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Cultures around the world and through time have had wildly varying ways of dealing with the dead. And 
since death weighs so heavy on a culture and is ultimately so mysterious, records of these practices, or 
"deathways," are often more abundant than other ancient cultural accounts and provide illuminating 
windows into other cultures.  

"Deathways illuminate religious meaning and the social life of cultures about which we may know little else," 
says Erik Seeman, Ph.D., associate professor of history at the University at Buffalo and author of the 
forthcoming "Death in the New World."  

Cremation, grave cairns, funeral mounds, mummification, air burial, and belief in life after death are just 
some of the practices which, though sacred to one culture, often seem odd or even terrifying to another, 
Seeman says. The Greeks, for example, were fascinated with the historian Herodotus' description of the 
ancient Issedonians chopping up their dead into a mixed grill and devouring them in a communal barbeque, 
something entirely contrary to the Greeks' treatment of their own dead.  

"Much of my research looks at how deathways marked cultural self-definition and the definition of 'other' in 
the New World," Seeman said.  

"Christianity, Judaism and the many polytheistic religions of American Indians and Sub-Saharan Africans 
focused on explaining to believers the meaning of death and the afterlife," Seeman explained. "Because of 
this, when individuals met strangers they were interested in the others' deathways. What remains are far 
more descriptions of mortuary rituals than of such cultural practices as food preparation or music."  

Just think of the trove of information about Ancient Egypt revealed in the tombs of King Tut and others.  

Understanding of deathways was put to manipulative ends, too, by both sides in colonial encounters. 
Seeman said missionaries used it to gain native converts, for instance, while some Indians used European 
fear of post-mortem mutilation to incite horror through scalping.  
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LiveScience.com chronicles the daily advances and innovations made in science and technology. We take 
on the misconceptions that often pop up around scientific discoveries and deliver short, provocative 
explanations with a certain wit and style. Check out our science videos, Trivia & Quizzes and Top 10s. Join 
our community to debate hot-button issues like stem cells, climate change and evolution. You can also sign 
up for free newsletters, register for RSS feeds and get cool gadgets at the LiveScience Store.

Buzz Up Send Share Print

"Exurbs" emerge as battleground in race

White House tells banks to stop hoarding money

Stocks enjoy big rebound after sharp selloff

Can Ted Stevens still win Alaska?

Blog: Which candidate will hit 270? Look to state 
polls

Congo's violence tied to 1994 Rwandan 
genocide

Video: New information may lead police to 
anchorwoman's killer 

More Top Stories »  

ADVERTISEMENT

 
The Week in Photos 
Princes William and Harry hit the 
dirt for a charity motorcycle ride. 
See this and other photos of the 
week on Yahoo! News.

 
Autumn Colors 
View photos of leaves as they 
transition into a rainbow of fall 
hues.

 
All News

News Search
Advanced

Top Stories 

Featured 

Science Video 

Climate Change 
Threatens Walden 
Pond's Beauty WBZ 
Boston 

Astronauts cast 
vote from space 
Reuters 

Page 1 of 4Death Rituals Reveal Much About Ancient Life - Yahoo! News

10/28/2008http://news.yahoo.com/s/livescience/20081008/sc_livescience/deathritualsrevealmuchabo...



All Most Viewed »

Red on Women Drives Men Wild 
LiveScience.com 

Group Pride Rooted in Insecurity 
LiveScience.com 

The Stink in Farts Controls Blood 
Pressure LiveScience.com 

Mine from time of King Solomon found 
AP 

Stress Can Make You Itch LiveScience.com 

Most Viewed - Science Most Blogged - Science
Time.com: A Slew of Staph 
Infections Tackles the NFL 

Time.com: Science Says We 
Really Are What We Drink 

ABC News: Humans Made Fire 
790,000 Years Ago 

Elsewhere on the Web

Add headlines to your personalized My Yahoo! 
page (About My Yahoo! and RSS) 

Science - LiveScience.com 
Add to My Yahoo! RSS  

More News Feeds » 

Get an alert when there are new stories about: 

View More Alerts »

Today in History 

Obituaries 

Corrections 

News by Region (Yahoo! Directory) 

Yahoo! News & Media Sites 

Subscribe 

Alerts 

cultural practices 

Seeman 

Ancient Egypt 

climate change 

polytheistic religions 

Add Selected Alerts 

Also on Yahoo! News 

All Comics »

Opinions & Editorials: Diverse views on 
news from the right, left, and center.

All Opinion »

Daily Features 

Photo Highlight Slideshow  
Shih Tzu Miyako poses for a snapshot 
during the Kawasaki Halloween 2008 
festival in Japan. AP Photo/Shizuo 
Kambayashi 

More Photos and Slideshow »

 Saw V Blood Drive on Yahoo! 

 Play Monopoly Here & Now. 

 Celebrity Moms on omg! 

