Rituals as language: the archaeological evidence

Gestures, theatrical performances, face-to-faggantions, dances and any
other symbolic activity that does not use mateigécts is often irremediably lost in
the archaeological perspective. Anthropologicatligtsican provide countless
examples, but most importantly, the archaeologiesg¢arch confirms the importance
of symbolism and rituality. For example, theatre@eeks and Romans was an
important cultural expression, which still survivessome magnificent literary
writings. However, perhaps one of the best waysppiroaching Greek and Roman
tragedies and comedies is walking through the aaogical museum of Lipari,
where so many theatrical masks as well as pairdsds/depicting performances are
preserved. The masks particularly, in their simgliand timelessness, provide a
glimpse of what theatre really meant about two samds years ago in the
Mediterranean: a clever and sophisticated re-eddfaitualised gestures.

We understand then how, on one hand, archaeobsgg the greatest part of
communication, eventually suggesting that certaimaviours were rejected by
cultures that are more “advanced” and leadinghiccally and archaeologically
flawed interpretations of cultural superiority. \&know how such interpretations
were ordinary before World War 1l (e.g. Kossinnd 29for a discussion of the
problem see Arnold 1990 and, specifically on KosajriGrinert 2002), how
dangerous and wrong they are, but they still haaribday when we talk of “great
civilisations” or “primitive people”. On the othéand, when ritual performances are
completed and no written accounts of the perforraare available, archaeology
allows us to infer the past event from the sungumnaterials. Yet, the dilemma within
archaeology is that it is intrinsically incapabfeuaderstanding ritual gestures and yet
the most powerful tool to understand rituals inplast, we set limits and possibilities
of any archaeological contribution.

Rituals and archaeology have a tragicomic relatign It is inherently
difficult to say what happened somewhere, at some, when all that is available are
ruined fragments, often altogether just a tiny padny moment, and not all of them.
We do not interact with all the objects that sunduws at the same time. Yet,
archaeologists baffled by the material evidencéofién say, “it is ritual”, when they
really mean, “we do not understand”. Barker (198%7) reports this is a consolidated
caricature. How many times have you heard archaeologistspticgedefeat in
interpreting antiquity if not for the odd mystergtefact? To sum up, archaeologists
have severe and tangible difficulties in recogmsand understanding rituals,
nonetheless no one beats them in recognisingsitMé& may conclude that
“recognising rituals” has become a rite within areblogy and a pastime for
archaeologists of every generation.

In January 2004 a seminar entitled “The ArchaeploigRitual” was held at
the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA, Gen seminar), where the
problematic relationship between archaeology am@lrivas discussed. It emerged
that a common definition of terms is notably migsibut while there is agreement
that a universal definition of terms is not usethkre are opposite thoughts among
archaeologists about whether precise terms or getefinitions should be employed.
The difficulties in reading the material evidenparticularly when scarce or
fragmentary, clash with the scientific need foorig Rituals in archaeology are
always repetitive, to some degree, as this is aakpgct used in their recognition in
the archaeological record, but rituals are not gswapetitive. Despite the



uncertainties with which archaeologists have td dean everyday basis, much
attention has been given to the possible contobuii archaeology to the
understanding of rituals. For instance, archaeotagystudy the emergence of rituals
following the evolution of human beings in the Raléthic, regardless of an
evolutionary perspective. Studying the originsitefal behaviours, archaeologists
collect forms and meanings used throughout timsoldoing, archaeologists find
themselves in the privileged position of being d@bleeveal changes in rituals as
reflected in the archaeological record, and itassess the success and failures of
rituals.

Archaeology, in short, adds a time depth on amatianalysed. Because
rituals are encoded and formalised within a socibiyy reflect some aspects of the
societies in which they were constructed. Howenterals are more than mirrors of
the societies that constructed and performed ttiegy; are used actively as political
and social tools. Most importantly, they are tagded to handle collective memory
and therefore they can provide useful informatiorhow memory was perceived and
used in the past. A ritual at each moment carr&saaed memory that has been
voluntarily selected as worth being passed ontiréugenerations. The changes that
archaeologists can detect in the rituals throughimé show which elements have
been added, modified and dropped from the colleatiemory performed in the
ritual. To summarise, archaeology can trace thgiriof symbolic and ritual
behaviours, including gestures, but its strength the analysis of collective memory
throughout time, or in other words, the study ofvitbe past was perceived and used
in the past. It becomes evident then how gestutaa)s and memory from an
archaeological point of view are communicative edata that transferred information
and particularly memories from one individual t@#aer, from one culture to
another, from one generation to the next: theyaaranspoken language.

The seminar has helped in enumerating possiblgibations of archaeology
on the understanding of rituals and we leave i¢ ticause problems in the
recognition and interpretation of archaeologicabreds connected to rituals are not
central to our discussion. Instead, it is propdsa@ to consider symbolic
archaeological artefacts like words and rituale Blentences in a language. It
becomes then possible to “read” the differencesmgmibuals as differences in
complexity and development of sentences in a laggu&/ords and language are
symbols themselves and therefore one type of syanbaimply considered like
another type, in order to simplify the recognitmfrdevelopment. The proposition of
the analogy “rituals as language” has already appea the anthropological
literature about thirty years ago with the Indidnal of naivedya, or food offered to
gods analysed as a language, where the offeriegs@ids (Eichinger Ferro-Luzzi
1977). The analogy proposed then wanted to denaiasthe structural function of
certain offerings and (...) certain structural eletean the offerings themselves”
(Eichinger Ferro-Luzzi 1977: 507). The analogy @&apto the ritual ohaivedya
suggested that the rite is a language becaudeutsalhe devotee to communicate
with deities and went as far as stating that, “Bjgeanalogies exist between verbal
language and food offerings” (Eichinger Ferro-Lu¥@v7: 513). However, much
emphasis was placed on the similarity betweenttiietsire of the ritual ofaivedya
and the linguistic procedures, meanings and stresiun this study, we will not
require a ritual to follow the linguistic structuas strictly as possible to be defined a
language; instead we will try to demonstrate thatgrimary purpose of rituals is
communication and try to explain why this hypotkedid not surface earlier in
anthropological sciences. The analysis of a feve-caisdies will provide examples of



the contribution of archaeology to the researchitoials and, more importantly, they
will make possible to detect any pattern in thesaligwment of rituals throughout time.
Furthermore, the starting point, the origins of lamnbeings and rituals, is a
contribution in itself as it shows the relationshimd parallel development of the
biological body and the cognitive mind.

