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Abstract. This article is devoted to the theoretical understanding of the concepts of
“burial rites” and “funeral and memorial ritualism” in archaeological interpretation.
Based on an analysis of the works of domestic and foreign researchers, the main
approaches to defining the content, structure, and interrelationship of these concepts
are considered, and the terminology related to ritual practices recorded in archaeological
materials is clarified. Particular attention is paid to the distinction between different
levels and aspects of ritual activity, allowing for a more comprehensive reconstruction
of the spiritual and material cultures of ancient societies. Burial complexes and
the accompanying ritual practices are important sources of information about the
social organisation, ideological attitudes, and symbolic models of the world of ancient
communities. Analysis of archaeological data reveals insights into ideas about death
and the afterlife, as well as demonstrating the complex interrelationships between
ritual practice and the society's worldview. The study employed analytical-comparative
and historiographical methods, which made it possible to systematise and compare the
existing scientific approaches to the interpretation of funeral and memorial rites. This
comprehensive approach enabled the tracing of the evolution of ideas about the structure
and content of funeral and memorial rites, as well as the identification of their role in
archaeological interpretation. The work aims to clarify the conceptual apparatus and
the relationship between “burial rites” and “funeral and memorial ritualism”, as well
as to identify their significance for the reconstruction of the ideological and worldview
attitudes of ancient societies. The methodological basis of the study provided a systematic
approach to analysing concepts and theoretical models, which allows archaeological,
ethnographic, and semantic data to be combined into a single interpretative framework.
Particular attention is paid to the practical significance of the work: the results of the
research can be used to analyse archaeological materials and prepare educational
programmes and methodological guides on archaeology and ethnology. In addition,
the work emphasizes the importance of an interdisciplinary approach that combines
data from various humanities disciplines to achieve a deeper understanding of cultural
processes and the transformation of ritual practices in ancient societies. The results of
this work open up opportunities for integrating archaeological data with ethnographic
and historical-cultural sources, thereby increasing the accuracy of interpreting ritual
practices in ancient societies. Thus, the work demonstrates a transition from descriptive
approaches to complex models of research into ritual and ceremonial practices and
emphasises the relevance of clarifying key concepts in modern archaeology.

Keywords: burial rite; funeral and memorial ritualism; memorial rite; custom; ritual;
site; archaeology; term

For citation: Karazhigitova A. Clarification of the Concepts of “Burial Rites” and “Funeral and Memorial
Ritualism” in the Archaeological Context. Gumilyov Journal of History. 2026. Vol.154, no.1, pp.7-20.
https://doi.org/10.32523/3080-129X-2026-154-1-7-20

© A. Karazhigitova, 2026


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4321-811X
https://doi.org/10.32523/3080-129X-2026-154-1-7-20
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en
https://doi.org/10.32523/3080-129X-2026-154-1-7-20

A. Karazhigitova

Funding. This work was prepared as a part of the grant funding project of the Science Committee of the
Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the Republic of Kazakhstan, BR31714853 “Archaeological
Science in Kazakhstan: Analysis of the Current Situation, Issues and Prospects for Development”.

ApXeoJIoTUSI/IBIK KOHTEKCTE «KepJIey CaJIThI» XKIHE «KepJiey FYpIbI»
YFBIMIAPbIH HAKTBLIAY

9. KapaxiritoBa
JL.H. 'ymunes amvindarsl Eypaszus yammeolK yHugepcumemi,
9.X. Maprysaax amuiHdarbl Apxeosnozusi uHcmumymeol, AcmaHa, Kazakcmax

