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Chapter One  

Introduction 

 

“ Cremated bone…is the product of a series of ritual acts that comprise the 

disposal of the dead by the mortuary rite of cremation” (McKinley 2000a: 

403) 

 

There is a growing body of data regarding burnt animal bone from human cremation 

burials and related deposits from first millennium AD Britain, but until now, no in-

depth archaeozoological evaluation of this material beyond isolated papers and brief 

consideration in site reports has been undertaken. This thesis uses archaeozoological 

methods and comparison with patterns of contemporary non-crematory animal 

utilisation to characterise first millennium AD faunal pyre goods. This characterisation, 

together with evidence from historical and ethnographic sources, is used to offer 

interpretations for the inclusion of faunal pyre goods in funerary rites. The dataset is 

drawn from first hand osteological analysis of cremated animal bone assemblages (from 

Brougham, Cumbria, St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire, Heath Wood, Derbyshire and 

Castleford, West Yorkshire) and the integration of data from other analysts’ reports. 

 

The particular formation processes involved in cremation and subsequent burial have a 

crucial effect on the application of analysis and interpretation methods to assemblages 

of burnt animal bone. Their effect on archaeozoological identification and interpretation 

are examined through the integration of current anthropological, archaeological and 

forensic research and a series of cremation experiments.  
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The aim of this thesis is to expand and better understand the dataset of faunal pyre 

goods from first millennium AD Britain. This is achieved by addressing four objectives. 

 

OBJECTIVE 1: To evaluate the application of archaeozoological methods for the 

identification and interpretation of burnt animal bone. The results of this objective will 

inform Objectives 2 and 3.  Two research questions will be addressed: 

⋅ How the macroscopic appearance of animal bone changes during cremation, 

and how these changes might influence archaeozoological identification and 

interpretation; 

⋅ What taphonomic influences affect faunal pyre goods, and how they might 

influence archaeozoological analysis and interpretation. 

 

OBJECTIVE 2: To analyse and interpret faunal pyre goods from the Romano-British 

sites of Brougham, Cumbria, St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire and Castleford, West 

Yorkshire and the Viking site of Heath Wood, Derbyshire. This objective will be 

informed by the results of Objectives 1 and 4, and will contribute to Objective 3. 

 

OBJECTIVE 3: To characterise the use of faunal pyre goods from first millennium AD 

Britain through the production of an integrated overview, in a form that is accessible to 

the archaeozoological community, and will provide a comparative dataset for future 

analyses. This objective will be informed by the results of Objectives 1, 2 and 4. 

 

OBJECTIVE 4: To suggest potential motivations for the use of animal remains in 

cremations based on the utilisation of animals in contemporary societies and 

communities, and through comparison with ethnographic and anthropological 
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consideration of their use in other crematory traditions. Three research questions will be 

addressed: 

⋅ How animals were utilised in contemporary non-funerary contexts; 

⋅ What might be the range of motivations for the use of pyre goods; 

⋅ What is the ethnographic evidence for the use of animals in cremation rituals.  

 

1.1 The structure of the thesis 

This introductory chapter aims to establish a theoretical framework for this thesis and to 

explore the academic environment from which it has emerged. The following 

subsections define the chronological and geographical parameters of the dataset 

(subsection 1.1.2) before exploring the academic development of the study of 

archaeozoology (subsection 1.2.1), osteological study of cremated bone (subsection 

1.2.2), culture-historical study of cremation burials (subsection 1.2.3) and finally the 

consideration of faunal remains from cremation burials (subsection 1.2.3.1). These 

subsections are preceded by a brief presentation of some key terminology used in this 

thesis (subsection 1.1.1).  

 

Chapter Two considers cremation as a funerary rite, exploring concepts of what 

cremation ceremonies are, and why and how they might be conducted. A series of 

historical and ethnographic accounts of the use of animals in cremation ceremonies are 

presented to illustrate the broad range of motivations for their inclusion. Section 2.4 

introduces the particular crematory funerary traditions practiced in first millennium AD 

Britain.  