Isolated symbols, such as red ochre, have beguently recognised in Stone
Age material evidence (e.g. Hovers et al. 2003)thadnost ancient examples
(Middle Stone Age) seem to be located in Africa Bvizarty and Brooks 2000).
However, during the Palaeolithic symbols seem tassmciated and express a single
concept each time, which may or may not have besat af concepts. For example,
red ochre may have represented blood, menstruatidrtherefore fertility, death or
many other concepts. Archaeologists construct cexngéts of meanings associated
with any single material symbols while trying tmpose possible associated
meanings, but ancient people may well have assatasingle meaning with each
material symbol. This affirmation does not refeaty particular case-study, rather it
suggests that “complex symbolic systems” (e.g. Hoe¢ al. 2003; Henshilwood and
Marean 2003) were one stage forward in the devetopwf the symbolic language.

In early times, it is likely that the symbolic antlial repetition of certain
actions was the first stage of these behaviourterAf successful activity, such as
hunting, it seems plausible that ancient peopésl ttd replicate the success by
repeating what happened, modifying as little asibes. This imitative behaviour is
part of the learning process in which humans efi@keickmore 1999, 2003). During
hunting for instance, we may suppose that in tryingepeat an event, the repetition
of some actions was necessary, such as the prigpaodtainy tools, but modifications
were possible, for example, refining certain sgege or producing more tools of a
particular type. These modifications were agairt pathe learning process. However,
what could ancient people do about unrepeatabigalaiccurrences or human
actions, namely any action that would have beem#merous or simply impractical
to be repeated? A symbolic representation seensitimest answer.

Archaeological evidence of these occurrences ity @ares has not been
found, but later activities support this view. Thepper Age iceman (Fowler 2002)
recently found in the Alps provides an extraordynaccasion to study an ancient
hunter literally frozen in time. The Remedello cuét hand axe that he was carrying
seems to have been used for a long time, and agpaperiodically grinded. It seems
possible that it was a very personal object, cdraiéthe time and eventually
following the holder into the tomb (about Remedalial its culture see Cornaggia
Castiglioni 1971). The re-casting of a new axe imaye been a feasible and clever
action to take at times, just to improve certagtdiees or maintain its overall strength,
but this does not seem to have happened. Thudimlethat the success of a person
and the success rate of his axe were intertwindéaeiminds of some ancient hunters.
This fact did not prevent them from changing teghes or renewing tools, but it
fixed a certain activity, the preparation of thegomal axe, as a direct response to the
hunt. Although the axe was also a status symbdhimiceman and therefore several
meanings became associated with it, here we amysfiocussing on the basic
elements that probably originated symbolic andatihehaviours in earlier periods. A
contemporary version of this behaviour is supeostit

From this stage, which may be labelled as “thé ¥usrd”, two further
improvements need to be introduced to producesalriThese are the symbolic,
conventional representation of ideas and the vahlyrdtructuration, independent for
the natural world, of these concepts / words ineammgful, chained way, like words



in a sentence. Burials are one of the best exanoplaisstract, structured thought and
indeed they have been used to set out symbolist@actural archaeology (e.g.
Hodder 1982; Shanks and Tilley 1982; Thomas 1988jimthe post-processual
tradition and the newognitive archaeology proposed by Renfrew (1982). Another
typical subject of the research about the developmkeabstract thought is art, with
figurines (e.g. Conard 2003), cave art (e.g. Vataet al. 2001) and rock art (e.qg.
Thomas 2003). Burials and art are some of theesamtixamples of ritualistic
behaviour that cannot be dismissed easily. A dgveént of these ritual behaviours
can be traced as well, for both burials (e.g. R&i02) and cave art (Valladas et al.
2001). These developments prove that a progresgivease in the complexity of
symbolic behaviours can be detected. However, ¢hreldpment of burials and arts
are largely a matter of improved expertise in trecfices and not specifically of
rituals. Imitative behaviours may be named as nesipte for the origin of both
activities: early sepultures originally tried taeperve corpses and accelerate natural
processes that often lead to natural burialsnaitates nature filtering it through the
human eyes. By definition, art seems the best optictudy the cognition of early
humans and this may have began as early as lidmykars BP if we accept the
parallel lines possibly engraved bBipmo erectus in an animal bone from Kozarnika
Cave as symbolic incisions (Rincon 2004).