AngaTna. MakanaZla apxeoJIOTUSJIBIK, UHTepIpeTalUAIarbl «KepJiey CalIThl» KoHe «KepJiey FypIbI»
YFbIM/Iapbl TEOPUSJIBIK TYPFblJaH NalbiMJanaraH. OTaHJbIK KoHe LIeTe/]JiK 3epTTeyulijep
eHOeKTepiH Tajjlay Heri3iHJe oCbl YFbIMJIApAbIH Ma3MyHbI, KYPbLIbIMbI MEH 63apa 6ailJlaHbIChIH
aHbIKTAayfa KATBICTbl HETI3ri FBIJIBIMU TACUIAEpP KapacThIPBLIBII, apXeoJIOTHUAJBIK MaTepUasgapaa
Ke3/leCeTiH Ca/ITThIK-FYPBINTHIK, TIKipubere KaTbICTbl TEPMHHOJIOTUSl HaKTblIaHFaH. CaaTThIK ic-
9peKeTTePAIH apTypJii JeHrelaepi MeH acneKTisiepiH aXKbIpaTyFfa epeklle Hasap ayJapblLijbl, 6yJ
KOHe KOFaMJap/blH PyXaHU KoHe MaTepHaJJblK MdJleHUeTIiH HEFYPJIbIM TOJIbIK KaJlllblHA KeJTipyre
MyMKiHAik 6epeni. KepJsiey keueHzepi MeH oJlapMeH 6alJIaHbICThl FYPBINTBIK TaXipube exesri
KaybIMJapAblH 9JIeyMEeTTIK YUBIMAACYbI, UJE0JOTHUSJIbIK YCTaHbIMJAPhI KoHEe dJIEMHIH, CUMBOJIJbIK
MoJle/ibJiepi *KeHiHAeri MaHbI3[bl aknapaT Ke3i 60JbIl TabblaaAbl. APXeOJIOTHSJIbIK JdepeKTep/i
TaJiiay eJ1iM MeH 0 AYHHUEJIK 60JIMBIC eHiHAer TYCiHIKTEpAi allbin KepceTe/li, COH/Jal-aK CaITThIK
TIKiprOe MeH KOFaM JlyHUEeTaHbIMbI apachIHIaFbl KypAeJli 6aliaHbICTapAbl alKbIHAAUbI. 3epTTEYAE
KOJIJaHbLJIFAaH aHAJUTHUKAJIbIK-CaJbICThIPpMaJibl KOHEe TapUXHAMaJIbIK 9JICTEP KepJiey >KoHe ecKe
/Iy FYpPBINTApblH UHTEPIpeTalUAIayFa KaThICTbl 6ap FhIJIBIMH TYXKbIPbIMAAP/bI JKylesieyre jKoHe
CaJIbICTBIpYFa MYMKiH/iK 6epai. MyH/jall KellleH/[i TACIJ KepJiey KIHe eCKe ayy FYPIbIHbIH KYPblIbIMbl
MeH Mas3MYHbl TYypasibl TYCiHIKTEP/iH 3BOJIIOIHUACHIH OGaKblIayFa >XOHE OHBIH, apXeOJIOTHSJIBIK
HHTeprnpeTauusifarbl peJiiH alKbIHAAyFa >KoJ amajbl. JKYMBICTBIH, MaKcaTbl — <«KepJsey CaJaThI»
MEeH «KepJiey-ecKe ajly FYpIbl» YFbIMJAPbIHbIH apaKaTbIHACBHIH K9He OJIap/blH KeHe KOFaMJap/iblH
UJIEOJIOTUSIBIK Opi JYHUETAHBIMJIBIK OesrisiepiH Ka/lblHA KeJNTipyZeri MaHbI3bIH HaKThLIaY.
3epTTeyaiH ajicTeMesik Herisi yFbIMJAap MeH TeOpUsJIbIK MOJesbJepAl Kyiesi Typae Tasjaybl
KaMTaMachbI3 eTim, 6yJ1 apXeoJIOrUsAIbIK, STHOTPAaUSAIBIK XKoHEe CEMaHTUKAJbIK JAepeKTepi 6ipTyTac
VHTepHpeTalyaablK [IeHOepZe KapacTblpyFa MYMKiHJIK Oepeai. KyMBICTBIH TNpaKTUKaJbIK
MaHbI3bl [ja epeKlle aTal eTiJITeH: 3epTTey HOTHUKeJIepi apXeoJI0THUA/BbIK MaTepUaaaapabl Taajayaa,
apxeoJIOTHsI MeH 3THOJIOTHsI OOMBIHINIA OKy OafFaapJiaMasiapbl MeH 9JlicTeMeJliK KypaJijiap 93ipJeyne
naijjasaHblnybl MyMKiH. COHBIMEH KaTap, MaKaJjia KeHe KoFaM/lapAaFbl CAITThIK ToKiprubeHiH e3repiciH
TepeHipeKk TYycCiHy yuiiH Typ/i TryMaHUTapJ/blK FbUIBIMAAPAbBI OGipiKTipeTiH moHapasblK ToCuIAiH
MaHbI3/IbIIBIFbIH KepceTe/li. 3epTTey HOTHXKeJIepi apXeoJIOTUSAMBIK JlepeKTep/li STHOTPadUSI/IbIK XKoHe
TapUXU-MIJIeHU [lepeKKe3/ilepMeH YIITACTbIpyFa MYMKiH/IK 6epiln, exesri caJTThIK Toxipubesnepai
WHTepHnpeTauusaayAblH AJAiriH apTThipaZbl. Ocbliaiila, >KYMbIC CaJTTbIK-FYPbINTBIK TKipUOeHi
3epTTeyAlH cullaTTaMaslbIK TACIepiHeH KelleH/[i MoJeibepre Kelly YpAiCiH KepceTe/i 2xKoHe Ka3ipri
apXeoJIOTUSAFbl HEeri3ri yFbIMAapbl HAKThIJIAyAbIH 63€KTIIIriH aWKbIH OelHeTen/1i.