 

Chapter Three examines the socio-economic significance of animals in first millennium 

AD Britain, drawing on both archaeozoological and historical sources of evidence. The 
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relative merits and challenges of these forms of evidence are discussed in section 3.1. 

The chapter aims to identify how people used and perceived their animals, factors that 

might influence their occurrence as pyre goods in their cremation rites.  

 

Chapter Four concludes the background chapters with a survey of archaeological, 

anthropological and forensic research effects of burning on the macroscopic appearance 

of bone.  

 

Chapter Five introduces the methods used for this research. This chapter is divided into 

four sections representing the primary areas of research. Section 5.1 introduces methods 

employed for a series of experimental cremations designed to investigate the taphonomy 

of cremation and to provide insight into its effect on archaeozoological analysis and 

interpretation. Section 5.2 presents the methods used in the primary analysis of 

archaeological cremated bone. Section 5.3 presents potential sources of evidence for the 

interpretation of archaeological cremated animal bone and section 5.4 presents a 

methodological model for interpreting this evidence. Section 5.5 briefly presents the 

collation and integration of a national dataset of first millennium AD cremation burials 

and the data used to characterise the practice, for each period represented.    

 

Chapters Six to Eight present the results of this research; Chapter Six considers the 

results of the experimental work, Chapter Seven presents the results of 

zooarchaeological analysis of four crematory assemblages and Chapter Eight examines 

the complete dataset of British faunal pyre goods from the Late Iron Age through to the 

Viking period, integrating the data from assemblages analysed in Chapter Seven with 

those considered in other studies. 
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Chapter Nine discusses and concludes the research, examining its outcomes in terms of 

the crematory uses of animals and methodological themes for analysis and interpretation 

of burnt animal bone assemblages. 

 

Appendices provide details of the osteological nomenclature used (Appendix A), a site 

catalogue (including an alphabetical list of sites and their abbreviations used in Chapter 

Eight and Appendix C tables) (Appendix B),  data tables (Appendix C) and the results 

of statistical significance testing (Appendix D). 

 

1.1.1 Terminology  

Although the term cremation refers to an event, it is commonly misused as an 

abbreviation for cremation burial (buried cremated human remains). This misuse of 

terminology led McKinley to publish on the subject (McKinley 1997a). Table 1.1 

presents definitions of key terms used in this thesis. 

 

Term Definition 
Cremated animal bone Animal bone burnt as part of a cremation rite 
  
Cremation Mortuary event involving burning the corpse and any associated goods. 
  
Pyre good Item burnt on a pyre during funerary ceremonies. Pyre goods are not necessarily burnt on 

a pyre with the human deceased. As has been noted elsewhere (Pearce 1999a: 100), the 
burning of pyre goods may occur at a different point in the funerary ceremony than the 
human cremation, or concurrently but on different pyres. The correct scenario may be 
very difficult to ascertain archaeologically. In addition, pyre goods are not necessarily 
interred as grave goods. Faunal pyre goods may be animals or animal parts. 

  
Grave good Item interred in a burial, may be burnt or unburnt 
  
Pyre site Site at which cremation takes place. 
  
Bustum Form of cremation burial where the grave is dug below the pyre and all debris falls in 

during the cremation. The grave and pyre site are therefore the same construction. Also 
sometimes called a ‘primary cremation’ (Reinhard and Fink 1994: 152). 

  
Pyre debris Post-cremation remains of all that constituted the pyre, pyre goods and human remains 

(McKinley 1997a: 137) Spreads of pyre debris are sometimes found, but pyre debris is 
more likely to be found if it is redeposited in a ditch or pit (Pearce 1999a: 101). 