AlthoughHomo erectus was probably incapable of any but the simpleagttijt
DNA and other biological studies can help in untirding how the development of
the mind has been dissociated from the developofahe anatomy of the body in the
last phases of evolution. As the complete genonigatdeolithic hominins is
unknown, modern chimpanzees provide a clue to ¢éinetic difference among
hominins. It is probable that the difference betwte hominins and anatomically
modernHomo sapiens (AMHS) was smaller than the difference betweemgtainzees
and modern humans. According to Paabo (unpubliphpdr presented at the Human
Genome Meeting 2004), the difference in the geretde between AMHS and
chimpanzees is just 1.2%, but the differences megeetivity in some particular parts
of the brain differ about 10%. Dr Paabo “has foamd tiny but important differences
in the gene FoxP2, thought to be responsible feesip and language skills” (McCall
2004) that probably developed within the last 200,9ears BP (Paabo in McCall
2004; see also Enard et al. 2002; Corballis 200a)P2 (forkhead box P2) has been
found in several animal species, including apesitlappears significantly modified
in humans and therefore it seems related to humpeci& capacities (Enard et al.
2002), such as language, though its exact roletiget fully understood (Christiansen
2003; Marcus and Fisher 2003). The anatomy of brasfollowed its own path, with
changes in capacity as late as the Neolithic (Heerge1998), but perhaps
fluctuations may happen even nowadays. The anatditihe body, instead, has
changed far less than the brain without any appaignificant structural change
from Homo erectus and even fewer changes following the emergencttoofo
sapiens. The anatomical structure seems to have chantjedi the last million years
or so, but significant changes have occurred tdth&. These changes do not stand
out considering the whole human genome, but thegrne apparent when focussing
specifically on the genetic code of the brain. @bgvity of genes responsible of the
functioning of the brain and therefore the way lih@n works constitute the major
evolutionary difference. However, the changes elitain developed relatively late
and appear to have been caused by a need for tamggalexity in gene activity, brain
functions and, ultimately, thoughts.



Symbols and perhaps simple rituals appear very @athe archaeological,
possibly as early as 100,000 years BP (McBreartlyBrooks 2000). Later, about
40,000 years BP, cave art and some proper bupalsaa (Pettitt 2002). If we
consider technological advances, we could add maomg periods. Because of limits
in the archaeological records and in the interpeedinalyses of them, we have an
early history punctuated by significant periodsatised one from the other, which
support in its form the evolutionary theory suggesthat each change represents a
change in genes. Within this framework, it makesssdo ask when consciousness or
rituals first appeared as well as what biologi¢emge triggered the change.
Following the Darwinian evolutionary theory, theeweolution of body and mind may
have been started Imgture, via genetic changes, ourture, via cultural adaptation. If
one of the two prevailed, then the responsibilitydoth falls on either nature or
nurture. On one hand, there is Deacon (1997, 20@%),suggests that genetic
changes produced a plastic enough brain to sugipdevelopment of what should
be the key aspect to distinguish our mind: langubliebook published in 1997 is
entitled “The Symbolic species. The coevolution of language and the brain” and well
explains his point of view, which sees languagthasighest form of symbolism and
proposes that the cause of its origin is in theaasn of the brain, which would have
been adapted by the environment. On the other hect is Ridley, who, in his book
“Nature via Nurture’, reviews Paabo’s research on gene FoxP2 in chsome 7 and
emphasises the changes in the genome respongiliepgimvements in the language.
The two authors mentioned are just two of the manters on the subject and while
they are not necessarily in disagreement, eaclemphasises the importance of one
of the two factors involved. Evidently, there isetationship in the development of
body and mind, which developed in parallel influegceach other. However, there
are two problems with these theories. First, thdnu being is distinguished as such
from any other animal because it is primarily bigledor what concerns the body, and
uses language, for what concerns the mind. If laggus really the highest indicator
of humanity and its intelligence, as Premack (20@4gues, we should worry because
parrots can imitate the human sounds and many & taa communicate among
them successfully. Second, we may understand #tatanand nurture were two key
factors in the development of our brain and mind,wvee still do not know what
started the development.

The discovery that gene FoxP2 is connected to Egeg@Enard et al. 2002)
and more specifically may have been responsiblenfproved vocalisation (Corballis
2004) suggests that the Broca’s area, whereatletfound in the brain, is important
for speech. Recently, Rizzolatti and Arbib (1998yé found special neurons on the
brains of monkeys. They report that, “in monke, tostral part of ventral premotor
cortex (area F5) contains neurons that dischaxgé,when the monkey grasps or
manipulates objects and when it observes the expater making similar actions.
These neurons (mirror neurons) appear to represgygtem that matches observed
events to similar, internally generated actiongl iarthis way form a link between the
observer and the actor. Transcranial magnetic $tion and positron emission
tomography (PET) experiments suggest that a méystem for gesture recognition
also exists in humans and includes Broca'’s ared.such an observation/execution
matching system provides a necessary bridge frammgl to ‘communicating’, as the
link between actor and observer becomes a link detvihe sender and the receiver
of each message” (Rizzolatti and Arbib 1998: 188 two authors also speculate on
the possible transition from gestural communicatmapeech. “The gestures of
primates that were most likely to be first usedderson-to-person communication



are the oro-facial ones. (...) at a certain stagggaahio-manual communication
system evolved complementing the oro-facial onés @kvelopment greatly modified
the importance of vocalization and its control. \Wdas during the closed oro-facial
stage, sounds could add very little to the gesmesdsage (...), their association with
gestures allowed them to assume” a more referaitaaiacter (Rizzolatti and Arbib
1998: 193). In their hypothesis, they suggestligatomplementing sounds with
gestures, the hominins managed to associate pismisels to specific gestures and
objects, perhaps handled or indicated. In turs, ¢héated the need for a precise
imitation of these sounds, which now assumed megéulimess in their precise
vocalisation, ending up stimulating the area oftiten that is best suited for
imitation, including mimic imitation: the Broca’'sea. In a domino effect, new
complex imitative capacities began to be possibteavailable to everyday gestures
and language. These new capacities and the experileat began to be accumulated,
then produced abstract thought, probably from eangbolism, and in turn rituals,
which are here defined as a meaningful structungpeising more than one symbol.
Rizzolatti and Arbib (1998: 193) refer to the palethropological evidence (Tobias
1987) provided by imprints in fossil cranial ca@gj which show a developed Broca’s
area in hominins, whereas it seems absent in éystizecines.