ADVERTISEMENT

Photo Highlight

Advertisements

More Science Video » 

   

 

Submit a Photo » More Photos »

More from Yahoo! Autos » 

More from Yahoo! Health » 

What's for dinner? 

Electric car pilot for 
UK roads BBC 

 

Car targets land 
speed record CNN 

Autos

New Cars Prices, review, pictures

 

All Makes

All Models

Go Shop all new cars

Used Cars Prices, review, pictures

 

All Makes

All Models Zip Code

Go Listings provided by 
Cars.com

Health

 
Search Health

Is There a Stress-Breast 
Cancer Connection? 
We know that when our 
immune system goes on … 

Breast Self Exam as Easy as 1-2-3 
Don't forget to check yourself for breast 
lumps. Forget … 

7 Ways to Slash Stress 
Millions suffer from symptoms 
of stress: nervous tension, 
restless … 

Food

Reed Elsevier ready to sweeten 
vendor financing package for 
£1bn magazine sale Telegraph 
Business – Mon Oct 27, 9:23 am EDT 

Christian Science Monitor to 
Publish Online Only New York 
Times – Tue Oct 28, 10:34 am EDT 

The Mysterious Cough, Caught 
on Film New York Times – Mon Oct 27, 
5:57 pm EDT 

Blogs About This Story (7)

Blogs About This Story (5)

Blogs About This Story (4)

Page 2 of 4Death Rituals Reveal Much About Ancient Life - Yahoo! News

10/28/2008http://news.yahoo.com/s/livescience/20081008/sc_livescience/deathritualsrevealmuchabo...



More Dinner Recipes »  

What Yahoo! foodies are reading 

 
Flank Steak w/ 
Coffee-Peppercorn 
Marinade 

Super-Easy Chicken 
Enchilada Skillet 

9 Fat-Burning Eating Tips 
8 Things to Never Do on a First Date 
The Perfect Bacon Mac 'n' Cheese Dinner 

More from Yahoo! Food »  

MARKET SUMMARY 
Symbol Last Change

Dow 8,715.14 +539.37 +6.60%

Nasdaq 1,592.23 +86.33 +5.73%

S&P 500 902.67 +53.75 +6.33%

10 Yr Bond(%) 3.8200% +0.0910

Treasury predicts huge government 
borrowing needs 

Morgan Stanley Neither Dead Nor Alive, 
and Other Miscues of Bank Bailout 

White House tells banks to stop hoarding 
money 

More from Yahoo! Finance » 

More from Yahoo! Entertainment »  

Finance

 
Get Quotes

Entertainment

"We're pretty excited," she says of having 
another baby 

CNN's Campbell Brown: "I'm Pregnant!"

LOS ANGELES, Calif. -- Mary-
Kate Olsen is coming back … 

Mary-Kate Olsen To Play 
'Troubled Bad Seed' On 
'Samantha Who'

Reuters - The director of the 1972 hard-
core adult … 

"Deep Throat" adult film director dies in 
Florida

CELEBRITY NEWS

Sports

Headlines 

Garcia takes Castello Masters by 3 shots 
Sergio Garcia picked up his first European win 
in … 

Golf NFL MLB NHL Tennis 

Page 3 of 4Death Rituals Reveal Much About Ancient Life - Yahoo! News

10/28/2008http://news.yahoo.com/s/livescience/20081008/sc_livescience/deathritualsrevealmuchabo...



Home U.S. Business World Entertainment Sports Tech Politics Science Health Travel Most Popular Odd News Opinion  

NEWS SERVICES RSS News Alerts Weather Alerts Add Yahoo! Headlines to Your Site Site Map Help Feedback  

Copyright © 2008 Yahoo! Inc. All rights reserved. Questions or Comments Privacy Policy Terms of Service Copyright/IP Policy  
  

More from Yahoo! Sports » 

Search homes for sale and rent: 

More from Yahoo! Real Estate » 

More Golf:  

Cook successfully defends AT&T 
Championship title 
John Cook successfully defended 
his AT&T Championship title 
Sunday, … 

'Grandma' Helen Alfredsson wins 
again 
Helen Alfredsson gets a kick out of 
calling herself … 

Headlines Analysis Rumors 

Real Estate

Location (City & State or Zip): 

 

Listing Type 

Homes for Sale 

Foreclosures 

Apartments for 
Rent 

New Homes 

Price: 

 to   

Bedrooms: 

Any
Bathrooms: 

Any

Search Homes

Education

Find out how to get the salary 
you deserve. 

Double your salary

Find out what the top 10 work 
from home jobs are. 
Stop paying for gas

Page 4 of 4Death Rituals Reveal Much About Ancient Life - Yahoo! News

10/28/2008http://news.yahoo.com/s/livescience/20081008/sc_livescience/deathritualsrevealmuchabo...


