause of collectivity was thus a recapitulation of the collective life course.

Fig. 5. Heads of three plaque figures arranged in order of craft production  (Author Steven Ashley, reworked by Simon Stoddart)

Fig. 6. The twin seated figure (Author: Steven Ashley)

This 2009 analysis established an essential problem with most archaeologically recovered collective deposits.  On the one hand it was reasonably established that the buried population, of undetermined original size, appeared to be a natural population, apparently unaffected by social selection (in contrast to the Younge site). Both sexes were present in roughly equal numbers and the expected 50% mortality of juveniles often encountered in pre-industrial Neolithic populations was clearly visible (Hewlett 1991; Chamberlain 2000). On the other hand, a simple calculation of the likely village size on the Xagħra plateau (c. 1400 ?) over the period of time determined by radiocarbon (at least 300 years and now more probably 500 years) was much larger than the population needed to create the MNI discovered in the Circle. In spite of the size of the deposit, there were too few bodies to represent more than, for example, an extended family or other social unit, over that period of time (Stoddart & Malone 2015). It should be noted, however, that the site was not fully excavated, and an unknown number of individuals still remain buried at the Circle. It has, furthermore, long been realised that efforts at quantification will always under-represent the original burial population, particularly from a taphonomic perspective and even more notably in cases of collective, commingled deposits (Robb 2016).

This consideration raises a very important debate about the definition of the living population that contributed to the Circle deposits. The Circle deposit could be a near-complete record of those ascribed to burial within the Circle. This would, though, necessitate the restriction of this right to a small group of perhaps only 25 people and their descendants, potentially a small elite or a small in‑group characterised by whatever kinship rules applied, fictive or otherwise. At the other extreme, the deposits in the Circle could represent a glimpse of the whole community cycled through the liturgical arena that was the Circle, only captured in a snapshot in time, when the funerary rites associated with the deposits ceased to take place (Stoddart & Malone 2015). 

The 2009 publication also noted that in spite of the “natural” biological character of the buried community in the Circle, some components of the buried community were more equal than others, particularly in terms of spatial location. Firstly it was detected that the juveniles were disproportionately represented in the outer part of the cave system (both vertically and horizontally), perhaps reflecting their incomplete lives that prevented access to the inner parts of the complex. Secondly, in the three cases where there were stacked burials, that is a sequence of intact inhumations placed one above another, all these “inverted genealogies”, whether genetic or fictive, were initiated by male individuals.  Finally, the display area in the central part of the cave was noted to be special both for the quantity of material culture (eg. clay and bone figurines) almost all found in this location, but also for the relatively high prevalence of disease.

The FRAGSUS project
The FRAGSUS project ranges much more widely than the study of the human remains, focusing on landscape, settlement, pollen, soils and an increasingly refined understanding of temporality, through the application of absolute chronology. The project was conceived to overcome the current bias in our understanding, to move away from the mortuary preoccupation of Maltese prehistory that had been created by the work of the late 1980s and early 1990s. The impact of FRAGSUS on the study of the human remains has so far added nuance and complexity to the data and interpretations published in the 2009 volume (with one possible novelty which will be emphasised below). The FRAGSUS team has not only drilled into the landscape, but drilled down into the detail of the human remains, both by laboratory analysis and by more intensive interrogation of the original field records through their digitisation.

A major development has been the application of radiocarbon dating on a much greater scale coordinated by one of us (McLaughlin) with the implementation by two of us in the case of human remains (Power and Mercieca-Spiteri).  The dates reported in the 2009 volume were effectively spot dates that gave a framework for the activities on the site. This was followed by collaboration with the TOTL project of Alasdair Whittle, archaeologically implemented by Frances Healey, concentrating on the articulated skeletons where a structured temporal sequence could be assured and Bayesian statistics applied to preceding sequential knowledge. The FRAGSUS dating programme has been applied to the human remains on spatial and osteological grounds, filling out the understanding of the chronological development of the site, with more than 100 dates now available. The interpretation of these data is, however, complex, since, rather like in the landscape, ancestral deposits can frequently be detected placed above later deposits. A detailed analysis is now in progress to relate the stratigraphic relationship of differently dated ranges of osteological packages. One firm conclusion is that the ritual activity came to a fairly sudden close in c. 2350 BC.  The suddenness of this event is substantiated by the discovery of the broken statue in the upper deposit of the human remains and the deliberate back filling of the upper part of the ‘sacristy’ with the two well-known sets of smaller liturgical artefacts: the plaque figures (Fig. 5) and the twin figure (Fig. 6). Similarly, the main Tarxien-phase Late Neolithic mortuary activity started at about 2900 BC, suggesting it was sustained over the course of some 550 years. This makes it more likely that the site represents a theatrical arena where many more bodies were processed and ultimately redistributed to an uncertain location or locations in the wider landscape (contra the preference of Stoddart & Malone 2015), breaking the secure bounds of the Circle that protected them while they remained inside. Even allowing for the adjustment that MNI numbers grossly under-represent, there are still too few bodies to account for the human occupation of the landscape over such a long period of time.