Mirror neurons are perhaps the most distinctivéuieaof Broca’'s area and
notably they have been discovered in monkeys! Bhigs us back to the previous
observation that very few biological aspects, ngrhahds, bipedality and language
intended as the capacity of advanced vocalisationsgntactic structure, separate
human beings from animals. Genetic (e.g. gene Faxiddifferences between
human and non-human genomes) and neurologicakst(elig. on the mirror neurons
and the Broca’s area) seem to prove that indeeditthegical difference is minimal
and largely due to recent evolution. For instatioe bonobo Kanzi (Savage-
Rumbaugh and Lewin 1994) is capable of linking harseech to signs (Arbib and
Bota 2003), crocodiles can recognise their givenenand vocal commands
underwater (BBC serid3ragons Alive 2004). Crocodiles have a developed
biogenetic “expression pattern” which is similaithat found in avian birds (Haesler
et al. 2004), among which grey parrots (Pepperb@89, 2002a, 2002b, 2003) are
better in repeating words than the author. Tryrtagine yourself imitate a bird’'s
sound that you have heard only once! The caseedfribcodiles proves that advanced
communicative capacities and intelligence havedestloped recently and
exclusively in mammals but date back at least ¢caitpe of dinosaurs, when
crocodiles already thrived. Crocodiles do not hawextensive capacity of
vocalising, but they have the genetic capacityasal which is active when
interpreting sounds. The vocalisation capabiliteeeptiles may be the basis on
which birds developed their vocalisation capaledit{Haesler et al. 2004). Although
only parrots can imitate human voice, it is petfepbssible that basic languages exist
among animals and therefore we may conclude thgukge in itself is not a typical
ability of humans.

To summarise, archaeology can contribute to therstanding of the origins
of rituals and therefore symbolism and consciousiasswvell. However, the main
problem is that the archaeological evidence isnfragtary and archaeologists do not
know what to look for. A first look to the archaegical evidence suggested that
symbols are like simple words, with two meanings physical and one abstract. The
origins of them should be traced in the attempibtating real happenings without
physical involvement. We have then presented aidmediplinary overview of
advances in genetics and neuroscience on the sujach provides some useful



information. These studies link gestures, spokaguage and any form of
communication to imitation. Traditional theoriexBlas Machiavellian intelligence
(Byrne and Whitten 1988) or the ability of interfong and predicting the behaviour
of others, as well as the debate about nature yensure become therefore
superseded. We know that the biological diverséieen animals and humans is
always small, both when we consider the entire genor a single gene. For instance,
the human genome differs just 1.2% from the genohaehimpanzees and the gene
FoxP2 in zebras is 98% similar to the human onegléa et al. 2004). However, the
human brain is exceptionally different from thataofy other animal in how it works.
We already mentioned that the difference in theviigtof gene FoxP2 between
humans and chimpanzees reaches 10%. All thislextedl in the behaviours, which
cannot be understood “if we think in terms of a wighic ‘theory of mind’ that
species either do or do not have” (Tomasello, &adl Hare 2003).

As a result, we can review the origins of the tgussing all the available
multidisciplinary evidence. Early hominids distingjued themselves 4 or 5 millions
of years BP, when they became gradually bipedatlagfore freed two limbs. From
this point in history, hominids could use their Harto point to objects, name them
and build the first tools (Rizzolatti and Arbib )91t remains unclear when full
consciousness and a basic communicative languagéxéd some sounds in words
naming objects was reached, but the challengesmexs by handling and
constructing objects, as well as communicating, hreye stimulated the brain, which
grew in size. Abstract thought may have been plessitly in hominins (genus
Homo) because only their Broca’s area was developedgmto create symbols. The
gene FoxP2, whose function affects speech capabijlpprovides us with the first
date: 200,000 years BP (Enard et al. 2002). Ingoaathropology, this is whetomo
sapiens appeared, but in archaeology, this is the perfadeofirst lithic industry, the
Levallois one, which introduced standardisatiotoibi-making, though there is
caution among archaeologists in linking the twords€Barker 1999: 723). However,
this date appears very late if we think that tihet foccasion to meet around an
artificial fire and socialise was not later thar0OD0 years BP (Goren-Inbar et al.
2004), but even this event does not predate homiBiath genetics and archaeology
agree that imitative behaviours increased abouf0D@0years BP, when the most
recent evolutionary modifications to gene FoxP2enmympleted and AMHS
appeared. It is at this stage that early symbisds réd ochre, appear. At Qafzeh cave
(Hovers et al 2003) red ochre possibly connectedftaw burials is dated 92,000
years BP and in Blombos cave (Henshilwood et @22@hcised red ochre may date
as early as 77,000 years BP. It is only at thigestavith burials, that there is some
archaeological evidence supporting the practia&wdls, such as funerary ones. The
caching of the dead may have appeared back atitfie of the symbolic behaviour;
burials at Pontnewydd Cave dated 225,000 year$BRitt 2002), but this act cannot
be considered as ritual. The burials at Qafzeh eppear to be some of the earliest
rituals, and are quite simple because effectiviedy involve only the association of
several symbols, like the sepulture and red odis is an early moment of human
history; Neandertal as well as AMHS individuals nieave been responsible for these
behaviours. However, this is a very late stagéénhistory of human evolution. This
finding agrees with the biological discoveries segjgg minimal differences with
animals.

