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Peyroteo Stjerna 2016a. Roots of Death 

Map of the Iberian Peninsula 
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Peyroteo Stjerna 2016b. Death in the Mesolithic 



Sado valley shell middens 
1950s-1960s 

Archives of the National Museum of Archaeology, Lisbon 



32 

15 

Arapouco, 1962 

Poças de S. Bento, 1960 
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Peyroteo Stjerna, Nilsson Stutz, Cardoso. In prep. The Lost Photos 

ARA Sk 2A 
8158–7971 cal BP (95%) 

PSB Sk 14 

8152–7860 cal BP (95%) 



1.  
What is the potential 
for archaeothanatology 
on old collections? 

2.  

What does 
archaeothanatology 
bring that cannot be 
achieved with common 
sense archaeology? 

THE LOST PHOTOS 



ARCHAEOTHANATOLOGY 

P. S. Bento 2011, Photos by R Peyroteo Stjerna  



ARCHAEOTHANATOLOGY 
taphonomic theory  

+  
processes of decomposition 

Chaîne opératoire 

human remains  
archaeological context 

original  
funerary context 
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Duday 2009. Lectures in Archaeothanatology 
Nilsson Stutz 2003. Embodied Rituals 



Arapouco, 1962 

Poças de S. Bento, 1960 

What’s in common? 



1. Nature of the burials: primary (and individual) 

2. Space of decomposition: filled 

What’s in common? 

Lost Photos: Archaeothanatological Analysis 

diagnostic criteria 
• labile joints in articulation 

eg. foot phalanges 
often poorly preserved/ unclear in documentation 

• Maintenance of general anatomical integrity 
of the body 

diagnostic criteria 
• bones maintained in place even if original 

position was unbalanced 
 
eg. os coxae, bones of hand/feet, patellae 

PSB Sk VII-A ARA Sk3A ARA Sk2A 

Peyroteo Stjerna, Nilsson Stutz, Cardoso. In prep. The Lost Photos 



3. Initial position of the cadaver in the feature 

Lost Photos: Archaeothanatological Analysis 
What’s in common? 

Trunk 
Arapouco: On the back – mostly 
P. S. Bento: On the side (R/L) 

Upper limbs 
In flexion at elbow joint – always  

Lower limbs 
In flexion at hip and knee joints – always 
Feet towards buttocks  



3. Grave design 

Lost Photos: Archaeothanatological Analysis What’s in common? 

3.1. Small pit (enough to contain the body) 

diagnostic criteria 
• Wall effects 

3.2. Uneven/sloping floor 

diagnostic criteria 
• Transfer of body weight 
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What’s unusual? 



What does archaeothantology bring: 
 
• Systematic description 
• Diagnostic observations also on poorly             

preserved materials  
 
 
 
 
 
• Systemic thinking 
• Theoretical insights 
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Thank you! 


