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during the Early Mesolithic

Nicolas CAUWE

Abstract

Some years ago, two Early Mesolithic collective tombs have been excavated in southern Belgium. The study
of those burials allowed the reconstitution of some funeral practices which suppose complex communities of
dead. Actually, it is the social structure of the dead that we can observe and this information is necessarily con-
nected to the conception of the death. Anyway, this fact definitively stops the way to considerations about the
social organization of the living people, unless to know the role of the dead in the Early Mesolithic societies of
North-western Europe. Maybe, dead and living people constitute two different entities, each of them having its
own rules and thus its own categories of individuals.
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Résumé

Iy a quelques années, deux sépultures collectives du Mésolithique ancien ont été découvertes dans le sud de la Belgique.
L’étude de ces tombes a permis la reconstitution de gestes funéraires qui montrent toute la complexité de la communauté des
morts. En ce sens, c’est bien la structure sociale des défunts que I'on atteint, qui ne peut que refléter la conception de la mort
de I'époque. Ce fait nous barre définitivement l’accés a la structure sociale des vivants, @ moins de connatre le role des morts
dans les sociétés du début du Mésolithique du Nord-Ouest de I'Europe. Eventuellement, morts et vivants constituaient-ils
deux entités différentes, chacune d’entre elles ayant son propre réle et, par la, ses propres catégories d’individus.
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1. INTRODUCTION

It is often tempting to look at prehistoric
funerary documents as an image of the organ-
ization of the societies of that time. But the
results of these investigations are not always
convincing. Let us remember, for instance,
Renfrew’s works (1976) who thought that
the megalithic society was fragmented and
rather egalitarian because of the probable
division of the territory by megalithic monu-
ments and according to the collective inhu-
mations which occurred inside these monu-
ments. Nevertheless using the same data,
Tilley (1996: 157-166) proposed quite a dif-
ferent image of the same society: the monu-
ments build with big stones, inside which
the dead were egalitarian gathered, could
have justified the power of some of them. In
fact the collective tomb would have masked
the arbitrariness of this authority and, at the
same time, would have legitimated the social
inequalities!

Actually, each situation which was met in
the tombs may testify a definite kind of social
inequalities as well as its contrary. Do vague-
ness and oppositions not come from our
ignorance about the identity and the function
of the dead? In other words, is it not vain to
look for some correspondence between living
people and dead, while we do not master nei-
ther the role of the dead, nor how the differ-
ent prehistoric civilizations did think about
death?

Many questions remain without answer.
Did all the dead of a community have a sepul-
chre? Were the inhumed ones only dead, from
whom the community had to take care of, or
were they ancestors, meaning still active per-
sonalities for the living people? Why did we
think that the differences we noticed between
individuals coming from a same necropolis
or a same tomb necessary concerns social ine-
qualities?

Recently, two Early Mesolithic collec-
tive tombs have been excavated in southern