More substantial nuances are to be expected as the research focuses on the detail of the intrasite GIS[footnoteRef:8] that has now been implemented from the original field records, a resource that was merely summed as a frozen palimpsest in the 2009 publication. Similarly, a reassessment of the colour photography archive has experimented with emerging technologies, such as Structure from Motion, to produce 3D digital models of the site during excavation by one of us (Parkinson), and these technologies have allowed further interrogation of the site’s structural aspects and post-excavation processes. Density maps can already be produced (Fig. 7), but detailed study by one of us (Thompson) is likely to reveal new complexities within the deposits and probably more detectable articulated individuals than were originally identified and presented in 2009 (Fig. 8).  [8:  First proposed in the 1990s, but initiated by Sara Boyle and completed by three of us (McLaughlin, Parkinson and Thompson)] 


Fig. 7. Maps generated by the intrasite GIS system. A: Human bones shaded
by context; B: The location of crania; C: The density of human bones in West
Cave and Shrine areas; D: The distribution of bones and artefacts  (Author: Rowan McLaughlin, assembled from work by Sara Boyle, Jess Thompson and Eoin Parkinson)

This mapping exercise is being accompanied by a new level of taphonomic study (by Thompson) that goes beyond the simple fragmentation exercises presented in the 2009 volume (executed on pottery and bone).  The human remains, at the level of individual fragments, are now being studied for detail of their post-mortem manipulation as well as their pre-mortem life history. Two of us (Power and Mercieca Spiteri) are re-analysing the lived experiences of the contributing population, checking and building on the descriptions of some thirteen individuals in the original volume (Stoddart et alii. 2009: 321-325). A further participant (Parkinson), with the support of another (Stock), is employing 3D laser scanning technology to understand the biomechanics of the limb bones (particularly the upper/lower limb ratios), investigating the evidence of their capacity to leave the island, and to create the monumental constructions that the populations left while alive. This work must be read alongside the detailed understanding of the resilience of the human populations, detected particularly from pathological evidence on the vertebrae and extremities of the human remains by the co-ordinator (Power). The same co-ordinator (Power) is extracting very important information on the biological community and their attributes from their dentition. Further work is uncovering the unexpected longevity of some members of the population, as well as the presence of outsiders, demonstrated not only through morphology, but also from preliminary oxygen isotopic results, with this work undertaken by Power, Tamsin O’Connell and Catherine Kneale to supplement the pilot study published in the 2009 volume. Some of the more intact individuals are also receiving more complete biographies and some groups of deposit (e.g. 783) are proving to be very distinctive on grounds of health as well as attribution of grave goods (as first intimated but not emphasised in the 2009 volume).  It is in the exploration of the relationship of the buried population to the extra-insular world that perhaps the most striking developments can be expected in comparison with the foundations of the 2009 volume.

Fig. 8.  Published drawing of West Cave (Malone et alii 2009: 161, Fig. 8.61) for comparison with data in Figure 7 

Why collectivity?
The explanation of collectivity appears to lie in an explicit projection of cooperation in life to cooperation in death. In this respect, the practice in Malta may have echoed the practice amongst the Huron; even if the spatial pattern of secondary burial may have differed considerably, there is a possibility that the climax of the Maltese action may have accompanied a move of the spiritual community from Santa Verna to Ggantija, just as the Huron community tended to move their community at the time of the Feast of the Dead. The prehistoric Maltese community (from foetus to long-lived elder) was projected from life into death as an explicit expression of the resilience of a community working together within a fragile world. Time was marked by bodily movement and celebratory consumption in the monumental temples and a parallel integrated process of bodily movement and celebratory consumption in the protected enclosures of the dead. These acts of theatre levelled out any apparent incipient difference in achievement by particular individuals. Different scales were integrated. In the mortuary circle, each individual was associated with the small scale figurine and bowl that were respectively reprocessed and recycled. In this way, individuality was progressively lost to a collective, resilient, enduring identity of a much more substantial monumental scale, mirrored by another scale of material culture. A very visible facet of Maltese material culture is the sharing of form and canon across different scales, where physical scale mirrors temporal scale, providing a metaphor for collectivity across time and space. The representation of the human form and the crafting of pottery both appear to follow this rule leading both to micro figurines and micro pottery in the mortuary Circle and macro statuary and macro pottery in a temple such as Tarxien. The community was deliberately articulating collectivity in death as an orchestrated statement of life, masking attempts by individuals, perhaps ritual specialists cum navigators imbued with an excess of knowledge, charisma and charm, to project themselves above this crucial, cooperative endeavour.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Conclusions
In prehistoric Malta, the dead were a precious and protected group, often enclosed within a megalithic monument, where layers of memory were mirrored by the material remains, both organic and inorganic. Following physical death, processes took place within this memory monument that transformed many of the anatomically intact, articulated individuals into communal deposits. This has been culturally interpreted as a playing out of the cycle of life in an eternal and recurrent reproduction. The buried population was broadly ‘natural’ in its composition, but this raises all manner of questions of how representative it was of the full living community. Some significant individuals have been detected, on the basis of their osteobiographies. It is men who appear to commence somatic genealogies, be they imagined or real, but significant women are also present higher in the stratigraphy (most notably one elderly individual with a cowrie headdress). Some of these individuals were probably born outside the island. Finally, the closure of this form of burial ritual was relatively sudden in about 2350 BC and perhaps followed quite rapidly by a completely different cremation ritual of single individuals. With the aid of multiple lines of evidence, it is increasingly possible to write an ethnography of the collective dead, and by implication an ethnography of the living, an ethnography of theatrical cooperation which may have more projected ideals than reflected reality.
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