Ty#iH ce3aep: )xepJiey cauThl; )KepJiey-eCcKe aly FYPIibl; eCKe aly CaJlThl; 9[1eT-FYPbIIl; POCiM; eCKepTKiLl;
apxeoJIorus; TEpMUH
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YTo4YHeHHe NOHATUH «IIOrpe6aIbHbIN 00PAA»
U «I10rpe6ajibHO-NIOMHHAa/IbHasA 00PAAHOCTb» B apXe0JIOTH4eCKOM
KOHTEKCTe

A. Kapaxxururosa
Eepa3zutickuli HQyuoHa1bHbIU yHUBepcumem umenu JI.H. ['ymuseaa,
HHcmumym apxeonozuu um. A.X. Mapayaana, AcmaHa, Kazaxcmau

AHHOTanus. B craTbe paccMaTpuBaeTCsl TEOPEeTHYECKOe OCMbIC/IEHHWE TOHSTUH «Horpe6ajbHbIN
00psi/i» U «IOrpebaTbHO-MIOMUHAJIbHAS 06PSAHOCTb» B apXeoJioruyeckoi nHTepnpeTtanyu. Ha ocHoBe
aHa/u3a TPYAOB OTEeYECTBEHHBbIX U 3apyOEKHBIX HCC/eL0BaTe el pacCMOTPEHbl OCHOBHbIE MOJXO0/bI
K ONpeJieJIEeHUI0 COJIEPXKaHUs, CTPYKTYpPbl M B3aWMOCBSI3W 3TUX MOHATHUHM, a TaKXKe YTOYHSETCA
TEPMHUHOJIOTHS, CBSI3aHHAs C PUTYaJbHO-00PS0BON MPAKTHUKOH, GUKCUPYEeMON B apXeoJOrHYecKUx
MaTepuasax. 0co6oe BHUMaHHUE yeseTcs pa3rpaHUIeHUI0 Pa3/IMUHbIX YPOBHEH M aClIEKTOB PUTYATbHON
JlesITeJIbHOCTH, UTO M03BOJIsIeT 60Jiee MOJIHO PEKOHCTPYHPOBATh AYXOBHYI0 U MaTepHa/IbHYIO KYJbTYpPYy
JipeBHUX 06111ecTB. [lorpe6asibHble KOMILJIEKChI M COMPOBOXK/IAM0IAsI UX 006PsiI0Basi NPAKTHUKA BBICTYIAIOT
BOXHEUIIMMHU UCTOYHUKAMU WHPOPMALIMK O COLMAIBbHON OpraHU3aIMH, U/IE0JOTHUYEeCKHUX YCTaHOBKaX
¥ CUMBOJIMYECKUX MOZEJISIX MUPA APEBHUX COOOIIECTB. AHA/IN3 apXe0JI0TrHYeCKUX JJAHHBIX pAaCKpbIBAeT
pe/iCTaBJIeHUsI 0 CMEPTHU M 3arPOGHOM CyIlleCTBOBAHUH, A TAKXKE IEMOHCTPUPYET CJI0XKHbIe B3AMMOCBSA31
MeXJy PUTYyaJbHOM MNPAaKTUKOM MU MHPOBO33peHMEeM o6llecTBa. B wuccieoBaHUM NpUMeHEHbI
AHAIMTUKO-CPAaBHUTE/NbHBIA U UCTOpUOTrpadUuecKUd MeTO/bl, MO3BOJIMBIINE CHCTEMAaTU3UPOBATh U
COTIOCTaBUTDb CYIECTBYIOI[Me Hay4YHbIe MOAXOAbl K MHTEPIpEeTaluy MOorpedbabHbIX U MOMUHAIbHbIX
06psimoB. Takol KOMILJIEKCHBIA TOJX0J, 06ecrne4yMBaeT BO3MOXXHOCTb MPOCAEJUTb 3BOJIOLHUIO
IpeJICTaBJeHUuN O CTPYKTYpe U COJlepKaHUHU MOTpebaIbHO-TOMUHATBLHON 06PSAHOCTH U BBISBUTD €6
pOJIb B apXe0JI0rH4ecKor nHTepIpeTanuu. Llesib paboThl COCTOUT B yTOUHEHUH IOHSATUHHOTO annapaTa
M COOTHOIIEHHUS «IOrpebaJbHOr0 006psijia» U «IMorpebasbHO-MOMUHAJIBHON O0OPSAHOCTUY, a TaKXKe B
BbISIBJIEHUM UX 3HA4eHHWs [JisI PEKOHCTPYKLUU HJI€0JIOTHYECKUX U MUPOBO33PEHYECKUX YCTaHOBOK
JIpeBHUX 001ecTB. MeToaudecKkass 6a3a vccie/J0BaHUSI 00ecrneyrnBaeT CUCTEMHBIM MOAX0/ K aHAJIU3Y
MOHATHH U TEOPETUYECKHX MO/IeJIel, UTO M03BOJISIET 06beIMHUTD apXe0JIOTHYECKHE, STHOrpaduiecKue
M CeMaHTHYECKHWe [JaHHble B €JUHYI WHTepIpeTalroHHYI0 paMKy. Ocoboe BHHMaHHUE YAessSeTCs
IPaKTUYECKOMY 3HAUeHHUI0 UCCJIeIOBAHUS: PE3Y/IbTAThI UCC/IeIOBAaHUS MOTYT ObITh MCI0JIb30BaHbI /1151
aHa/IM3a apXeosIorHYeCKUX MaTeprasioB, MOATOTOBKH yYeOHbBIX IPOTpaMM U METOAUYECKUX TOCOOUH 11O
apxXeoJIorUuHy U 3THOJIoTUH. KpoMe Toro, ucciie/JloBaHue NOAYEPKHUBAET BAXKHOCTb MEXAUCIUIITIMHAPHOTO
110/1X0/1a, 06'beIUHSIONIETO JaHHbIE PA3JIMYHBIX T'YMaHUTAPHBIX HAyK /i1 60Jiee IJTy60KOro IOHUMaHUSA
KYJIbTYPHBIX [IPOLECCOB U TPaHCPOPMaLMK PUTYaTbHON IPAKTHUKHU B JIPEBHUX 001ecTBax. Pe3ynbTaThl
paboThbl OTKPHIBAIOT BO3MOXKHOCTHU JIJIsI UHTErpal[ii apXeoJIOrHYecKUX JaHHbBIX C 3THOrpadUuieCKUMHU
U HCTOPUKO-KYJBTYPHBIMU HCTOYHUKAMH, YTO IOBBIIIAET TOYHOCTb HHTEPIpPETALUU PUTYaTbHbIX
IPAKTHK J[peBHUX 00611lecTB. TakUM 06pa3oM, KccieJOBAHHUE JIEMOHCTPHUPYET Nepexo/| OT ONMHCATENbHbIX
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MO/X0/0B K KOMIJIEKCHBIM MOJIeJISIM HUCCJIeZJ0OBaHUS PUTYa/IbHO-00PSI0BOM PAKTUKY U OJYEPKHUBAET
aKTyaJIbHOCTb YTOYHEHHUSI KJIIOUEBBIX NOHATHN B COBPEMEHHOH apXeoJIOTHH.