Returning to the metaphor of language, humans ednitte first meaningful
sounds perhaps one million years ago and until ta?f&® 000 to 200,000 years BP,
they seem to have been unable to successfullyféracemplex techniques or express



themselves without using gestures. From this momewards, we have evidence of
symbolic behaviour, or words in our metaphor, like caching of the dead at the very
least, but still it is just one action representisgmbolising something else. It takes
up to less than 100,000 years ago to have thesérgence, which is just the union of
a few words / symbols. Although this short timelowsiders material evidence of
symbolic and ritual behaviours, we notice immedyabt®w it may well reflect the
emergence of language as well.

Art appears about 50,000 years BP, possibly asaddk Australia 55,000
years BP (Barker 1999: 728). The first figurines¢tir 2003) and European cave
art follow at about 35,000 years BP. However, #ady representational art is a new
form of simple imitation. Hands, animals and olgdaotised, depicted or crafted in
the earliest phases are undoubtedly evidence dbslyerbehaviours, not ritual
behaviours. Rituals are intended as communicatipeessions using several
symbols. They are complex constructions that maydiféerent types of expression,
such as gestures, dances, songs, depictions, @magna sets of symbols to
communicate abstract or complex concepts. In sti@gmbols are words, rituals are
sentences. A sentence requires the use of syntbgrammar and so rituals require
an underlying structure. Only about 25,000 yearsBictured rituals appear in the
archaeological record, either as Venus figurind3adhi Vestonice (26,000 years BP),
rock art in southern Africa and Australia, caveiafEurope or burials (e.g. Paviland
cave; see Aldhouse-Green 2000). Figurines areimpies representations of humans
or symbols of specific concepts: there are vartgpes of human and animal
figurines suggesting that they were part of comblelkef systems.

Rock art and cave paintings express sets of betledy reproduce the natural
environment filtered through the human eyes. Shamaay have used them to
communicate with the spiritual dimension in ordeathieve benefits such as healing
from diseases. However, the complexity of beliatg@éases gradually and it remains
astonishing how recent the first rituals are. Thasaifestations in the material
culture were certainly accompanied by other exjwasssuch as gestures and dances,
which are not preserved in the archaeological cecoet, this does not mean that
complex sets of beliefs existed previously. Fotanse, early deliberate burials are
very simple, probably as simple as any possiblebeéhind them. In addition, in the
case of Qafzeh cave, red ochre may have meant hlwbtherefore death and
therefore it would have been appropriate its assioti with burials, but there is no
indication of the repetition of rituals. Red oclwas not constantly associated with
burials or always present in them, nor the comnywegireed and shared a belief such
as in the underworld because burials were not méttién a short time. In the case of
Shanidar cave (Pettitt 2002) the few depositioesd@stanced by thousands of years
one from the other and their existence in a sihglspot, the cave, may simply mean
that they were periodically rediscovered and recesdh imitated. From 12,500 years
ago the Natufian culture in the Levant is one effihst with a consolidated tradition
of burying the dead, but even then the offeringslaurial practices are variable
(Kuijt 1996: 329), suggesting that there was nosemisus on the formality of the rite.
It seems interesting that while rock and cave laotseffects of local standardisation,
burials do not. One possible explanation for thifecence is that art remained
accessible generation after generation while syr@lcourse, disappeared
underground. According to this hypothesis, art pieth and facilitated the
construction of complex beliefs because past Islieinained visible next to new
ones and formed a collective memory, which may heeen built generation after
generation. Funerary rituals instead could be fis®d only much later, at the end of



the Neolithic, when people settled to cultivate aadsed to be nomadic hunter-
gatherers. Accepting this hypothesis, we can itifar only at that stage newly formed
stable social communities allowed the formatiofoofmalised rituals, standard at
least in some aspects and within each communit. ddsts doubts on the
effectiveness of cultural transmission across fiasilthough this did not affect the
transmission of techniques (e.g. stone toolmalkanghitectonic and farming
expertise) that may have felt as impersonal anetbee more easily acceptable or
simply useful.

There is no doubt that human spoken language exastehe time of the
Natufian culture, but it seems that it was ineffezbecause only what could be
physically shown passed on from group to group.pfotduced on stone overcomes
the problem and fixes each element, creating a meara uniting a certain
community diachronically. However, art is not radi to create a ritual handling
memory. Clothes, body paintings and anything thatlwe considered as a material
and visible cultural expression could have produseeef systems, though
archaeology has severe limits in finding evidenicinese behaviours. Conversely,
gestures, language and any synchronic culturakesspn requires that only a short
time passes from the original performance to thigaton otherwise it would
probably change because its memory is not enc@ied tradition is a synchronic
type of ritual because it requires a frequent rigpetto be kept in memory and
passed on to new generations, who have to menmbrisewever, early oral traditions
originated within small groups with a limited bélgystem, the early farmers, which
were the only type of extended community. It seanigkely that the oral tradition
could grow easily because the information memorgsstirepeated was probably
selected to be passed on to future generationse $ile communities were small and
normally disconnected, it is difficult to imagineany occasions to repeat the tradition
of one group to another, if any, also consideriagsible problems with differences in
language. Furthermore, if a tradition was wortmgepassed on, additions must have
been distanced in time and well motivated or tta wadition would not be a
collective memory but a series of stories inveredhe spot and probably very
similar or a few.

Epics such as the lliad and the Odyssey by Honpecally mention hundreds
of different locations and communities while othexsch as the epopee of Gilgamesh,
refer to a specific moment in history shared byast\group of people. Thus, epics are
either a collection of many different stories framany different groups united in a
common structure to express cultural vicinity withihose communities or a single
mythological story agreed and shared by severahmamities that in so doing
declared their unity. Additions and changes toetkisting tradition may have justified
by the induction of a community into the culturabgp or the recognition of that
story as part of the heritage of a newly constaictdture. In most cases, oral
tradition builds up by moving across a culturaldscape, from community to
community, not from generation to generation witaisingle community. However,
only after the establishment of sedentary commemiti the Neolithic different
communities could have come in contact, whereasraated complex belief systems
well before the Neolithic and the introduction gfiaulture.

