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Introduction: heads and faces

Ritual, psychological, philosophical and ideo-
logical concepts that centre on the human head
are well-known both in the past and today.
For instance, the head was considered to be
the location of the life force and a guarantor
of fertility in the context of the head hunt of
the Jivaro in Amazonia (Karsten 1935) and the
Naga from India (Mills 1937, 161), and related
to Galen von Pergamon’s soul concept of the
2" century CE (Santoro et al. 2008). Skulls
have been used as intermediaries between this
life and the afterlife in the Fontanelle cemetery
of Naples (Pardo 1989, 115-19) and were
measured to espouse racist and chauvinist
concepts in the 19" and 20" centuries (Gould
1996). It is doubtless that many more examples
can be added here.

In addition to these different cultural concepts,
however, we can also make some more general
observations concerning the human head
and face. As humans, most of our sensual
experiences reach us through the head and,
more precisely, the face. For hearing, seeing
and tasting, the face can be considered an
important connection through which we
perceive our environment and construct our
personal experience of the world. Moreover,
the face is of great importance for human
cohabitation. Facial perception allows people
trom their earliest childhood to process, store
and apply information about others (Ried

et al. 2017). Perhaps even more important is
our ability to identify the emotions of other
people in their faces. For the recognition
of emotions, the face i1s a central source of
information and is thus essential to under-
stand how other people feel. Despite cultural
(Lozada and Halberstadt 2015), gender-based
and individual difterences (Jang and Elfenbein
2015), emotional recognition enables us to
anticipate both actions and statements. It helps
us “to guide, build consensus, and lead others”
(Krawszyk 2018, 283-84). Thus,
capabilities concerning faces are indispensable
to social cooperation, particularly within
densely settled spaces.

human

In this light, it is perhaps unsurprising that
human interest in the face began to play a
significant role in the ritual practices of the
Levant during the Pre-Pottery Neolithic B
(PPNB) (Ibanez et al. 2010; Kuijt 2017), a
period characterised by the formation of large
settlements. Next to small head figurines
and bone carvings, finds of modelled skulls
are particularly striking. Not only were
they removed from burials and circulated in
the community, the flesh and skin were re-
created through a skilful plastering process.
It is difficult to escape the strong impact that
these expressively modelled faces have on even
the modern observer, and Danielle Stordeur
and Rhima Khawam tellingly noted that these
skulls display “une intimité quaucun autre type
de figuration ne peut produire I” (2007, 6). The
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roles of these faces in the social cooperation
of Neolithic communities (Verhoeven 2002a,
2002b) and the intimacy of such face to face
encounters with people whom we consider
today as the deceased will be the focus of
this paper. As such, it hopes to add some new
perspectives and, perhaps, insights regarding
these well-known and intensively debated
plastered skulls (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Jericho Skull of a young female. Photo: Yosha
Al Amri (courtesy of the Department of Antiquities in
Jordan).

Ancestors and trophy skulls

As the excavator of Jericho, Kathleen Kenyon
was one of the first to be confronted with the
modelled skulls of the aceramic Neolithic.
She provided us with two rather conflicting
interpretations: the skulls as trophies and as
ancestors (Kenyon and Tushingham 1953,
870; Kenyon 1953, 86—87; Kenyon 1957, 84).
Both interpretations are clearly inspired by the
anthropological record, the latter in particular
emerging from analogy with the well-known
modelled ancestor skulls from New Guinea.
Kenyon herself did not develop this idea much
further. However, it was picked up by Jacques
Cauvin in the 1970s (1974; 1994, 152—54) and
by many others in the 1990s in attempts to
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explain the meaning of comparable skulls
trom other PPNB sites.

However, the ancestor hypothesis suffered a
setback as it became apparent that the modelled
skulls are not restricted to older men, as the
prime examples of ancestors, but included
younger persons of both sexes and even
children (Bonogofski 2004). Today, objections
against the potential roles of women as
ancestors are less dominant and, therefore,
such a role is acceptable in our archaeological
narratives. It is still very unusual to ascribe
it to children, however, especially if we
infer that status was not inherited during the
aceramic Neolithic (Benz et al. 2019). In tradi-
tional descriptions of ancestor cults (Hardacre
1987), it has typically been assumed that the
venerated ancestors had a particular status or
role during their lifetime, a rather improbable
scenario for children due to their few years
of life. This induced Karina Croucher (2012)
to propose a more general ancestor concept
which includes all of the deceased relatives
and thus somehow dilutes the idea.

In contrast, Ian Kuijt (2008, 171) takes
James Whitley’s (2002, 125) critique of a
too “airy” use of the term ancestor vener-
ation by archaeologists as an occasion to
portray a more abstract narrative of inter-
generational memory through the circulation
of the skulls. Likely inspired by Maurice
Halbwachs, the skulls serve here as a
memorial anchor to stabilise the identity
of the community and integrate the past,
present and future (Kuijt 2008, 172). This
interpretation addresses key cornerstones
of the ancestor cult and thus pursues a very
similar direction. The interpretation of these
skulls as a means of memory or a reflection of
ancestor veneration can be surely considered
a well justified approach to the material.
It tends towards overshadowing almost
everything else related to the topic, however,
and it would perhaps be useful to exclude it
in order to permit engagement with other
perspectives on the skulls and modelled faces.
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Neolithization and its demographic
and social impact