  
Crematory deposit Any feature containing cremated remains 
Table 1.1 Definitions of key terms used in this thesis 
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1.1.2 The chronological and geographical scope of the research 

The cultural parameters of this thesis are limited geographically to mainland Britain and 

chronologically to the period between the reintroduction of cremation as an 

archaeologically visible funerary rite in the Late Iron Age and the last pre-modern use 

of cremation in the Early Medieval period. This incorporates a period of approximately 

1000 years, roughly equating to the first millennium AD. This timeframe is divided into 

three socio-political periods: the Late Iron Age, Romano-British and Early Medieval 

periods (RCHME Archaeological Periods List 1998). Cultural change in each period 

was arguably initiated by an influx of people from continental Europe. The immigrant 

populations brought with them traditions and ideas which in many cases merged with 

those of the existing population. In addition to superseding phases of immigration and 

settlement, this timeframe includes evidence from one intrusive cemetery population, 

the Scandinavian Viking burials at Heath Wood, Derbyshire (Richards 2004).  

 

The geographical scope of this research is limited by the distribution of cremation as a 

visible rite within the British archaeological record. In the archaeological record from 

the late Iron Age, cremation burials are only found in south and south-east England. The 

Romano-British period sees the expansion of the rite east as far as south-east Wales and 

north to the northern borders of England. The distribution of the rite in the Early 

Medieval Period is limited to eastern and central England.   

 

The following subsections introduce what is known of the social, economic and cultural 

parameters of first millennium AD Britain, focussing on factors relevant to the cemetery 

populations under study. Evidence for the crematory funerary rite in each period is 

considered in Chapter Two (section 2.4) and evidence for the utilisation of animals is 

presented in Chapter Three.  
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1.1.2.1 The Late Iron Age 

The Late Iron Age is traditionally defined as the period from around 100BC until the 

arrival of the Roman army in AD43. During this period, Britain comprised a mosaic of 

independent tribal regions. Initially, these were archaeologically identified largely by 

distributions of distinct coin types and wheel thrown pottery but are now also 

recognised to have been varied in settlement and tradition, in addition to material 

culture (Haselgrove et al. 2001). The tribes subsisted on an agricultural economy, 

evident from settlement patterns of enclosures, field systems and farmsteads, and the 

biological remains of crops and domestic livestock. However, Late Iron Age society 

was not entirely sedentary; groups may have moved through the landscape to exploit 

resources, while returning to a settlement base (see Hill 2007). The tribes were not 

isolated; they traded, formed allegiances and were involved in conflict within and 

beyond the British Isles (Cunliffe 1991).   

 

The inception of the Late Iron Age is marked by changes in material culture indicating 

increased contact with, and influence of, continental Europe; changes in settlement with 

the abandonment of hillforts and development of urban centres known as oppida; 

political change with intensification of social hierarchy; and the reintroduction of 

cremation as a funerary rite in the south and south-east of England. In many other 

regions of Britain these changes are less visible or absent; indeed Haselgrove et al. 

(2001: 28) suggest that the cultural phenomenon of the Late Iron Age is only applicable 

to south and south-east England (the study area of interest to this thesis during this 

period), with Middle Iron Age traditions continuing up to and beyond the Roman 

conquest elsewhere. Others (Creichton 2000, Hill 2007) have highlighted that the 

cultural characteristics of the Late Iron Age were not only emulating the Roman world 

but also reflected endemic influences. 
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The first recorded significant population movement into Britain in the Late Iron Age 

was immigration from Belgic Gaul to south-central England, probably settling around 

Winchester in the first half of the first century BC (Cunliffe 1988: 147-9, 1991: 108-9). 

Previous academic belief, which attributed the Aylesford burial culture (subsection 

2.4.1) to this Belgic migration, is no longer supported (Creichton 2000: 18, Cunliffe 

1991: 130).  

 

A new socio-political phase of the Late Iron Age began with invasion campaigns by 

Julius Caesar in 55 and 54BC, which were followed by a period of increased Roman 

influence on the tribal groups of south-east England (Cunliffe 1991: 119-29). This 

influence and exchange is manifest in the Aylesford cremation burial culture which 

emerged in the tribal regions of the Catuvellauni, Trinovantes and Cantii (Cunliffe 

1991: 121, 130-148) at this time. The Cantii occupied the modern area of Kent and the 

others occupied a region north of the river Thames. The Late Iron Age cremation burial 

cemetery at Westhampnett, West Sussex (Fitzpatrick 1997b), falls outside the general 

Aylesford distribution and within an area occupied by the Attrebates from around 50BC 

(Cunliffe 1991: 123-124, 149-157). 

