What happens when we die? Exploring ‘grave goods’ – what objects do we give people when they die, and why?
OBJECTIVES
To understand the different types of objects that are left alongside the dead, both historically and in the UK today
To explore the reasons why these objects might be left alongside the dead 
Think creatively about which objects we might choose to leave with a specific individual and why. 
KEY IDEA
Historically and today, a wide range of objects are used as grave goods for many different reasons. Some of these reasons are related to the identity of the dead person, in life as well as after they have died. But they also relate to the needs of the living. 
LESSON PLAN
INTRODUCTION
Slide 1
This lesson is about grave goods - The things people put in other people’s coffins or graves when they die, knowing that they will almost certainly never get them back. 
Before beginning, it is valuable to advise pupils that, while it is very important to talk about death and dying, these are topics which can be upsetting. That is normal and completely OK. It is really good to talk to people you trust about these feelings. 
PART A – ANCIENT EGYPT
Slides 2 - 4
The Ancient Egyptians famously buried a lot of objects in some people’s tombs and graves. A lot of what we know about Ancient Egypt comes from these objects, as well as writings which explained their functions. 
It is well-known that they wrapped up the bodies of the dead, making ‘mummies,’ using techniques which were designed to preserve the body for a long time. Some mummies were put in sarcophagi, some of which were very ornately decorated.  
A very famous example is Tutankhamun. Tutankhamun was an Egyptian Pharaoh (ruler) 1,300 years BC. His tomb was re-discovered by archaeologists in the early twentieth century, full of all sorts of things. You might recognise his ‘death mask,’ which was left with his body. 
We know a lot about what the Ancient Egyptians did in their funerals and what they believed about the afterlife because they wrote about. Historians have gathered together lots of separate scrolls that all tell these stories and describe their rituals. We call it the Egyptian Book of the Dead. 

Suggested Activity for Part A
[Using props, or images on a slide]: 
Can anybody identify any of these objects, or what their purpose was? 
Shabti – these small models of people were believed to come alive in the afterlife, to serve the person who was being buried as slaves. Some were quite large and ornate, but others were small and quite simple. 
Canopic jar – when people were mummified their major organs were all taken out and stored in these jars. This was to preserve them for the afterlife, so that the person who had died would still be able to use them. The four sons of the god Horus (the Egyptian god of kingship, healing, protection, and the sun and sky) were believed to protect these organs, so the jars are often found in groups of four, each one depicting a particular son: The jackal-headed Duamutef protected the stomach; the falcon-headed Qebehsenuef, the intestines; the baboon-headed Hapi, the lungs; and human-headed Imsety, the liver.
Scarab Beetle – In Ancient Egypt, scarab beetles were considered symbols of fortune and protection. They were often worn as amulets. When someone died, they might have a scarab beetle placed over their chest. 
Anubis - Anubis is the ancient Egyptian god of funerary rites, protector of graves, and guide to the underworld, often depicted as a jackal or a man with a jackal’s head. He was often depicted in carvings and paintings in or near Ancient Egyptian tombs. 
PART B – RELIGIOUS GRAVE GOODS
Slides 5 – 7, Worksheet: ‘Religious Grave Goods’
Although Ancient Egyptian grave goods are more famous, grave goods are also still important today in the UK – 3300 years later. 
About 53% of funerals involve some sort of grave good – that’s more than 350,000 funerals a year. 
Sometimes, grave goods are important parts of religious traditions, and the rituals that are performed when somebody dies. In other cases, not having grave goods is really important. 
Suggested Activity for Part B
[Using either props, or images on Powerpoint and/or worksheets]:  
Can we match the grave goods to the religion that might use them as part of their death rituals (or: funerary rites)? 
RELIGIONS – Judaism, Islam, Christianity, Sikhism, Buddhism and Hinduism  
OBJECTS - Jar of earth, sheet (shroud), rosary, marigolds and chrysanthemums, silk scarf, bangle
Judaism – Jar of earth (from Jerusalem). Many Jews believe the only thing we can take with us when we die is our deeds and our character, so prefer very plain burials, with no grave goods. Sometimes, though, earth from Jerusalem or another part of Israel is included, to symbolise that the person belongs to the promised land. 
Islam – nothing/a shroud. Like in Judaism, in Islam, the typical preference is for graves not to contain any objects. This symbolises everybody’s equality in death. Rather than being buried in their own clothing, Muslims are usually buried in shrouds (Kafan) - with three pieces of cloth for men, and five for women. 
Christianity – Rosary. Christians might put a lot of different objects in their graves, or none at all. One of the things someone might be buried with is a rosary – a string of prayer beads, particularly common in catholic Christianity. People’s rosaries are often very personal to them, and they may have used the same one for many years. It might therefore feel important that they have it with them when they die. 
Sikhism – Steel bangle (‘Kara’). Sikhs will often be buried with the 5 Ks[footnoteRef:1], one of which is the Kara (steel bracelet). IN life, all five of these are important physical symbols of Sikh identity, and so it is important that the person keeps these symbols of their religious community with them when they die.  [1:  Kesh (uncut hair)
Kangha (comb)
Kara (steel bracelet)
Kachera (cotton undergarments)
Kirpan (sword/dagger)] 

Hinduism – Marigolds and chrysanthemums. A lot of flowers are traditionally used in Hindu funerals, as well as in other Hindu rituals. Marigolds and chrysanthemums are particularly widespread – they symbolise both the sun’s energy, and the circle of life to which everybody belongs: like the sun rises and sets, people are born and then die. 