The transition from foraging to farming
and animal husbandry in the Levant lasted
tor more than 2500 years, between the
10" and the end of the 8" millennia BCE.
This not only led to a fundamental change
in the human subsistence economy, but to
tar-ranging social, ritual and demographic
transformations (Benz and Bauer 2013; Gebel
2010; Goring-Morris 2000; Hershkovitz and
Gopher 1990; 2008). Moreover, it led to the
emergence of large settlement agglomerations
of unprecedented population densities, culmi-
nating in the so-called megasites of the late
PPNB (Rollefson 2004; for a recent discus-
sion see Tsuneki 2012), such as ‘Ain Ghazal
(Rollefson 1987; Rollefson and Simmons
1988), Basta (Gebel et al. 1988), Wadi Shu’eib
(Zeuner 1957), and Beisamoun (Lechevallier
1978) in the southern Levant, and Tell Abu
Hureyra (Moore et al. 2000), Tell Halula
(Molist 1996) and Tell el-Kerkh (Tsuneki
2012) in the northern Levant.

These unprecedent population densities
inevitably changed how people cohabited in
these communities. It is likely to have involved
significant transformations in the ways that
people communicated, made decisions and
maintained social cohesion (Santana et al.
2012). Further indications for this hypothesis
are apparent in a study by Richard Dunbar
(1992) that highlighted that while humans are
able to recognise 1500 people, they are only
able to have meaningtul contacts with ca. 150
persons in a face to face society. These restric-
tions must be considered when discussing
the immense increase of populations in these
settlements, well beyond 150 individuals. It
is likely that additional measures to stabilise
control and faith in communities and to
ideologically integrate people became increas-
ingly important. Rituals and their associated
emotional arousal or collective effervescence
were predestined as a medium for identity
building, the enforcement of group cohesion
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(Durkheim 1995 [19127; cf. for the early
Neolithic Benz 2010) and the development of a
collective memory (Halbwachs 1950 [19397).
The elaboration of burial practises, with their
tocus on the heads of selected deceased persons
during the PPNA and PPNB, is thus surely
associated with these profound changes. The
integration of the community (Kuijt 2000) and
the construction of collaborative confidence
must also have played roles as processes of
negotiation and the establishment of loyalties.

Funeral practices and some aspects of
secondary burials

The variability of burial practices in the
aceramic Neolithic of the southern Levant
is well-attested (Kuijt 1996; Goring-Morris
2000; Fletcher et al. 2008, 311). Yet, there is
a tendency for women, men and children to
have been individually or collectively buried
directly below residential areas (cf. Benz et
al. 2019; Perschke 2013, 99, tab. 1, 96-104),
with the exception of the funerary areas
at the margins of sites such as Tell Aswad
(Stordeur and Khawam 2007, 7-9) or Yiftahel
(Milevski et al. 2008, Fig. 8). Further, it can
be stated that corpses were predominantly
deposited in a contracted lateral position
and accompanied by few grave goods. In
addition to this, ‘Ain Ghazal provides us with
interesting evidence that the location of the
deceased’s head was marked with red on the
white lime floor (Kuijt 2001; 2008, Fig. 3).
This evidently served as a marker for where
to reopen the burial to remove the skull after
the flesh had decayed. Burials with head-
less remains of the primary individuals are
tor instance known at Jericho (Kenyon 1957,
72; Strouhal 1973, 231), Beidha, Beisamoun
and Abu Gosh (Lechevallier 1978, 85—40,
147—-52), supporting this interpretation
(Goring-Morris and Horwitz 2007; Kuijt
2008; Milevski et al. 2008, 39, Fig. 5; Perschke
2013, 99, Tab. 1). The skull, or in most
cases the cranium without the mandible,
then circulated for some time in the living
community before being individually or
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collectively deposited in secondary burials.
Some of the skulls were treated exceptionally
and were covered with plaster to recreate
tacial features (cf. Kenyon 1957 for Jericho).
Altogether, the extraordinary effort that
people invested in the removal, treatment
and reburial of these examples indicates that
the head and faces played a crucial role in
the accompanying rites and their conceptual
significance.

These secondary burials are a particular
kind of funerary practice. They can be
generally defined as a socially approved
movement or removal of individual bones
or the skeleton as a whole. In cultural
anthropology, the best investigated examples
of these practices surely belong to the
Dayak of Borneo. While they do not serve as
a direct analogy to our Neolithic examples,
their practice does provide some insights
into an otherwise unfamiliar burial custom.
The Dayak traditionally exhume the whole
skeleton of the deceased after some years
when the corpse is largely decayed. A priest
washes and ritually purifies the bones
before the second and final burial, called
“trwah’, 1s celebrated as a collective ritual of
the village community. Early meta-studies
by Robert Hertz (1907) and Arnold van
Gennep (1909), as well as later research
by Maurice Bloch on Madagascar (1982),
promoted the idea that the decaying process
is often associated with ideas regarding the
transition of a kind of “soul” to an afterworld.
Before this transition, during the primary
burial, the person would be still situated
in an in-between world.!