 

There are several sources of evidence for Late Iron Age religious activity. 

Archaeological evidence comprises into funerary, structural, depositional and 

artefactual evidence. Structural evidence comprises for timber temple or shrine 

structures, many of which underwent rebuilding and continued use into the Romano-

British period (see subsection 1.1.2.2). Similarly the names of Romano-British deities 

sometimes include the names of preceding local deities. Depositional evidence includes 

the structured animal deposits in storage pits (see subsection 3.3.2), and votive deposits 

in rivers and bogs (Cunliffe 1991: 514-8). Although Late Iron Age Britain was pre- and 
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proto-historic, later vernacular texts from Ireland and Wales may offer insights into Late 

Iron Age religion (see subsection 3.1.2). There are some historical descriptions of 

religious practise in north west Europe, which are often assumed to be similar to that 

practices that would have occurred in Britain.  

 

1.1.2.2 The Romano-British Period 

Following the Roman conquest of Britain in AD 43, Roman occupation spread from the 

south east to cover much of England. The political geography of Roman Britain from 

this time can be characterised by a broad military zone forming the north-western 

frontier to a Roman province and two client Kingdoms (in Norfolk and central southern 

England), sometimes referred to as the ‘civil zone’ (for example Sargent 2002). The 

military zone stretched between the rivers Humber and Exe, but moved, expanded and 

contracted in response to tribal resistance, including the Boudican revolt of AD 60 

(Cunliffe 1991: 199-210). Both client Kingdoms were absorbed into the Roman 

province by the AD 80s (Mattingly 2006: 138-139). By this time, the Roman military 

controlled areas had extended into southern Scotland, with further contact beyond the 

area of occupation. In the early second century, the Roman army retreated from 

Scotland and Hadrian’s Wall was created forming a northern military frontier to the 

Roman Empire. With the exception of around twenty years in the mid second century 

when the Antonine Wall was in use, Hadrian’s Wall continued to function as the 

northern frontier until the end of the Roman period in Britain (Cunliffe 1988: 158-163, 

McCarthy 2002: 51-59). Between AD216 until 286 Britain was divided into north and 

south provinces (Britannia Inferior and Superior respectively) (Mattingly 2006: 126). In 

AD296, following a decade of rebellion, the provinces were further divided; Britannia 

Inferior into north and south provinces (Britannia Secunda, and Flavia Caesariensis 
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respectively) and Britannia Superior into east and west provinces (Maxima 

Caesariensis and Britannia Prima respectively) (Mattingly 206: 227-9). 

 

The inhabitants and settlements within the Roman province can be categorised into 

three socio-economic groups: military, urban and rural. The archaeological record of the 

military zone suggests a largely rural population onto which newly constructed 

legionary fortresses, forts, fortlets, vici (settlements attached to forts), temporary camps, 

signal stations and watchtowers (Sargent 2002) were imposed. The military zone was 

connected and provisioned through a system of roads. The civil zone was inhabited by a 

largely rural agricultural population, scattered with substantial and small-scale urban 

settlements, industrial areas and, in later periods, villa estates, again linked by roads 

(Dark and Dark 1997).  

 

Substantial urban settlements acted as administrative centres for the surrounding regions 

and were hierarchically classified, with each class having specific legal status, 

administrative rights and obligations within the Roman Empire. The highest status 

towns were coloniae; chartered towns built to a Roman design for Roman citizens, 

often veteran soldiers. During the first century three coloniae were established in Britain 

(at Colchester, Lincoln and Gloucester), followed by two towns promoted to coloniae 

(York in AD237 and (probably) London after the Boudican revolt). Britain was initially 

governed from the colonia at Colchester, and later from London, which continued to be 

the provincial capital of Britannia Superior and Maxima Caesariensis. York became the 

provincial capital of Britannia Inferior and later Britannia Secunda. Lincoln became the 

provincial capital of Flavia Caesariensis. Substantial chartered towns whose inhabitants 

were not necessarily Roman citizens were termed municipia. Verulamium was the only 

certain municipium in Britain, but Cirencester was probably promoted to this status and 
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York may also have been a municipium before being promoted to a colonia (Mattingly 

2006: 260-3). Cirencester (or possibly Gloucester) was the provincial capital of 

Britannia Prima (Mattingly 2006: 260-3).  