Rock and cave art did not produce complex beliefesys just allowing an
interaction among several generations of the sameranity. People moved
frequently before agriculture, they did not haviexed place to stay. Thus, this form
of monumental art attracted the attention of sé\g@aps and became easily a focal
point for several communities. This may be oneré@sons why this type of art is



normally found in a few hotspots. In uniting comnii@s, a belief system was built
by adding different traditions while standardisthg expression. It is probable that
these areas were considered like sanctuaries amiepasited them because perhaps
attracted by the same beauty that attracts todasdemf visitors or by the chance of
learning the communal heritage or perhaps theses avere visited as part of a
religious pilgrimage. Shamanism may have been igetand could have been
responsible for some depictions. For example,ishilse case for the rock art of the
San culture in South Africa (Lewis-Williams 1996)owever, all sorts of rituals and
symbolisms may have had their focus on these dpda@es. The main point is that
they were meeting points for people; they faciiththe construction of human
societies by creating the memory of a communal @adtoccasions for a shared
present time. Supporting the suggestion that thiesees were meeting places is a
study of the rock art at Mont Bego, France (Tho2@G33).

The site was used about 2500 — 1800 B.C., whictesponds to the Late
Neolithic and Early Bronze Age in the region. Amdhg symbols are spirals, but
there are also the “god of the mountain”, the golijbtnings and the “bull-god”.
Spirals were largely used in the contemporary Mmncailisation and the gods of the
mountain and of the lightning recall the Cretan &evhose myth probably originated
among the Minoans. The bull is instead recurrinthenepopee of Gilgamesh, in
Mesopotamian depictions and in the Minoan cultRituals invoking sacrifices,
possibly of bulls, are illustrated and they reciier Mediterranean rituals such as
those of the Greek Dionysus, the Egyptian Osirimriias (2003: 290) observes that,
“a very famous Greek myth associates explicitlygbd sending the lightning and the
bull-god: it is the history of the kidnapping of ®epe, where Zeus (the sender of the
lightning) (...) metamorphoses into a bull. In thee€ mythology as well as at Mont
Bego the god sending the lightning and the bull-gagthe same” (my translation).
Thomas (2003) concludes that it is possible toges® similarities with all the major
beliefs in the contemporary Mediterranean Basithébelief system portrayed at
Mont Bego. Thus, the complex belief system at Mego was the product of
hundreds of years of interactions and did not natg locally. The site became the
focal point of the region soon after the first petyphs, but the belief system it was
spreading was shared among all the Mediterranepmlgitons, from Mesopotamia
and Egypt to the Crete, the Aegean and Francarlly eave art was expression of a
few communities within a small region, the latek@gas expression of a vast region
united only thousands of years later by the RomRitgals, as it seems, were really a
powerful language.

Rituals appear to be a by-product of imitative wétars. Memory was always
involved to some extent, but the production ofecdilve memory seems incidental
whereas the transmission of knowledge, or the coniation of information, was
paramount. The case of the Early Neolithic (EN}ggtat Franchthi Cave (Vitelli
1999) seems to confirm this. Dated 6500-6000 Bhe.EN pottery is rough, heavy
and relatively scarce. There are five wares eaatufaatured using a different
technique. During the EN period, it is evident ttie five original potters passed on
their techniques each to another potter becausgotiters of one ware never produce
pots in another ware. Moreover, only a dozen grate were produced each year on
average (Vitelli 1999: 187), which means that gaatter produced just a handful of
pots each year, a fact that explains the continumeértainties, the lack of
standardisation, all of which make the pottery yagysonal and the potter easily
recognisable. In addition, the capacities of patgye from small to very small and
there are no traces of firing after the productibimere is scarce evidence of wear and
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pots were mended when broken (Vitelli 1999: 188jhldacts suggesting that pots
were prized at Franchthi Cave. Vitelli (1999) sugfjgehat women could be
responsible for their production because they grtybaere in charge of cooking and
patch repairs to the houses using clay and otheenali substances. She argues that
the earliest pottery was produced accidentallytaatino one would expect solid
ceramic to come out from the soft clay without pkoowledge. In her opinion,
people watched the clay burning on the fire, bstaad of being destroyed as nearly
everything else the clay came out reinforced aanoer. This fact would have
facilitated the construction of religious belief®and the pots and therefore pots and
potters would be especially prized while the ritwaluld have been kept for special
occasions. In her opinion, the potters were shampeawising their rite. In the
subsequent Middle Neolithic (MN), pottery productiocreases and a new type of
ware, calledJrfirnis or first glaze, progressively became dominant. Uhernis
pottery developed very rapidly and six differenapbs have been distinguished
within the MN. Errors and variances in techniqueeveequent, while the always
changing decoration made each pot a single piextter® were probably competing
according to Vitelli (1999: 194); they refused taitate any production process and
cared extraordinarily for the final product, makihg truly prestige product. In
addition, cooking pots appear in very limited qutéed in the same contexts,
suggesting that potters were preparing speciaffgetsasting (Vitelli 1999: 196). In
the Late NeolithicUrfirnis ceramics disappear replaced by new styles andrlarg
guantities. During this period, prestige pots aeefroduct of exchanges and the
association between pot and potter is broken: gexgrhnot any more always know
who produces the pots they use. In this exampldjave seen how anything new
could have generated a ritual. It remains uncertdiether potters were shamans or
not, but it is evident that, at this stage of depetent, the language of rituals is
mature because the ritualised technique is usestamrsly to gain a benefit, the
prestige coming from the pots, and imitation ibi@itprevented or programmatically
refused. Rituals are used at Franchthi as politax@s and memory plays no role
because of the limits imposed to imitation. Ydyals remain a form of language;
potters demand a special place in the societyaltieeir knowledge, which probably
appeared magical rather than useful during theldtiNding a ritual out of a
technique.