Another aspect which is of the greatest
interest to us is the fact that the secondary
burial is frequently very elaborate in compar-
ison to the spontaneously organised, often
very modest primary burial. This is, of
course, related to the fact that the secondary
burial can be planned over a longer period.
Particularly busy periods of the year such
as the harvest time can be avoided, and
the necessary capital accumulated (Hertz
1907; Metcalf and Huntington 1991). These
extremely costly rituals typically involve the
community beyond direct kinfolk and across
several generations (cf. Downs 1956; Hertz
1907; Hudson 1966; Metcalf and Huntington
1991). For instance, examples of secondary
burials are known that lasted for 38 days,
involved 23 families and led to the reburial
of 35 people (Weiss-Krejci 2011, 74, fig. 4.2;
Ruhnt-Saptodewo and Rietz 2004). With its
highly emotional character, such a communal
ritual certainly promotes the integration of the
village community and are thus particularly
suitable for such a role.

The re-emergence of the faces

The practice of removing selected skulls
trom burials had already emerged during the
late Natufian (Belfer-Cohen 1988). However,
it is only during the middle PPNB that an
actual routine can be observed alongside the
elaborate modification of individual skulls with
plaster (e.g., Goring-Morris 2005; Stordeur
and Khawam. 2007; Kuijt 2008; Cauvin 2000,
36, 81).” These modelled skulls have almost
exclusively been recovered in the southern
Levant (Perschke 2013, 96),° and regionally

1 It is nonetheless common, however, that decay has simply not been completed and the bones have to be
cleaned from the remaining flesh (Leicht 2011a, 154). More outstanding is perhaps an example in New
Ireland, where the skull was exhumed after just two months (Leicht 2011b, 159). Here, complete decay could
not have occurred because the time was simply too short. However, the time might have been long enough for

the skull to be detached from the rest of the body.

2 The practice seems to revive in later periods in central Anatolia, with examples from Catalhoyiik and Kosk

Hoyiik (Fletcher et al. 2008, 312).

3 Reena Perschke recorded 23 sites with 600 non-modified and more than 80 modified skulls from the Natufian

until the pottery Neolithic (2013, 96).
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Fig. 2. Face of a Tell Aswad modelled skull. Courtesy
of Danielle Stordeur and Rima Khawam; published in
Stordeur and Khawam 2007, Fig. 7-2.

correlate to the “PPNB Interaction Sphere” as
defined by Bar-Yosef and Belfer-Cohen (1989,

61-68).

Modified skulls make up only 5% of burials
and the criteria for the selection of individuals
remains ambiguous. All age groups, from
children to adults, are represented apart from
mature and senile individuals (Bonogofsky
2004). The lack of the latter likely owes more
to life expectancy than intentional selection
criteria as half of the population did not
pass 20 years old (Perschke 2013, 105). The
morphology of the skull similarly seems
to have played no role in the choice of the
individual. Rather, it was probably knowledge
about in vivo skull modifications that led to

the selection of skulls D113, 110, 111 from
Jericho (Fletcher et al. 2008, 815; Kurth and
Rohrer-Ertl 1981, 438—-39), even though they
were not necessarily visible by naked eye
(Fletcher et al. 2008, 318).

Twelve modified skulls were recovered from
Jericho. They have thoroughly modelled
faces,* and further characteristics were
probably depicted using colour (Fig. 1). As
a local peculiarity, the use of shells for the
representation of eyes is known to Jericho
and Yiftahel (Khalaily et al. 2008, 4—7). In
general, the eyes are a prominent feature
(Milevski et al. 2008, 40—44, Fig. 8), which is
also reflect in the care that people exercised
for the execution of the eyelash in Tell Aswad
(Fig. 2; Stordeur and Khawam 2007, 10-11,
13). It is conspicuous that some faces were
depicted with closed eyes, for example those
trom ‘Ain Ghazal, Kfar HaHoresh (Goren
and Segal 1995), Tell Aswad and one example
with cowrie shells from Jericho, while others
were depicted with open eyes, exemplified
in the use of bivalve shells at Jericho
(Simmons et al. 1990). At Beisamoun, faces
were similarly depicted with either closed or
open eyes (Griffin et al. 1998). The reasons
for particular choices remain open to debate.
In contrast to this rather elaborate represen-
tation, ears were sometimes simply denoted
as protrusions, for example at Beisamoun,
‘Ain Ghazal and one example from Jericho,
while other examples from Jericho and Kfar
HaHoresh were ring-shaped (Stordeur and
Khawam 2007, 11-12). The mouth was often
plainly indicated by a horizontal slit (Griffin
et al. 1998, 67; Stordeur and Khawam 2007,
11). Gender, age or individual characteristics
were not particularly emphasised, with the
exception of a skull with painted moustache
trom Jericho (Perschke 2013, 106). What

4 Goren et al. 2001; Griffin et al. 1998; Rollefson et al. 1998; Verhoven 2002a, 2002b.

5 Evidence for painted surfaces is known from Jericho D110 and D114 (Strouhal 1973, 235-36); D111 and E22
(Goren and Segal 1995, 157-58); D115 (Kingery et al. 1988, 232) and Beisamoun (Goren et al. 2001, 680).
Only one case of a painted eye is known, of skull D (Butler 1989, 143, Fig. 2).



