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Collective tombs were widespread in the Near East and Europe during the Neolithic and the Bronze Age, up to the 
point that their proliferation and diffusion in the late 4th millennium BC was singled out as a «phenomenon». For 
example, 6000 Neolithic collective burials have been identified in France1 and it is by far the most common type of 
tomb on Crete during the Early Bronze Age, a situation which strongly contrasts with the mortuary customs of other 
areas and periods of the Aegean2.  
All collective burials are characterized by the successive gathering, during a more or less extended period of time, of 
several deceased within the same confined space. The treatment of the body, however, as well as the mortuary 
practices and the rituals associated with collective tombs display much variability. The latter can be architectural, with 
natural and man-made tombs, subterranean and above-ground structures or apply to funerary treatment with a 
diversity which includes primary or secondary deposits, cremation and inhumation. It can also imply a variety in the 
deposition of objects, such as personal belongings, provisions for the journey of the deceased or ceremonial items. 
Finally, it may also entail various manipulations of bones for tomb cleaning or ritual purposes.  

Currently, research on collective tombs tends to focus on one of the following issues: 
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- the manipulation of the body – i.e. “how?” : the restitution of the internal organization of burial deposits 

through an archaeothanatological approach; 

- the identity of the deceased buried together in the tomb – i.e. “who?” : identification of the deceased on the 

basis of their biological characteristics (sex, age, biological  affiliation, health status),  the objects deposited 

in the tombs, particular architectural choices, etc.   

- the social motivations for placing the deceased in the same tomb – i.e. “why?” : could these practices be 

related to particular types of social organization?    

  
Approaching the manipulation of the body would in itself deserve a full-scale investigation and, most certainly, an 
independent workshop. This round-table hence rather focuses on three interconnected issues pertaining to the 
identity of the deceased and the socio-cultural contextualization of collective burials.  
First of all, we aim at discussing potential selection criteria that may have restricted the access to the tomb to only a 
part of the community. Collective tombs are not necessarily communal; they may be devoted to specific members of 
the community only.  
The second issue focuses on the relationships between and among the deceased buried in the same tomb. It is often 
suggested that they are linked by a common descent, a combination of marital and descent ties and/or other 
parameters such as status and function.  
The last issue to be addressed during the round-table is related to the role played by collective burials as an arena of 
social negotiation. Some hypotheses have been suggested in this respect: for instance collective tombs, creating a 
sense of identity and membership actively taking part in the constitution of social memory, would have been linked to 
the development of corporate groups asserting their lineage or descent from the dead or could indicate cohesive, 
relatively egalitarian or socially undifferentiated units such as an extended family.   
Such interpretations touch upon complex issues of social, political and economic dynamics. But are they relevant? 
How can they be addressed by examining archaeological and bio-anthropological data? In other words, what kind of 
social information can we hope to obtain by studying collective burials?  
 
To shed new light on these issues, this round-table first and foremost aims at combining archaeological and 
ethnological approaches. We therefore welcome two types of contributions: 

1. papers examining mortuary data as evidence of social practices, focussing on collective context data. The 

scale of analysis should be regional rather than site-based;  

2. papers devoted to ethnological issues, with the emphasis placed on collective burials and their role in the 

socio-political organization of the human groups under study.  

 
In this way, it is hoped that the workshop will broaden our perspectives regarding the ideological and social practices 
that motivate the gathering of the dead in the same tomb over several generations. More generally, we also hope it 
will help reinitiating discussions on the interest of archaeological and anthropobiological datasets to approach the 
social organization of past populations.  
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