Kirw4yeBsle c10Ba: norpebajibHblil 00ps/; norpebasbHO-IOMUHAIbHAsS OOPSAAHOCTb; MTOMUHATbHBIN
06psiz1; 06bIYal; pUTYaJ; HAMSTHUK; apXe0JIOTHsl; TEPMUHOJIOTHS

Introduction

Burial sites and burial rites are one of the most important sources of archaeological
information. Their study provides a wealth of data that enables us to reconstruct the spiritual
and material culture of ancient communities, the peculiarities of their social structure,
worldviews, and other elements of the ideological sphere. Analysis of materials uncovered
during archaeological excavations contributes to a more complete understanding of the complex
processes that reflect people's attitudes towards death and the afterlife.

Theissue of burial sites and funeral rites has consistently attracted the attention of researchers
throughout the entire period of archaeological science's development. The study of burial and
memorial sites, as well as rituals in general, remains one of the pressing tasks of contemporary
archaeology.

After completing archaeological excavations and initial processing of materials, the
researcher proceeds to the stage of interpreting the data obtained, which requires the use of
interdisciplinary approaches, as well as interaction with various fields of scientific knowledge.
When studying funeral and memorial rituals, it is particularly important to apply comprehensive
and interdisciplinary approaches, which are a key condition for a comprehensive analysis
of archaeological data and ensure a holistic understanding of the ritual practices of ancient
populations.

The aim of this work is to examine and clarify the concepts of “funeral and memorial ritualism”
and “burial rites” in archaeological interpretation, as well as to identify their relationship and
role in the process of reconstructing the ideological beliefs of ancient societies.

To achieve this goal, the following tasks are addressed in this work: an analysis of existing
approaches to defining the concepts of “funeral” and “memorial” rites, and a determination of
the content and structure of funeral and memorial ritualism as a complex phenomenon.

The practical significance of the study lies in the fact that its results can be used in the
analysis of archaeological materials related to funeral and memorial ritualism, as well as in the
preparation and teaching of archaeological and ethnological disciplines.

Materials and methods

The work utilizes materials that reflect the primary scientific approaches to the study of
funeral and memorial ritualism - works by domestic and foreign researchers dedicated to
theoretical issues in the archaeological interpretation of burial complexes, ritual practices, and
ritual symbolism.

When selecting sources, we considered works that encompass both the theoretical and
methodological aspects of funeral rites studies and specific archaeological interpretations,
enabling us to trace the evolution of scientific approaches over time.

The work employed analytical-comparative and historiographical methods, which made
it possible to generalise and compare existing scientific approaches to the definition and
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interpretation of the concepts of “burial rite, “memorial rite”, funeral and memorial ritualism,
as well as related terms such as “ritual”, “custom”, and funeral practice. This expansion of the
conceptual range made it possible to trace the evolution of scientific ideas about the structure
and content of ritual complexes in archaeological interpretation.

In modern archaeological science, the interpretation of burial complexes has been
significantly expanded through the introduction of interdisciplinary research methods,
including stable isotope analysis, natural science methods for analysing human remains,
geoinformation modelling, and three-dimensional digital recording of burial structures, etc.
The application of these approaches enables the reconstruction of migration processes, kinship
ties, and the dietary and mobility characteristics of ancient communities, thereby refining and
supplementing traditional archaeological interpretations of ritual practices.

Of particular importance in this context is the development of archaeothanatology, which
considers the body's position, the sequence of ritual actions, and taphonomic processes as key
sources for reconstructing the structure of burial rites (Duday 2009: 158).

The application of these methods was accompanied by the use of interdisciplinary data,
primarily ethnographic and cultural, which made it possible to expand the interpretative
possibilities of archaeological material.