Constance von Riiden

. o]

Fig. 8. Lateral view on a Tell Aswad head with care-
Sully executed hairline. Courtesy of Danielle Stordeur and
Rima Khawam, published in Stordeur and Khawam 2007,
Fig. 5-1).

should be stressed is that the faces are relaxed
and calm. Neither mouth nor eyes show any
kind of emotion, for instance fear, disgust,
happiness or sadness.

With the exception of a full cranium plastered
at Beisamoun (Lechevallier 1978, 151), the
cranium and back head usually remained
unmodified. Examples from Tell Aswad show
carefully cut hairlines (Fig. 8; Stordeur and
Khawam 2007, 12, Fig. 4—5) and thus clearly
indicate where the modelling stops. Paint
has been proposed as a possible decoration
for the back head, as in the case of skull
D114 (Reg. 530) from Jericho, now in the
Archaeological Museum of Amman (Kenyon
1981, 437, Pl. 56; Griftin et al. 1998, 62). The
use of a wig or perhaps the deceased’s own hair
or other ephemeral organic fibres, as known
from the modelled skulls from Vanuatu in
Oceania (Speiser 1923, 275), would be another
potential explanation. Representations of hair
are known from the extraordinary skulls of
Nahel Hemar cave (Fig. 4). Though they do
not possess modelled faces, they carry elabo-
rated hairstyles designed from collagen. Black
material detected in the suture and on the
‘Wormian bones of an unmodelled skull from
‘Ain Ghazal (Rollefson et al. 1998, 100-01)
may indicate that such a treatment of the back
of the head was more widespread.
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Fig. 4. Skull with elaborate hairstyles out of collagen from
Nahel Hemar cave. Courtesy of the Israel Museum.

How were the faces applied and does this
throw some light on their role? An example
from Jericho shows that the skull itself was
deliberately filled with coarse soil (Fletcher et
al. 2008, 313, Fig. 38), probably to stabilise the
head, or perhaps to provide it with a weight
similar to that of a living human head. Later,
the eye-sockets, nose and oral cavity were
filled with different materials, such as ash,
bitumen, marl, sand, lime or twisted fibres
and other organic materials.

Some examples from ‘Ain Ghazal show
evidence of having been sanded, possibly to
prepare the surface and provide anchorage
tor the plaster (Bonogofsky 2001, 143). These
procedures enabled the actual modelling of
the faces. This was executed with different
kinds of plaster and, in some cases, finished
with a thin layer of plaster pigmented with
ochre or cinnabar (Goren et al. 2001). Of
particular interest to us are examples from
Jericho (Fig. 5) and Yiftahel on which the
bottom parts of the skulls were covered (Slon
et al. 2014, 7, Fig. 10) to produce a rather tlat
surface. This allowed the head to stand up-
right without tipping towards the rounded
back. Other examples from Tell Aswad were
installed with bases at this point of manu-
tacture (Stordeur and Khawam 2007, 11, 14,
Fig. 8.2-3; Fig. 6).

The modelling process, recipes of the plaster
and in some cases necessary pyrotechno-
logical knowledge attests to the great skill
required of the craftsperson (Goren et al.
2001, 687-88). The complexity of the craft,
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Fig. 5. Bottom side of a skull from Jericho. Courtesy of the
British Museum.

as well as the knowledge indispensable to its
ritual function, speaks against its execution
by any person. It is more probable that the
community chose a specific and experienced
member for this role. This aligns with more
recent modelled skull traditions, such as
those of the ancestor skulls from the Solomon
Islands (Rosendahl 2011, 185) and of the
[atmul of Papua New Guinea (Leicht 2011a,
154), in which only persons of high rank and
specialized knowledge are intrusted with that
task.

It is clear that the modelling did not
strive for an accurate reconstitution of the
individual’s facial features as we expect from
modern forensic facial approximation. The
skulls from Kfahr HaHoresh, ‘Ain Ghazal,
Yiftahel and usually Jericho were only
modelled on the upper part of the face, with
the lower jaw missing. With this procedure,
a rather squat face is generated (Griffin et
al. 1998, 62), the proportions of which can
at most have been an approximation of the
deceased’s face. Indeed, the modelled facial
teatures of skull 14 from Tell Aswad were
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Fig. 6. Basis of a skull from Tell Aswad. Courtesy of
Danielle Stordeur and Rima Khawam, published in
Stordeur and Khawam 2007, Fig. 8-7.

offset; the nose covers the mouth of the skull
such that the original proportions of the
tacial elements could have hardly beenachieved
(Kuijt 2008, 179-81). Therefore, Jacques
Cauvin (1978, 185—-36) and Ian Kuijt (2008)
argue for a rather idealised representation
of the deceased. From this perspective, it
i1s thus perhaps surprising that the Iatmul
aim towards a detailed representation of the
facial features and the greatest individuality
possible. In their narrative, the artwork will
be reviewed by the deceased during the night
and the respective parts destroyed in the
case of dissatisfaction (Leicht 2011a, 154).
However, there are also examples in which
the portrayal of an individual’s character was
not targeted, for example the ancestor skulls
of New Ireland. Nonetheless, a diversity of
executions (Leicht 2011b, 158-61, Fig. 1-5)
and, therefore, individuality of the modelled
taces 1s clearly apparent in this case. For
the Neolithic, it remains difficult to assess
if indeed a specific person was meant to be
depicted by the modelling, particularly if we
keep in mind that they could be indicated by
simply naming the face.