  

Civitas capitals (sometimes called civitas centres) were the tertiary form of substantial 

urban settlement and acted as self-governing regional administrative centres developed 

from pre-existing Late Iron Age tribal centres (Cunliffe 1988: 59-61, Wacher 1974). 

Their jurisdiction largely followed tribal boundaries. Unlike the coloniae and municipia, 

civitas capitals were not chartered and were allowed to follow the traditional customs 

and laws of each region (Mattingly 2006: 261). Roman Britain may have had 19 civitas 

capitals in total (Mattingly 206: 261), including Verulamium, York, Cirencester and 

London prior to their promotion.  

 

Small-scale urban settlements (sometimes called Roman small towns) developed from 

preceding Late Iron Age settlements, earlier Roman military sites or in response to 

economic opportunity (as trading centres, specialist industrial centres, specialist 

religious centres and at road junctions) (Mattingly 2006: 255-9). The rural areas were 

characterised by a continuation of the regionally varied Iron Age style settlements, 

alongside rectilinear timber farms and an increasing number of villa estates (particularly 

in the fourth century).  

 

Romanised forms of settlement were most prevalent in the south and east of the 

province, and can be seen as evidence for a settled economy trading both within and 

beyond the province and responsive to influence from the Roman Empire.  By contrast, 

settlement in the north and east of the province did not generally include villa estates or 

rural temples and the urban settlements were almost exclusively associated with 
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provisioning the military zone (Sargent 2002). These differences reflect underlying 

cultural diversity continuing from the Late Iron Age period, with differing regional 

levels of Roman acculturation (Sargent 2002).  

 

In addition to cemetery evidence, religion in Roman Britain can be addressed through 

structural evidence, material culture and written inscriptions. Structural evidence of 

religious practice includes temples (both of formal Roman design but more commonly 

of “Romano-Celtic” design specific to Britain and Gaul) in both urban and rural settings 

(Mattingly 2006: 281-282). Some temples were constructed or developed from Late 

Iron Age shrines (for example Uley, Gloucestershire (Woodward and Leach 1993)). 

Other pre-Roman sacred sites also probably continued to be used. Names of Roman 

deities were often paired with those of local deities in inscriptions and occasionally 

place names (such as Aquae Sulis; the small town at Bath), although Mattingly (2006: 

214-5) stresses that the majority of evidence for inscribed alters comes from military 

contexts and so it may not be representative of the general situation in Roman Britain. 

Classical texts from elsewhere in the Roman Empire and archaeological evidence from 

temples and shrines suggest that a variety of cults were followed in the Roman Period 

prior to Christianity emerging as the dominant religion (see Henig 1984 for discussion 

of cults in Roman Britain and subsection 3.3.1 for the association of animal taxa with 

individual deities). For the inhabitants of Roman Britain, the year was punctuated by a 

calendar of religious festivals and individual acts of piety (including animal sacrifice) 

(see subsection 3.3.1).  

 

The expanding Roman Empire incorporated elements of pre-existing culture rather than 

simply replacing them. This is acknowledged by the use of the term Romano-British in 

this thesis.  As already stressed, the extent of Roman influence in Britain was regionally 
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and socio-economically varied. This is also probably true of the influence of Roman 

religious practice, the primary evidence for which comes from the literate and more 

“Romanised” sectors of British society (Henig 1984: 36-7, 43).  