Literary review

The study of burial rites and funeral and memorial ritualism has a long tradition and occupies
one of the central places in archaeology. One of the first theoretical foundations for interpreting
rituals was laid by Arnold van Gennep in his seminal work “The Rites of Passage” (Gennep
1999: 198), which identifies the universal stages of rituals of passage from birth to death.
This approach became the methodological basis for analysing funeral practices as a transition
between the worlds of the living and the dead.

The first fundamental works on the interpretation of funeral rites were written in the late
19th century by the ethnographers E. Taylor (Taylor 1939: 568) and J. Frazer (Fraser 1980: 832),
who explained their diversity primarily in terms of primitive mythology and religious beliefs. At
the beginning of the 20th century, Emile Durkheim's school introduced a sociological approach,
viewing death as a social and biological transformation, and funeral rites as “a rite of passage
for an individual from the world of the living to the world of the dead (Gennep 1999: 198),
(Hertz 2004: 174). According to this theory, the funeral ritual has a three-stage structure: the
first stage is “rite of separation” (isolation of the body), the second is “carrying out the funeral”
(final separation of the soul from the body), and the third is “the rite of reunion” (the return of
the community to normal life and the inclusion of the soul in the circle of ancestors).

R. Hertz emphasised that the scale and form of funeral rituals depend on the deceased's
social status and aim to restore social order (Hertz 2004: 174). At the same time, the influential
archaeologist Alfred Kroeber, a representative of the cultural-historical school, argued that
funeral rites are unreliable for reconstructing cultural history due to their variability (Averkieva
1979: 288).

This position was rejected by Lewis Binford in the mid-1960s, one of the founders of “new” or
processual archaeology (Binford 1962: 217-225). Binford demonstrated the stability of burial
rites and postulated that the form and structure of burial practices directly reflect the form
and organisational characteristics of society itself. He argued that funeral rites symbolically
reflect the “social identity of the deceased” (gender, age, social status) and the composition of
the social group participating in the funeral.
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Binford's follower, Joseph Tainter, introduced the abstract concept of “energy expenditure”
(orlabour) on funeral rituals and established that the social rank of the deceased correlates with
the degree of this expenditure in more than 90% of the cases studied (Tainter 1978: 105-141).

Another follower, Arthur Saxe, suggested that the creation of formal burial sites (cemeteries)
is used by corporate groups to legitimise their rights to limited resources through ancestral
heritage. A. Saxe analysed ethnographic descriptions of three traditional societies - the Ashanti
in West Africa, the Kapauku Papuans in New Guinea, and the Bontoc Igorots in the Philippines -
and based on this data formulated eight hypotheses about the social significance of burial rites.
Of greatest interest to archaeologists is the eighth hypothesis, which asserts that burial grounds
and cemeteries were created to secure the land rights of living community members through
their connection to the heritage of their ancestors (Saxe 1970: 240).

Since the early 1990s, “a post-processual” trend has emerged in Western archaeology,
represented by [an Hodder and Mike Parker Pearson. This trend has been critical of the ideas
of “new archaeology” (Hodder 2007: 188). Post-processualists argued that funeral rites create
a distorted and idealised portrait of the deceased, as they reflect the views and interests of the
living, and not just the status of the deceased. They emphasised the ideological, religious, and
symbolic aspects of funeral rituals, seeing them as “an active field of activity” where participants
discuss issues of power and property. Moreover, the symbolism of funeral inventory could be
misleading, as items could have been made specifically for the funeral and not used during the
person's lifetime (Pearson 1999: 250).

In the early 21st century, a number of new theoretical approaches to the study of burial
practices have been developed in foreign archaeology, within which the funeral rite is viewed as
a complex social and symbolic system that participates in the formation of personality, status,
and collective identity. Within the concept of personhood, ritual is interpreted as a mechanism
for constructing social identity and posthumous status, materialised through the body of the
deceased, burial goods, and the architecture of the burial site (Fowler 2004: 196).

Contemporary research focused on corporeality and practice emphasises that the
archaeologically recorded elements of the burial rite result from ritualised actions performed
with the body of the deceased and in the burial space, allowing us to consider burial as a process
rather than a single act (Nilsson 2003: 395).

As a result, although some of the ideas of new archaeology (e.g., “the social approach”)
continue to be used, modern foreign studies, as summarised by V.I. Gulyaev, emphasise the need
for a comprehensive approach to the study of burial rites, including analysis of archaeological
and ethnographic sources, as well as “a landscape approach” (analysis of burial grounds in the
context of settlements and places of worship).

In archaeology, the development of methods for studying burial complexes is directly linked
to the work of V.E. Gening and V.A. Borzunov (Gening, Borzunov 1975: 42-71), as well as S.V.
Krasnov, who developed a systematic approach to the study of ritual actions (Krasnov 2012:
744-747). Theoretical issues of the structure and stages of the ritual are discussed in detail by
E.P. Dvornikov (Dvornikov 2010: 30-33).

V.I. Melnik paid particular attention to the symbolism and semantics of funeral rituals, showing
the interconnection between archaeological and ethnographic data in the reconstruction of the
ideological representations of ancient societies (Melnik 2010: 52-59). Issues of methodology
in the study of burial sites were systematised by E.V. Lagutkina, who emphasised the need to
combine typological, statistical, and semantic analysis (Lagutkina 2010: 19-32).