Ian Kuijt highlights the similarities of the
modelled skulls from Tell Aswad, which, in
his opinion, could only be achieved by inten-
tion (2017). Nonetheless, it remains difficult to
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decide whether this is the result of a certain
ideal of beauty, a habitualised manufacturing
process or indeed an intended similarity.
In any case, their similarity would make it
almost impossible for a non-inaugurated
person to match a head to an individual person
within the community. The manufacturer
leaves this open instead of clearly indicating
through specific features that a grandfather
or aunt, for instance, is depicted by the model.

Maintenance and presentation
of the modelled faces

What happened to the skulls after they were
modelled? In the beginning of the 1980s,
KRenyon suggested that the plastered skulls
were kept for a rather short period, namely
as long as the people associated with the
skulls could be remembered (1981, 77). This
interesting thought is of course based on
Kenyon’s interpretation of the skulls as the
material bases of ancestor veneration.

Indeed, there are several observations that
hint at the fact that at least some skulls were
in use for longer periods. For instance, a skull
trom Jericho, today in the Royal Ontario
Museum in Toronto, was provided with an
additional plaster layer that covered parts of

Fig. 7. Skull from Jericho with conservational treatment.
Courtesy of the Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto.

the earlier pigmented paste (Fig. 7). This later
remodelling can be considered a reparative or
conservational treatment (Goren et al. 2001,
686). Ian Kuijt argues in the same direction
for other modelled faces (Kuijt 2008, 184), for
instance the Homo 1 from Kfar HaHoresh.
Analysis of this skull shows that the specimen
was covered by at least four distinct plaster
layers, which can be interpreted as evidence
tor repeated remodelling events (Hershkovitz
etal. 1995a; 1995b). Altogether, these potential
conservation treatments hint at longer
periods of circulation and use within the
Neolithic community. However, it also shows
that people cared about the faces and that
their intact surface was clearly of importance.
Unless it is reduced to aesthetic desires, we
must consider that it was somehow crucial
that the “tlesh” and “skin” of the plastered
taces did not decompose.

Nonetheless, it remains difficult to explore how
the skulls were integrated in the ritual sphere
of the Neolithic community. The smooth
bottom surfaces of some examples, allowing
them to rest (Griftin et al. 1998, 66), hints at
their placement on any kind of horizontal shelf,
platform or simply the floor. An important
example of this is the aforementioned Jericho
skull D118 (Fig. 5), the plaster of which
covered the full extent of its base including
the creation of a modelled chin. This flat base
enabled the head to sit upright without any
support (Fletcher et al. 2008, 3813, Fig. 4). A
similar observation was made by Strouhal
for the Jericho skulls D114, 112 and 118
(1973, 236, 238, 240). Without a flat base,
these modelled faces would slope backwards.
The modelled skulls from Tell Aswad attest to
another technical solution for the same aim as
they rest on oval bases constructed of yellow
soil (Fig. 6). That this soil did partly enter
the skull shows that the bases must have been
prior constructed during the manufacturing
process (Stordeur and Khawam 2007, 11, 14,
Fig. 8.2—-3). Hence, it was aimed from the very
beginning to present the skull on a horizontal
surface. A similar form of display can be
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interpreted for some unmodelled crania from
Mureybet in Syria, which were also found on
clay supports (Cauvin 1974). For each of the
three examples, it was clearly of importance
that the faces were presented upright, similar
to a living person. Depending on the height
of the skull’s installation, an observer could
have been confronted face to face with
them. These technical solutions also permit
a certain mobility for the display of the
modelled faces. This may hint at their use in

different contexts, but was also likely to have

tacilitated an easy exchange or replacement

of the heads in case they were not suitable

anymore. This potential for replacement
would have had a major effect on perceptions
of the faces during social or ritual events.

Further insights into the use of at least some
modelled skulls is provided by the examples
trom Tell Ramad (Fig. 8). Together with the
later pieces from Kosk Hoytik (de Contenson
1967, PL. I-11I; Ozbek 20009, 384, they possess
a kind of neck projection that can be compared
with the necks of the PPNB plaster figures
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Fig. 9. Technical drawing of the plaster figure from Ain

Ghazal. Courtesy of Carol Grisson; published in Grissom
2000, 29, 31, Fig. 4, 6.

Fig. 8. Skull with a neck-like projection from Tell Ramad.
Courtesy of the Damascus Museum.
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from ‘Ain Ghazal. In the latter case, the neck
was designed as a kind of peg to anchor the
head into the body of the figure (Griftin et al.
1998; Grissom 2000, 29, 31, Fig. 4, 6; Fig. 9).
Analogising, one could argue that the neck
projections of the Tell Ramad examples were
used in a similar way (de Contenson 1967;
1969; 1992; Cauvin 1994, 154). This would
have allowed the presentation of the skulls on

tigures or any other kind of wooden appliance,

both of which are known for the modelled

skulls of the Iatmul (Aufderheide 2009, 98,
Fig. 3-9; Leicht 2011a, 155, Fig. 2).