Rituals can help in integrating members in a comtywand keep it united.
These are the communal rituals, which become faosethiceremonies when state-like
political organisations are involved. At McPheel&fje, a Dolores Anasazi Pueblo |
village in the Four Corners region, United State8merica, faunal remains have
been found inside a pit system inside a pueblag¢P&®97). Some of the remains and
their context suggest that ritual feasting was sad. Local red ware pottery, which
has been associated with “potluck” feasting behagi¢Blinman 1989), and ritual
floor features (Potter 1997: 361) support the prigiation of the contexts as
connected to ritual feasting. Potter (1997) demaies that the faunal remains are
different among roomblocks and he rules out a ptes&iias in the preservation and
recovery of the materials because they are closetkxts. In his final remarks, Potter
(1997: 362) concludes that, “even within the coediof a single aggregated village,
ritual may simultaneously operate as both a fofa®oial integration and social
distinction”. In a different cultural context, coramal rituals have also been
recognised within the Minoan civilisation. Funeraityals outside the Mesara tholoi
included drinking, eating and perhaps dances (BeaniL993). Ritual consumption of
food was practised in “peak sanctuaries”, whergddires were burning (Dickinson
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1994). If the fires were left burning by night ahe rituals organised in the same
days, it would have been possible to see other gaagtuaries from each one. All
these are manifestations of unity, whether betvegticipants and ancestors or
among communities across Crete. However, the paf#tials inferable from
foundation deposits (Vianello 1999) do represengstablished hierarchy within the
participants by using different types of pottergl gmobably different levels of
participation. In addition, palatial rituals invahg feasting also exploited dependence
by having the palatial elite feeding certain mershlErthe community. As a result, we
may conclude that communal rituals are powerfulsté® define and communicate
social hierarchy to the participants as well astt®r members of the community. The
participation to these rituals meant unity amorenthor the acceptance of an
established social hierarchy, but they also cradteundary between those
participating and those not participating. Commuitabls were as powerful in
integrating as in distinguishing members of a dgci€he fact that they were used
with the cognition of these two powers in unrelabedasions by many cultures
suggests that the main purpose of this categomyuafls had little to do with religion

or simple expressions of friendship. They probainye deliberate political tools and
powerful communication tools used to establish aimain social hierarchy.
Communal rituals visualise social hierarchy anadfee, by accepting them, the
participants accept their role within the society.

During the Bronze, Age seafaring and exchangesmhec@ry frequent in the
Mediterranean. Many of the trade routes later lge@reeks and Phoenicians were
explored and established during this period. Thgisations in the East
Mediterranean had frequent exchanges among therhassadors, traders and
dignitaries were often travelling. The exchangesmally gift-exchanges, were
encoded and formalised as the letters found at Aangrove (Zaccagnini 1973).
However, this was not the case in the West Mediteran (Vianello 2004), where the
absence of established state-like organisatiohghlefspace open to entrepreneurship.
In this vast region, rituals became one of the nhadts used in association with
exchanges. For example, at Monte Grande, a sulptitaction area without
settlements or cemeteries on the southern co&itibf, circular enclosures typical of
the regional Castelluccian culture were used toals. Ritual clay horns were used
there as well as in many other centres of thaticeiltor some ritual practice. At
Monte Grande (Castellana et al. 1998; Castellad@)@ome decorated Aegean-type
pottery and remains of hearths found inside circeiteclosures suggest that rituals
were used to establish a contact with foreign tadearge quantities of undecorated
Aegean-type pottery have been found outside thipsmes. A similar practice may
have been practised also at Roca Vecchia, on théakpcoast (Guglielmino, paper
presented at the f0nternational Aegean Conferendertiporia” at Athens, 2004). In
the Aeolian Islands, the large presence of Aeggpe-tups has suggested that rituals
of communal drinking and eating were practisedNAtaghe Antigori (Vianello
2004), in Sardinia, the only Aegean-type ceramidaend contains a rhyton, which
again may have been used for communal ritualsasitiieg. On the lonian coast
(Vianello 2004), centrally positioned buildings wiignificant quantities of Aegean-
type pottery contained Aegean-type pottery as aglitual tools, which may have
been used during local ceremonies but also petioapslcome foreigners. Even at
later times, the Phoenicians will found a sanctuampe Etruscan village of Pyrgi to
facilitate the contacts and the Etruscans had dveir treasure at Olympia. Whether
simple acts in dedicated spaces or complex andal@ed ceremonies within
monumental spaces, rituals were used as the ficssirst essential form of contact,
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preliminary to any further exchange. A developnarthis approach is the Roman
use of incorporating in their state-religion thigiens of the conquered, matching
whenever possible foreign gods with existing ones.

The Bronze Age Mediterranean societies and any sthmety before
developing state-like political and social struesiemploy the most complex and
refined rituals. State-like structures and broalitipal organisations uniform the
culture of vast regions in the attempt to maintaiity and control on that region.
Before them, it is possible that rituals had bee® af the main forms of
communication. The separation in which human growes probably resulted in the
emergence of many languages and dialects that ditiidelt for people outside the
extended family or the village to understand edabler Thus, rituals may have been
the most powerful tool to communicate, to overc@mg linguistic and cultural
barriers. At least during the Mediterranean Brofge, rituals were used effectively
as a form of international language and they masetbeen encoded after the
establishment of frequented sea routes. Howevisraitthis stage that the deliberate
manipulation of memory becomes recurrent. Thetfaatrituals can handle memory
and can create a common memory had certainly heeawetred before, but it is
unclear if this happened intentionally or not. Rackwith its cultural baggage
spanning millennia would suggest that there wasamsciousness at the beginning of
what would have happened, since it is unlikely smheone could have forecasted its
effects after millennia, without any prior expeen Taking the Minoans and Dolores
Anasazi as example, we have shown how rituals weti@arily used by small groups
to define themselves by including or excluding mersblin the case of the Minoans,
it has been noticed how the palatial elite usedlstto present and establish the social
hierarchy necessary for the palaces to exist.