A significant contribution to the development of theoretical and methodological foundations
was also made by V.I. Gulyayev (Gulyaev 1993: 76-77), V.S. Alekshin (Alekshin 1981: 3-9), V.S.

12 2026 GUMILYOV JOURNAL OF HISTORY
T154. No.1. ISSN: 3080-129X. eISSN: 3080-6860



Clarification of the Concepts of “Burial Rites” and “Funeral and Memorial Ritualism” in the Archaeological Context

Olkhovsky (Olkhovsky 1993: 78-93), M.F. Kosarev (Kosarev 2010: 33-51), and Z. Samashev
(Samashev 2017: 511-548). Their works made it possible to consider burial rites as a complex
system that includes ideological and practical aspects, as well as to clarify the conceptual range
covering the terms “rite”, “ritualism”, “ritual”, “custom”, and “funeral practice”.

Thus, the existing literature demonstrates a transition from a descriptive approach to complex
models of analysis combining archaeological, ethnographic, and semantic methods. However,
the problem of correlating and clarifying basic concepts remains relevant, which determines

the direction of this study.
Results and discussion

Elements of the burial complex were identified by researchers practically from the
earliest stages of archaeological study of burials. A wide range of ethnographic data provided
opportunities for direct interpretation of the identified forms of burial structures and rites.
The accumulation of a significant amount of material on burial sites has set science the task of
developing new methods of analysis and approaches to interpreting the data obtained.

A burial rite can be viewed as a multi-layered symbolic system, where each action, object,
or element of the ritual carries a certain semantic meaning associated with the worldview and
social norms of ancient society.

Attempts to understand various phenomena in science usually begin and end with their
systematisation. Comprehension of the general and the specific becomes possible only through
comparison and contrast of the objects under study.

In modern archaeology, the concept of “burial rites” occupies one of the central places in
the interpretation of ancient cultural practices. Unlike the ethnographic approach, where this
term refers to the process of burying the deceased and the set of accompanying ritual actions,
archaeology primarily deals with their material reflections - the remains of burial structures,
material complexes, the position of animal bones, and human remains, among others. It is
precisely on the basis of this data that it is possible to reconstruct the sequence of actions that
made up the burial rite.

However, it should be borne in mind that not all elements of the ritual were materially
embodied or could be preserved in archaeological material. In addition, the interpretation of the
meaning and content of these actions often remains in the realm of probabilistic reconstructions
and scientific hypotheses.

This approach has been summarised in several synthetic works devoted to the archaeology of
death and burial, where ritual, social status, identity, and memory are considered as interrelated
analytical categories (Tarlow, Nilsson Stutz 2013: 872).

Theburialritual isone ofthe mostinformative sources for studying the ethnic sphere. Although
itis only a separate element reflecting ethnocultural features based on archaeological materials,
the massive nature of burial data makes it possible to use them to analyse ethnic processes
as a whole. This material is especially valuable for studying the mechanisms of formation and
transformation of specific ethnic groups at different stages of historical development.

In archaeology, burial rites are recorded based on the remains of phenomena that recur with
varying degrees of consistency across a multitude of individual objects. For a comprehensive
and in-depth study of burial rites, it is essential not only to document specific varieties of their
manifestations but also to reveal their internal content within the broader context of the overall
ritual complex.
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Contemporary researchers are largely focused on resolving issues of typological and
chronological classification, formalisation, localisation, correlation, and systematisation of
burial characteristics. As a result, the main focus is on source analysis, while the interpretative
side of the problem, related to the disclosure of the worldview and symbolic aspects of the rite,
remains in the shadows.

In the second half of the 20th century, the Institute of Archaeology of the Russian Academy
of Sciences organised a series of meetings devoted to the issues of studying and interpreting
burial rites. In particular, in February 1988, the meeting was held on “Issues of Interpreting
Burial Rites in Archaeology”, and in April 1992, a meeting was held on “Methods of Computer
Analysis of Burial Rites”. In 1991, meetings were also held that made a significant contribution
to the development of research methods and theoretical understanding of this issue (Gulyaev
1993: 76).

V.S. Alekshin considers burial rites as a system comprising two interrelated components. The
first reflects the ritual side and represents a set of traditionally approved actions performed
before the funeral, at the time of burial, and after it. These actions are aimed at “transferring” the
deceased to the other world and are performed in relation to members of the community who
formed its core and were connected by kinship ties. The second component characterises the
social status of the deceased and is expressed in a complex of material elements accompanying
the rite: the type of burial structure, the composition of the inventory, the position of the body;,
and other features.

According to the researcher, these two components together form a standard (traditional)
burial rite characteristic of any archaeological culture. At the same time, as Alekshin emphasised,
it is wrong to consider them in isolation or to contrast them with each other, since reliable
information can only be obtained through a comprehensive analysis of the funeral rite as a
whole (Alekshin 1981: 3).