Not all of the archaeological contexts of the
skulls necessarily reflect the intentional final
deposition, which will be discussed in the
next paragraph. Stordeur and Khawam argue
that the finds reflect different stages of the
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ritual (2007, 22). For instance, modelled skulls
that were still accessible to the inhabitants
should be considered “living”. Examples
of this are the seven modelled skulls from
Jericho that were discovered stacked on top
of each other, and a skull from ‘Ain Ghazal
tound on the floor of a burned house (Stordeur
and Khawam 2007, 14—22).

Altogether, we can summarise that the
modelled skulls circulated long enough for
conservational treatments to be necessary
in order to maintain the faces and their
skin. Presented in an upright position, it
was possible to achieve a literal face-to-
face encounter if the modelled skulls were
mounted in an appropriate height — on a shelf
or any other device. Still, it remains open to
discussion whether they were presented in
public or domestic contexts. Most of them were
not firmly installed and were thus mobile
and could be re-arranged and exchanged if
new political or social relations made that
necessary.

Depositional practice

In the following discussion we focus on those
examples that were no longer accessible
to the community. They seem to have
fulfilled their ritual functions and were
tinally deposited in a process that has been
termed by Cauvin as “désaffection” (1994).
Plastered skulls and crania were deposited in
clusters, rows or, more seldom, individually.
In several cases, they were found together
with just painted or completely undecorated
skulls, for instance at Jericho, ‘Ain Ghazal,
Kfahr HaHoresh, Aswad, Beisamoun and
possibly Tell Ramad (Griftin et al. 1998, 60;
Rurth and Roéhrer-Ertl 1981; Kenyon 1981;
Rollefson and Simmons 1984, 25; Ferembach
1969; Bonogofsky 2001, 144; Stordeur and
Khawam 2007, 21), which reveals a direct
ritual relationship with unmoditied skulls.

Stordeur and Khawam (2007) emphasise
the collective character of these deposits.
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One of the best examples that they cite
are the skulls from Tell Aswad, where the
deceased were not buried below their houses
but in funerary areas at the margin of the
site. Two caches of plastered skulls, each
arranged in a half circle, are clearly related
to several sequential burials, potentially
expressing a social relationship or kinship.
Beyond this, Stordeur and Khawam (2007,
21) also argue for the communal character
of deposits within buildings at other sites,
such as Beisamoun, Jericho, ‘Ain Ghazal
and possibly Tell Ramad, by pointing out
the number of surrounding inhumations
as evidence against their use as ordinary
houses. This hypothesis finds its best
parallel in the so-called “Skull Building”
at Cayonii in modern Turkey, where the
remains of over 400 individuals were found,
including over 90 crania, in a cellar in the
second phase of use of the building (Ozdogan
1995). A concentration of 71 crania were
also recovered from a small room in the
third phase of use (Ozbek 1988). Moreover,
a social arrangement, and thus a communal
character, has been also interpreted for three
modelled skulls from Yiftahel (Milevski et
al. 2008, 44) and for the deposition of three
modelled skulls in the funerary area of Kfahr
HaHoresh (Goring-Morris 2005, 94.).

Cauvin’s  (1994) concept of “désaffection”
tits well with Nigel Goring-Morris’ (2005)
observations regarding the plaster of a
modelled skull deposited at Ktar HaHoresh.
Due to the fact that the plaster seemed to
have already been dissolved, he proposed
that the skull had “symbolically died” and
was therefore ultimately ritually buried
(Goring-Morris 2005, 96). In light of the
conservational treatments discussed above,
we may infer that the moment the “skin and
flesh” were not maintained the face ran
the risk of “decay” and thus finally dying.
The careful burial of the modelled skulls
has parallels in the burial of other PPNB
ritual objects such as the plaster figurines
(Garfinkel 1994; Simmons et al. 1990). The
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latter were carefully deposited after they were
damaged (Griftin et al. 1998, 61, 67).

The important role of the facial plaster is
also expressed by some finds from ‘Ain
Ghazal. The facial plaster of three modelled
skulls was discovered having been caretully
deposited in a row and facing downwards.
The deposit was undisturbed, no bones
were recovered and ca. 40% of the plaster
was missing. That the undercuts generated
through the plastering process were broken
speaks to an intentional removal of the
plaster and against the notion of slow decay
(Griftfin et al. 1998, 62). The care with which
this happened provides insights into the
importance of the facial plaster. A similar
tind was made in the funerary area of Tell
Aswad (Griffin et al. 1998, 60; Stordeur and
Khawam 2007, 9, 13), and here Stordeur and
Khawam raise the question as to whether the
plaster was perhaps more important than
the skull itselt (2007, 19). The question why
the plaster faces were not maintained any-
more remains open. Did the modelling not
correspond to the conception of the deceased,
as in the narrative of the latmul, and needed
to be removed? Did the political and social
situation change and result in a mutilation
of the modelled faces? The latter may have
a structural parallel in the deposition of un-
modified skulls from Tell Qarassaa. These
skulls, of young men between 18—25 years
old, had completely destroyed facial bones
(Santana et al. 2012), potentially relating to a
similar symbolic expression.

While it is difficult to trace the reasons for
this action, the disposal of the plaster faces
shows that it was indeed significant whether
the facial bones were covered in plaster or
not. It was not simply “nice to have” and thus
a superficial addition to the far more wide-
spread and usual practice of secondary burial.
It seems to have been a decisive moment,
possibly coining a certain status of the ritual.
While there is certainly a strong relationship
to the more widespread practice of skull
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removal, Hans-Dieter Bienert’s suggestion
(1991) that the modelling was simply its
enhancement and further development should
perhaps be reassessed in this light.