 

1.1.2.3 The Early Medieval Period 

The Early Medieval period is conventionally defined as initiating with cessation of a 

Roman military presence in Britain in around AD410 and continuing until the Norman 

invasion of AD1066 (Royal Commission on the Historical Monuments of England 

1998). This chronological timeframe includes two cultural traditions of cremation burial 

in the British archaeological record: Anglo-Saxon and Viking. Following themes in 

Williams’ (2002) discussion of terminology for burials of the Anglo-Saxon period, 

‘Early Medieval’ is used throughout this thesis. Heath Wood, Derbyshire (Richards 

2004) is the only Viking cremation cemetery known in Britain. Pyre goods from this 

site are distinguished from those from other Early Medieval sites throughout this thesis. 

Discussion of society and economy in this section will be limited to the time frame 

including a visible domestic tradition of cremation, lasting until approximately the late 

seventh century.  

 

The socio-political nature of early post-Roman occupation in Britain remains poorly 

understood. The retraction of Roman military support led to a period which has left few 

characteristic archaeological remains. The population appear to have largely neglected 

Romano-British urban centres (although this trend may have begun in the late Roman 

period (see Russo 1998 and Yorke 1990: 5-6)), inhabited timber framed rather than 

masonry structures, not utilised coinage or imported goods from the Roman Empire, 

and become increasingly aceramic (Higham 1992: 80-1). The paucity of characteristic 

material culture from this period has led to a scarcity of well dated sites in the 
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archaeological record. In fact, the best represented site types in this period are 

cemeteries and burials (Hills 1999c: 181).  

 

From some point from the fifth century (or possibly earlier following Yorke (1990: 5)), 

an influx of people from the Germanic tribes of Northern Europe settled in eastern 

England. The nature of the migration, settlement and integration (or displacement) of 

the extant population during the late Roman-Early Medieval transition remains 

contested (see Hammon (2005: 14-16) for discussion of varying interpretations), but 

included both martial groups and more peaceful immigrant farmers. A complex socio-

political landscape emerged, which, in places, may have respected the continuation of 

earlier tribal divisions and Romano-British administrative boundaries. These distinct 

regions developed into a number of dynastic kingdoms by the sixth or seventh centuries, 

led by both indigenous and immigrant leaders (Hooke 1998:40-41, Yorke 1990). 

Throughout the seventh centuries, the kingdoms gradually converted to Christianity 

(Yorke 1990).  The names and locations of at least some Early Medieval Kingdoms are 

known from textual sources such as the Tribal Hidage (probably originally written in 

seventh century Mercia but only surviving as a 10th or 11th century copy (Dumville 

1989, Yorke 1990: 10-11)) and Bede’s eighth century Historia ecclesiastica. These 

documents suggest that the dominant Kingdoms included Diera (located in the east 

riding of Yorkshire), Bernica (located around the Tyne), Mercia (located in the east 

Midlands), the East Angles (located in Norfolk and Suffolk), East Saxons (located in 

Essex), the West Saxons (located in south west England) and Kent. Evidence for the 

dynastic histories of these Kingdoms can be found in Yorke (1990). 

 

Early Medieval settlement appears to have been largely rural, with small clusters of 

timber buildings, including characteristic “sunken-featured buildings” such as those 



Chapter One 

 15 

identified at West Stow, Suffolk. The rural population survived on a mixed agricultural 

economy, similar to the previous Romano-British system. However, the industrial 

economies of the Romano-British period were probably replaced by much smaller scale 

trade or exchange systems within, and beyond Britain, and reuse of earlier materials (for 

example see Hinton 1990: 4-6). Higher status settlements are indicated by larger timber 

halls, which have sometimes been interpreted as royal vills (Hooke 1998: 106-113). 

Urban settlements do not re-emerge in the archaeological record until the early eighth 

century (Hills 1999c: 191-2, Hooke 1998: 199-200).  