[.L. Kyzlasov noted that archaeologists researching and interpreting ancient burials must
analyse not only the stratigraphy of the layers covering them, but also the unique layers of
spiritual culture reflected in the material remains of the burial rite (Kyzlasov 1993: 98-112).

In his work “Studying the Structure of Burial Practices in Russian Archaeology”, V.I. Melnik
examined and analysed the formulation of this question in studies conducted since the 1970s,
emphasising the importance of the correct use and precise definition of terms (Melnik 2024:
332-356). In his work “Funeral Practices and Burial Rites”, V.I. Melnik attempted to define the
relationship between the concepts of “burial rites”, “burial customs”, and “funeral practices”,
which is important for clarifying the conceptual apparatus of archaeological science (Melnik
1993: 94-97).

In his article “The Study of Funeral Rites in Foreign Archaeology”, V.I. Gulyayev analyses the
works of Anglo-American researchers who, over the years, have considered various approaches
to the study of funeral rites (Gulyaev 2010: 5-19). In his opinion, the interpretation of burial rites
in foreign archaeology is carried out within the framework of four main directions: religious-
mythological, ethnocultural, chronological, and social (Gulyaev 2010: 6).

M.E. Kossarev proposed a distinction between concepts closely related to the ritual and
ceremonial sphere. In his opinion, “a rite is an action repeated in certain situations, having
a sufficiently pronounced sacred character”. At the same time, the researcher understands
“ritual” as “a complex” of ritual actions aimed at achieving some particularly significant sacred
goal. In addition, Kosarev noted that in archaeological and ethnographic research, another term
from this conceptual group is often used - “custom”, which he defined as “an action that was

14 2026 GUMILYOV JOURNAL OF HISTORY
T154. No.1. ISSN: 3080-129X. eISSN: 3080-6860



Clarification of the Concepts of “Burial Rites” and “Funeral and Memorial Ritualism” in the Archaeological Context

common under certain circumstances and for the most part, did not carry any significant sacred
meaning” (Kossarev 2010: 34).

V.S. Olkhovsky made an important contribution to the development of the theoretical and
methodological foundations for the study of ritual complexes. According to his definition, “a
burial rite (ritual) is a set of ritual-practical actions performed in preparation for and during
the burial in accordance with religious and ideological norms. The basis of the rite consists of
funeral customs - generally accepted ways and norms of dealing with the deceased, a set of
ideas and rules that prescribe how to behave in a specific situation. A rite is a phenomenon that
is more complex in form, content, and structure, being a combination of ideological (a system
of religious beliefs, norms, and prescriptions governing the burial process) and practical (a
system of ritual and practical actions performed during the burial of the deceased) spheres.
The ideological sphere is the content of the rite, and the practical sphere is its form, the actual
actions (Olkhovsky 1991: 4).

In addition, the researcher emphasised the close relationship between funeral and memorial
rites. In his opinion, “a memorial rite is an action performed during a certain period of time after
burial for propitiatory and commemorative purposes. Like a funeral, it has its own practical
and religious-ideological spheres. The interconnection between funeral and memorial rites
requires their joint study and is designated by the concept of “funeral and memorial ritualism”
(Olkhovsky 1991: 5).

In his article “Funeral and Memorial Rituals of the Ancient Nomads of the Kazakh Altai in
the Context of the Ontological Concept of Life and Death (Based on Materials from the Berel
Mounds)”, Z. Samashev paid special attention to the interpretation of the concepts of “burial
rite” and “funeral and memorial ritualism”. The researcher offers a structural analysis of ritual
practice, identifying several stages of the rite that reflect its internal logic and sequence. These
include: “The beginning of the rite of passage: preparing the deceased for life in the afterlife”,

» o«

“Choosing a place for burial: the impact of the grave structure”, “Carrying the deceased and the
journey to the burial site”, “The process of burying the deceased as the culmination of the cult
and ritual practices of the ancient Berel tribes”, and “Post-funeral activities: sacrifices, funeral
feasts, and other ritual acts significant to society, aimed at restoring harmony” (Samashev 2017:
511-548).

Inaddition to the theoretical models and stage-by-stage reconstructions of the ritual discussed
above, it seems important to turn to a structural analysis of funeral and memorial ritualism.
This approach allows us to combine various archaeological features into a single analytical
framework, revealing the relationships among the ritual's ideological, social, and material
components. The transition from descriptive characteristics to a structural understanding of
the ritual provides an opportunity for a more in-depth analysis of the ritual practices of ancient
populations.

In modern archaeology, the study of burial and memorial ritualism is becoming multi-layered,
requiring reference not only to recorded material data but also to the structural levels of the
ritual system. This approach allows us to consider the burial complex as a holistic phenomenon,
including ideological, social, behavioural, and material components. Dividing the ritual into
structural levels contributes to a more accurate interpretation of the identified archaeological
features and enables the reconstruction of ancient society's ritual practices in their internal
logic.

The application of a structural approach is especially important when direct ethnographic
parallels are absentorinsufficient. The identification of ideological, normative-customary, ritual-
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practical, material, social, memorial, and spatial-landscape levels allows for the systematisation
of diverse data and the establishment of their interrelationships. Each of these levels is reflected
inthe archaeological material, butthe degree of preservation, informativeness and interpretative
load varies significantly.