Discussion

Despite the many implicit and explicit
references to anthropological studies, the
discussion surrounding modelled skulls and
PPNB burial customs often remains subject to
a rather western and modern perspective. We
tend to forget that it is not only the idea of an
afterworld or any kind of soul concept which
is culturally engraved, but also the definition
of the moment of death itself. Where runs
the border between life and death, and, more-
over, does such a border always exist? From a
contemporary perspective, the individuality of
a person corresponds to a Cartesian mindset
and is thus strongly related to the functioning
of the brain. As soon as the reflexes of the
brainstem cannot be measured anymore, a
person is considered dead, independently from
the expiration of other bodily functions that
occur many hours later. The death of the brain
can only be clinically diagnosed, and its single
aspects are defined through the Harvard
criteria (Hofmann 2008, 94; cf. Schneider
1998). Other, traditional determinants of death
require longer periods of time to be assigned
and have thus become marginalised. Hence, it
1s only within recent years that the rather slow
process of dying became a defined moment,
a red line which can be crossed at a certain
point in time (Hofmann 2008, 92-96).

For most of us today, this very recent idea
is rather difficult to suppress. However, the
anthropological example of the Toraja on
Sulawesi can show us quite plainly that the
moment of death and the transition to the
afterworld can follow an entirely different
rhythm. Within the community of the Toraja,
a person is considered “ill” or “hot” after their
last breath. He or she is immediately moved
into a sitting position, wrapped in cloth and
seated facing west at the southern wall of the
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house. A priest applies small rods to allow
gases and liquids to escape. From this point,
relatives care for the person with food and
drink. This situation, surely unusual to us,
can last for years. Meanwhile, the “hot” family
member still takes part in the social life of
the household. It is not until the funerary
priest turns the head of the deceased towards
the south, that the actual, ritual death comes.
Numerous rituals, dances and sacrifices then
accompany the deceased until he or she is
deposited in a rock chamber tomb. By this
time the person has not yet reached the
afterworld. During the regularly conducted
Ma'nene’ ritual, the corpses of the community
are taken out of the chamber tombs, un-
wrapped, cleaned, freshly enrobed, watched
and presented. They spend the day with their
relatives who notably care that the corpses
are preserved for as long as possible because
their early decay is considered to be a disaster
tor the family. Only when the corpse is
completely decayed does the communal ritual
end and with it the ceremonial duties and
grief. The soul now leaves the corpse, enters
the afterworld and can possibly become an
ancestor if the status of the deceased allows
this (Berger and Kottmann 1999).

Several aspects of this ritual are particularly
intriguing for contemporary, western per-
spectives on death. While the person is
“hot”, he or she remains an integrated part
of the household. Moreover, the transition to
the afterworld is related to the decay of the
body. Thus, during the Ma’nane’” community
ritual, the body should be preserved as well
as possible, allowing them to remain in the
intermediate world. Similar links between

the decomposition of the body and the
transition to the afterworld have already
been observed in the aforementioned meta-
studies on secondary burials by van Gennep
(1909) and Hertz (1907). It is perhaps worth
taking a similar consideration into account
tor the deceased of the Neolithic communities
of the Levant. Moreover, we should not start
trom the assumption that death happened in
a singular, restricted moment, but consider
it as a process during which the “deceased”
can remain an active part of the household
or community for a certain amount time.
Indeed, several aspects of the archaeological
evidence hint at such possibilities.

With the exception of the funerary areas
of, for example, Tell Aswad (Stordeur and
Khawam 2007, 7-9), the primary burials
of the aceramic Neolithic were typically
conducted nearby or directly below domestic
quarters (Perschke 2013, 99) and, therefore, in
the direct vicinity of the living (Benz 2010).
This warranted a proximity to the house-
hold and at the same time protected against
abuse. The buried persons were still easily
accessible and, in some cases, markers of stone
or colour hinted at the location of their head
(Kuijt 2001; 2008, Fig. 3). After the decay of
the tlesh, three to seven years later at the ear-
liest, the burials were reopened and the skull
of the person removed.® In such a short period
the personal memory of the deceased person,
his or her sayings and doings, would most
likely be still alive and the skull remained
associated with them. Nonetheless, it remains
open to discussion to what extent the deceased
person and his or her life was indeed decisive
within this ritual. As discussed above, sex and

6 The special case of Kortik Tepe (PPNA) in eastern Turkey might additionally indicate that the detachment
of the flesh from the bones had an important meaning within these practices. These depositions are composed
of complete burials, skeletons without skulls and scatters of bones. Of special interest is that the bones show
markers which indicate that the deceased were systematically defleshed and afterwards covered with gypsum
in the correct anatomical compound (Ozkaya 2009). The intention or meaning behind this practice is, of
course, hardly accessible to us. However, it was evidently important to quickly get rid of the decaying flesh
in these cases. Perhaps, the people wanted to anticipate the decaying process to fulfil the requirements for the
secondary burial as quickly as possible and thus end the intermediate phase.
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age, important aspects of'a social role, were not
relevant to the choice of the skull. In contrast,
several studies point out that in vivo skull
modification, despite not necessarily being
recognisable to the naked eye, was a probable
selection criterion (Fletcher et al. 2008, 315,
318; Kurth and Rohrer-Ertl 1981, 438—39). As
this treatment happened during early child-
hood, the choice of the skull is probably not
related to ones’ doings or status gained in
lite. Therefore, the role of the person in life,
relevant for most ancestor narratives, should
perhaps take a back seat in discussions about
the selection of skulls. Instead, it is worth
asking who is responsible for the choice and
what are the possible motives.