The Minoan “palaces” were the earliest state-ligbtjcal organisations in
Crete and were modelled on those already thrivirttpé Near East. However, the
homogenising and formalising processes typicatatedlike organisations provoked a
decline of rituals, observable for example in Geeafter the Archaic period. These
processes were visible from the beginning and thredhs are the perfect case-study
for this. For long time, the palaces tried to imptseir own rituals or appropriate
former rituals while resistant regions opposed théoeuvre. For instance, ancient
rituals performed in the Mesara tholoi, to link théng community with the ancestors
and the territory, were evidently contrasted byphkatial elite, who never
participated. Instead, new rituals such as foundadeposits were probably imported
from the Near East along with the idea of palaces@oposed as new ritual
(Vianello 1999). Peak sanctuaries instead saw peraatruggle between the two
factions, because they were originally externahtopalace but, probably due to their
popularity, the palatial elite may have tried tedrt them in the palatial-backed
religion (Dickinson 1994). The palaces themselhad Vast quarters dedicated to
religion, and perhaps the same chief was a religieader. In short, the formalisation
processes within the palaces transformed ancestmainunicative rituals in
formalised acts of a state-religion. Each act,afrse, had to respect the
establishment: the deities first, the palatialesiit the middle was in charge of
communicating between natural and supernaturabrti@ary people came last.
When natural catastrophes shattered the islandeté Dickinson 1994), it became
difficult for the palatial elite to survive, becaute members of the palatial elite
presented themselves as the intermediaries beteees and people. The natural
catastrophes may have been interpreted as thdioebaf the deities to this
establishment, so that the tensions between padditemand population re-emerged.
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Because of these difficulties, the Minoans appeday as a civilisation very much
interested in religion, but it may be that religiwas only a cover for a political
struggle.

When state-like organisations succeeded, and ialnas/s been a matter of
time, rituals changed deeply. They became toojmbfical propaganda by
manipulating the collective memory they can cafitye Greek and Roman religion
are large sets of formalised rituals that carrplgipal agenda. Many Roman
emperors consecrated themselves as deities andezh#me religion at their pleasure
to fit their political agenda. Outside the cen®eme, ordinary people usually
preferred to keep ancient regional rituals alivieisTdid not happen because the
Roman religion was felt as false, but because @pke alive older rituals people
kept alive their memory of distinguished populatiBor example, in the Romano-
British cemetery at Kempston, twelve individualsg&&®und decapitated and twelve
had been placed in the prone position, recalliegllpractices dating back to the Iron
Age rather than the conventional Roman religiony{Bton, Knuisel and Roberts
2000).

Not only state-like organisations appropriated teelwves of rituals employing
them as political tools, they also homogeniseducelaind language across vast
regions and propagated, slowly, writing. Sincealuiseem to be a communicative
tool, their major threat has been their partialaepment with two more powerful
forms of communication, spoken and written langu@yemack 2004b), which had
benefited from the formalising and encoding proess¥ state-like organisations.
However, the invention of the alphabet by the Pie@ns was most important. In
associating sounds to signs, they encoded bothed¥er, their extended trade
network spread the alphabet very quickly. The ckhangise of rituals and their
progressive and inexorable replacement may bestieon why rituals have been not
firmly recognised as primarily communicative to@s)east in archaeology.

Archaeology has something to say about ritualsaittrace the origins of
rituals and follow their development throughoutdiig. In suggesting that rituals can
be interpreted as language, because they are aofdanguage, we have tried to track
the history of ritual but also attempted to undardtthem deeply. Hominids freed
their hands from walking and had the possibilithémdle objects, which in turn
stimulated their curiosity. However, hominids werebably social animals like
contemporary apes and most primates. The uniquéiocation of these two factors is
perhaps responsible for the making of human mie. desire to know and explore
as well as the need to communicate with othersetbdesoveries and understand other
individuals are some of the main forces that dhivenan beings then as the present-
day. Imitation was used to learn and transfer pralcskills or to approach other
individuals and declare similarity, vicinity andimlately the sharing of the
environment and life. Biogenetic studies have foumihirror neurons the proof that
imitation is an advanced behaviour in primates taatl evolution improved even
further this capacity in human beings. Imitatiorswae most advanced among the
available behaviours and was suitable both to egglee surrounding environment
and to communicate the discoveries to others. ifhal behaviour became the
expression of new needs met using advanced behia\awailable. Ritual was indeed
for long the best communicative form humans hadighds not been replaced yet,
despite its partial demise. Gestures probably wnelera similar development.
Spoken language and more recently writing haveigeava better alternative for
both. During several phases, the human brain isekan size and improved overall,
but it also began to work differently, in spiteitsfbiological similarity with other
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primates and animals. Human beings in their queshterstand both the natural
environment and themselves began to pose and agswstions that go beyond the
immediacy. This is, in my opinion, what makes humanique. Rituals are one of the
tools used by humans throughout their history is é&mdless quest.

Andrea Vianello
University of Sheffield
Department of Archaeology
Northgate House
West Street, S1 4ET
Sheffield
United Kingdom
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