Thus, considering funeral and memorial rites as a multi-layered, functionally differentiated
system allows us to move from a descriptive analysis of individual ritual actions to their
structural interpretation. To clarify the basic concepts used in the study and their relationship,
it seems appropriate to refer to a schematic model of the relationship between funeral and
memorial rites within a single ritual system (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Structure of funeral and memorial ritualism and the relationship between funeral and memorial
rites.

Funeral and memorial ritualism
(integrated ritual system)

| Funeral rites Memorial rites

—| Preparation of the deceased for burial | | | Pre-burial memorial actions
(mourning, farewell, ritual addresses)

—| Selection and preparation of the burial sitel

Ritual actions accompanying the burial
(ritual meals, sacrifices, ritual gestures)

1 Ritual actions at the time of burial

Post-burial memorial services
(calendar memorial dates)

|| Material and symbolic confirmation
of the status of the deceased

Long-term memorial activities
(ancestor worship, maintaining social memory)

The ideological level is recorded mainly indirectly through the orientation of burials, the
choice of burial site, and the organisation of the sacred landscape. The normative-customary
level is reflected in the repetition of burial structures and body positions, and in the stability of
ritual patterns. The ritual-practical level is revealed by traces of specific actions.

The material level, as the most stable, serves as the primary basis for analysis. The social level
allows us to reconstruct the status of the deceased, the characteristics of social organisation,
and the structure of the group. The memorial level is manifested in traces of repeated visits,
secondary sacrifices, and subsequent stratification. The spatial-landscape level reveals the
characteristics of sacred geography, local traditions, and the community's territorial self-
identification.

The inclusion of these levels in the analysis of burial and memorial ritualism allows us to
move from a descriptive study of individual burials to the reconstruction of a complex ritual
system. This approach enables a holistic understanding of the interaction among ideology, social
structure, and the material forms of ritual practice. The use of structural levels as an analytical
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model enhances the interpretative value of archaeological material and forms a methodological
basis for further research on burial complexes (Table 1).

Table 1. Structural levels of burial and memorial ritualism and their archaeological indicators

Level of the ritual
system

Level content

Archaeological
indicators

Possibilities
for interpretation

Ideological level

Worldview ideas about
death, the afterlife, the
soul, ancestors, sacred
norms and prohibitions

Indirect fixation:
orientation of burials,
choice of location, sacred
topography, repetition of
rituals

Reconstruction of
cosmological ideas,
ritual logic, and belief
structures

Normative-
customary level

Traditional customs
prescribing the form of
burial, a set of actions
and their sequence

Repeating types of

burials, shapes of pits,
presence of typical actions
(orientation, body position,
etc.)

Identification of
cultural specificity and
ethnocultural norms

Ritual-practical
level

Specific actions
performed by living
persons in preparation
for and during burial

Traces of the pit being
dug, filling, traces of

fire, remains of ritual
manipulations, sacrifices,
etc.

Analysis of the ceremony
scenario, determination
of stages and sequence of
actions

Material and
object level

Material inventory,
food, and burial
structures

Material inventory, organic
matter, etc.

Assessment of social
status, gender, age,
professional activity or
symbolic purpose

Social level

Reflection of the social
structure of society:
status of the deceased,
role in the group, family
ties

Differentiation of burials
by complexity, quantity
of inventory, and use of
resources

Modelling social
organisation,
stratification, and power

Memorial and
commemorative
level

Actions after burial:
funeral feast,
commemorative
rituals, installation of
structures

Additional layers, traces
of repeated visits, and
secondary burials

Restoration of the
commemoration system,
duration of the ritual
cycle

Spatial-landscape
level

The relationship
between burial and
the surrounding
topography:
settlements,
sanctuaries, sacred
places

Landscape analysis,
geographical distribution,
connection with water and
mountain objects

Reconstruction of sacred
space and territorial
organisation
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Conclusion

Thus, an analysis of approaches to the study of burial rites shows that research in this area
has progressed from a descriptive and typological level to complex interpretative models that
combine archaeological, ethnographic, and sociocultural data. The funeral practices of ancient
societies reflect not only the ritual aspect of their attitude towards death, but also the structure
of social organisation, worldview, attitudes, and ethnocultural characteristics.

This study clarifies the relationship between the concepts of “burial rites”, “memorial rites”,
and “funeral and memorial ritualism”. It is shown that burial and memorial rites form a single
ritual system, and the use of the concept of “funeral and memorial ritualism” enables adequate
reflection on the integrity and duration of the ritual cycle in archaeological interpretation.

Understanding the burial rite as a multi-layered phenomenon, including ideological and
practical aspects, opens up opportunities for a deeper understanding of the cultural processes
of antiquity and their transformation over time.

The proposed structural approach, based on identifying key levels of burial and memorial
rites, provides a systematisation for diverse archaeological data and a transition from describing
individual elements of the rite to reconstructing its internal logic. Considering the burial
complex as a multi-layered system expands the interpretative possibilities of the archaeology
of death and forms a methodological basis for analysing burial sites from different cultural and
chronological eras.
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