After the skulls circulated in the community,
some were partly plastered and presented
on horizontal devices or on figures. The
modelling was surely not a profane act. The
responsible person must have had not only
outstanding practical capabilities (Goren et al.
2001, 687—88), but also ritual skills. Thanks to
the transformation of the skull into a modelled
tace, the latter not only embodied the presence
of the deceased, it also allowed sensual inter-
actions with him or her. In this context of
display and interaction, the hypothesis that
the decay of the flesh is a marker for the
transition to the afterworld can perhaps be
reversed. The re-furnishing of a skull with
flesh and skin could be understood as an
inversion of decomposition and a measure
to keep the deceased in life or an accessible
intermediary world, thus detained from the
afterworld. The process of plastering would
hence become a magical act through which
the deceased is kept alive. The modelled faces
thus remain an active actor in the rituals and
cohabitation of the community and allow the
people to maintain face to face communication.
This communication only finished when the
taces decayed. This marked a symbolic death
and the need to be finally buried (Cauvin
1994; Goring-Morris 2005, 96). Evidently,
this process could also be accelerated as in
the case of the three intentionally removed
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plaster faces carefully buried in ‘Ain Ghazal
(Griffin et al. 1998, 62). Altogether, the meta-
morphosis from a blank skull to a modelled
face and back can be also understood as
a transformation from a rather abstract,
unspecific skull, to the intimacy of a living
human face with its ability to communicate,
and back to anonymity.

A more detailed look at the faces, can reveal
turther insights about their potential role
within the community. The installation of
the face at an appropriate height on their
tlat bottom or base permits the observer
to look directly into an upright face in a
similar way to a living person. The skulls’
taces are depicted calm and relaxed; no
emotions or characteristics of a specific
person are expressed. At first glance this is
rather surprising, but further consideration
reveals it to be a particularly insightful act.
From cognitive investigations we know that
the interpretation of neutral facial expres-
sions is predominantly guided by previous
knowledge of the observer (Suess et al. 2014).
The multivocality of the faces thus allows the
community to perceive those expressions that
are suitable to the practices being performed.
The rituals being conducted and their nar-
rations and songs frame the performance and
are thus decisive for the perception of emotion
within the faces.

It nonetheless remains open to discussion why
the Neolithic communities of the southern
Levant suddenly started to model faces on
the skulls. Of course, there is the option that
emotional ties, the desire to carry on seeing,
talking and having an intimate relation with
the deceased played a major role. The later
example of a female arranged in contracted
position around a plastered skull of a man
trom Catalhoyiik has been often interpreted
in such a way (Perschke 2013, 107). Evidence
against this as the main impetus is apparent
in the selection of the skull based on its
in-vivo modification, thus depending on
a decision that was taken almost directly
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after birth, either by the parents or some-
body else. If this selection does not depend
on the life, gained status and/or relations of
the deceased, it must have relied on the group
or its decisionmakers. An example of one such
constellation is Metcalf’s (1976) study of the
Berewan of Borneo. The decision to inter the
deceased in an up to 10m high mausoleum
greatly depends on the person who has
built the structure. Central to this act 1s this
individual’s desire to raise his or her status
and to possibly become the next chief of the
community, with the identity of the deceased
rather irrelevant (Metcalf 1976).

It we take this possibility into account for the
PPNB of the southern Levant, we must ask
what the decisionmaker, group, kin or even
single person would have gained through such
a practice. What would it mean to a family
or group to get hold of such a modelled face
and display it? What great admiration could
be bestowed on the person who transforms or
commissions the transformation of a rather
anonymous skull into a ritually living face?

If such a transformation did indeed detain the
deceased from transition to the afterworld,
the modelled face would not only be a sign of

the group or person’s ritual power, but would
stabilise the group’s internal relations and
networks. As long as the modelled skull was
an actor within the social life of the group,
upheavals, instability and power-shifts due
to the loss of a member could be prevented
or at least postponed. Communication, social
and political networks could be perpetuated
and performed in a face to face interaction.
Moreover, the faces” multivocality permitted
the evocation of an atmosphere according to
the told stories and performed rituals, thus
supporting the dominant group and their
narratives in the sense of Gramsci’s hege-
monic knowledge (1991 [1948-1951], 1502,
journal 12, § 1). The modelled faces remain
actors on the political stage of the community.
They can stabilise power relations and
cohesion within the Neolithic communities
whose rapid generational changes and large
size were steady sources for inner conflicts
and negotiations of power between kin-
groups. If this ceased to be necessary, the
maintenance of the faces stopped and they
were finally buried in publicly available
places or communal buildings; a ritual that
can, in return, serve again as a means of
establishing social cohesion and reconcil-
lation between rival groups.
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