Buddhism – a silk scarf or prayer shawl (‘Khata’). Khata are often worn by Buddhist priests for prayer, and may be included in their coffins. Buddhist priests may also be buried in their robes, or with a Malas (strings of of 108 beads, used to help them recite mantras) or the Vajra (a ceremonial object, believed to have been the weapon of the gods)  
It is very important to use conditional language (‘might’ or ‘may’) here, as all of these religions are very diverse, and not everybody who belongs to them will follow the traditions exactly. Because traditions are dynamic, not static, there are also variations throughout history, between denominations and in different locations. 
PART C – NON-RELIGIOUS GRAVE GOODS
Slides 9 - 25
In Britain today, a lot of people aren’t religious at all. 
In fact, according to census (a big survey collected every 10 years that involves everyone who lives in the UK) there are almost as many people who aren’t religious as there are who belong to a religion: 
· In the Scottish census in 2022, 51.1% picked ‘no religion’
· In the English and Welsh census in 2021, 37.2% picked ‘no religion’; only Christianity was bigger (46.2%)
But a lot of people, even though they aren’t religious, still use grave goods. 
The most popular examples are: flowers; clothing; photographs; letters; jewellery, watches and accessories. But there is a lot of variety! 
(Hovering over the icons on slide 13 will provide an explanation for each item) 
But why do you think people pick these objects and give them to the dead?  
There are many reasons why. Some people might have several motivations. In some cases, though, people’s motivations might be unclear. They might even pick grave goods even though they think it’s a bit silly to give objects to a dead person who cannot use or perceive them. 
It is especially important to understand that grave goods are not just for those who have died. They can tell us a lot about those who are still alive, but are experiencing grief – the complicated set of emotions that humans experience when they lose someone or something. Grief can be very difficult, and rituals or practices like picking grave goods can help people to feel better in many different ways. 
Some especially significant motivations, which a lot of people mention, include:
· Grave goods reflect the person who has died, showing what made them special and capturing their personality
· Grave goods help us to remember the person who has died, and show how we love them
· Grave goods help us carry on caring for someone, like we did when they were alive
· The people who are still alive are worried about the dead person feeling alone, so they use objects to show they are still connected and being thought about
· Some grave goods were so important to the person who has died that they feel incomplete without them!
Suggested Activity for Part C (i) – What?
These icons represent some of the examples. What do you think they represent? 
[Using a smartboard/powerpoint] Hover over an icon to find out more about that grave good and why people choose them. 
Suggested Activity for Part C (ii) – Why? 
Why do you think people pick these objects and give them to the dead?  
[Using a smartboard (could be adapted for worksheets)] Let’s make a mind map of some of the reasons why we think people might pick grave goods. 
We can also look at quotations from people describing and explaining why they pick grave goods. 
PART D – JOHN’S GRAVE GOODS
Slides 26 – 28; Worksheet – Suggested activity D – John’s Grave Goods
One of the reasons people pick specific grave goods is because they symbolise or reflect the identity and relationships of the person who has died. 
Suggested Activity for Part D
We’re going to do that now, for a made-up man called John. We’re going to listen to a bit about John then think about what might be good to put in his coffin. 
Let’s read John’s story and listen carefully to what we learn about him: 
[Animations support the story if clicked at each underlined element] 
Jane recently lost her Dad, John, quite unexpectedly at age 71. In life, John loved fishing, and could reliably be found wearing an anorak, snuggled in a blanket and his very old hat at the side of the lake, drinking tea from a Thermos flask. He used to take Jane sometimes, as well as her son Fred. Jane wasn’t much of a fisher, but she loved spending time with her dad and her son. Although Jane is a rubbish cook, John was a really good one – whenever they went out fishing, he would bring something he had baked, and always did amazing roast dinners on a Sunday. 
Before he retired, John was a military man, a submariner in the navy who took on primarily on-shore duties when Jane started secondary school, because it was less disruptive for family life if they weren’t always moving around, which Jane and her Mum both found quite hard. But John loved the navy, and kept his uniform in pristine condition, always bringing it out on Remembrance Day and sometimes for family weddings. John had a good relationship with his older brother James, who was also in the military. In fact, both brothers were part of a proud tradition going back generations of belonging to the armed forces.
John’s wife, Debbie, also died quite young – a few years ago, leaving John a widow after almost forty years of marriage. He missed her, and kept photographs of her on his bedside table and in his wallet. 
Neither John nor Jane particularly belong or belonged to a religion, and they’ve never really thought or talked about what they think happens when someone dies. Jane does know that it was important to her dad that his funeral doesn’t harm the environment – that’s why he’d chosen to be buried at a ‘natural’ burial site. There’s one nearby, which has a have a small lake. Fitting, since she has such fond memories of spending time on the lakeside with her Dad. It’ll be a nice place to visit sometimes. 
The funeral director encourages her to think about what she might like her dad to wear, and whether there’s anything else she would like to put in the coffin. The funeral director says it might be helpful to discuss it with other members of the family, such as Fred and James. 
[Using a whiteboard/smartboard and/or worksheets] Imagine you are Jane. Draw what would you put in John’s coffin - and explain why!
Here are some things it might be helpful to think about:
· Which objects might reflect John’s interests and identity?
· What would John have liked? What did he enjoy doing?
· Some things do not decompose, or might harm the environment. Does this affect your decision? 
· Might it be better to pass some of John’s belongings on to his family? 
· Grave goods are hard to get back – what if Jane changes her mind?
· Are these items too valuable to bury? Is there a difference between financial value and sentimental value? 
· What will bring Jane comfort?
· Does it matter?
· What’s the point?!
NOTES
These activities were originally developed for KS2 (Year 6) pupils as part of their RE lessons exploring ‘What happens when we die?’ They were trialled as a 45 minute lesson delivered concurrently to three classes (approximately 90 pupils). 
They are designed to be flexible and adaptable: as such, all of the downloadable resources are fully editable. 
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