
 

Infants from 2100 years ago found with
helmets made of children's skulls
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A team of researchers from the University of North Carolina at
Charlotte and Universidad Técnica de Manabí in Ecuador has found and
reported on ancient infant skulls that were excavated at a site in Salango,
Ecuador. In their paper published in the journal Latin American
Antiquity, the group describes how the infant skulls were encased in the
skulls of older children.

The researchers note that the human head was often a powerful symbol
for many early South American cultures, which might explain what they
found. While on a dig in Salango, Ecuador, the researchers came across
and unearthed the remains of 11 people buried at the site approximately
2100 years ago. The people that lived there at the time were called
Guangala—the researchers also found multiple artifacts in addition to
the bones.

The researchers report that among the remains they found were two
infants, each with the skull of an older child fitted over their head—like
a helmet. One of the infants was believed to have been approximately 18
months old at the time of death—its skull helmet came from a second
child who was believed to have been approximately four to 12 years old
at the time of death. The other infant was believed to have been
approximately six to nine months old at death, and its skull helmet was
believed to have come from a child approximately two to 12 years old at
death. It is not yet known if the deceased children were related to one
another, or the reason skulls were used as helmets for deceased infants.
The researchers did note that the skull helmets fit snugly, which, they
suggest, could indicate a simultaneous burial of the infant and the child
that donated the skull helmet.

The researchers note that the find is the only known instance of using
children's skulls as helmets for infants as part of a burial ceremony. They
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also note that it was possible that those who buried them were attempting
to confer some sort of protection in the afterlife. They also note that it
was possible the infant and/or the child involved in the ceremony were
part of a ritual meant to calm a nearby active volcano, though they also
suggest either of the deceased young ones could have died as a result of
starvation due to the aftereffects of the volcanic eruption.

  More information: Sara L. Juengst et al. Unique Infant Mortuary
Ritual at Salango, Ecuador, 100 BC, Latin American Antiquity (2019). 
DOI: 10.1017/laq.2019.79
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