 

There is scant archaeological evidence for the pagan nature of Early Medieval religion 

beyond that from cemetery sites. Yeavering, Northumberland (Hope-Taylor 1977) is 

currently the only site in England which contains a building interpreted as a pagan 

temple (Arnold, 1997: 148, Wilson 1992: 45). Here, a rectilinear timber building was 

found to contain non-structural posts and a deposit of cattle bones, particularly cranial 

elements (Higgs and Jarman 1977, Hope-Taylor 1977: 96-102). Elsewhere, it has been 

suggested that pagan worship may not have been associated with dedicated structures 

(for example Arnold 1997: 147). Linguistic evidence (including place-names) and 

symbolism on artefacts such as cremation burial urns (Wilson 1992:142-159), have 

been used to suggest that the religion was similar to the contemporary polytheistic 

Germanic religious belief. Christian writings, such as Gildas’ De Excidio Britannia, 

written in western Britain around the mid sixth century (Yorke 1990:2) and Bede’s 

Historia ecclesiastica, later Anglo-Saxon epic poems such as Beowulf, and 

Scandinavian sagas are also used to elucidate the nature of the religion.  
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1.2 Theoretical background and previous research 

1.2.1 The archaeozoological context of this research  

Archaeozoology, as the application of a natural science (zoology) to archaeology, 

flourished under the New Archaeology (also termed Processual Archaeology) of the 

1960s and 1970s. Many methodological recording and interpretative protocols extant in 

archaeozoology epitomise the principals of this theoretical movement. The basic data 

recorded (species, element, evidence for age-at-death and sex, size, evidence for 

modification; for example see section 5.5) are biological and largely objective. The 

archaeological interpretation of these data, such as interpretation of butchery practices 

(for example following Binford 1981), interpretation of husbandry through survivorship 

curves (Payne 1973), concepts of “Prime Meat Age” or “high status” meat, and “Meat 

Utility Indices” (Binford 1978) are often derived from Optimal Foraging Theory (see 

Reitz and Wing 1999: 26-27 and Wilkinson and Stevens 2003: 242-268 for discussion), 

ethnographic or formal analogy.  Following this Processual standpoint, the 

archaeological focus of archaeozoological study has traditionally been to provide insight 

into the economy and environment of past societies at a site level, or more recently and 

with the increasing volume of data available, into geographical and chronological trends 

in the data.  This focus also reflects the domestic or industrial nature of the majority of 

archaeofaunal assemblages in Britain. 

 

Within archaeozoology there is now increasing recognition of the less profane aspects 

of human animal interaction in the past and the ability of archaeozoological data to aid 

the interpretation of these varied relationships. By the 1990s, shifts in general 

archaeological theory allowed archaeozoologists the confidence to put forward ‘ritual’ 

interpretations (see Grant 1991, Ryan and Crabtree 1995) of archaeofaunal assemblages. 

‘Ritual interpretation’ is now increasingly becoming a part of archaeozoological 
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research to the extent that it is not only the subject of specialist working groups (for 

example the ‘Beyond Bones’ workshop in Groningen 2001), but also forms the research 

basis of sessions at the International Council for Archaeozoology conference (‘Beyond 

Calories: The Zooarchaeology of Ritual and Religion’  Durham 2002) and of 

archaeozoological sessions at generalist conferences (‘Advancing Zooarchaeology: 

Beyond Socio-Economics in Faunal Research’ at the Association for European 

Archaeology Xth annual meeting, Lyon 2004). Nevertheless, there remains the lack of a 

clear framework in which to investigate faunal remains from overtly ritual contexts such 

as burials.   

 

Cremated animal bone presents difficulties for archaeozoologists, both technically (due 

to its distorted and fragmented nature) and academically (due to the lack of an 

established theoretical framework for its analysis and interpretation). This thesis takes a 

Processual stance through investigations into taphonomic biases affecting crematory 

assemblages and interpretations of animal use through the nature of faunal pyre goods. 

However, it also recognises that human behaviour, particularly at times of social 

transition (such as death), is not necessarily controlled by economy or representative of 

everyday practice. This thesis attempts to address the potential symbolic aspect of 

faunal pyre goods, through consideration of evidence from other sources such as 

material culture, historical texts and ethnographic analogy. These analogies are not 

intended as formal analogies, but rather to elucidate the variety and range of 

possibilities which might be considered. Finally, this thesis dips into a 

phenomenological approach to investigating cremation in the first millennium AD, 

using experimental work to elucidate and experience cremation as a dynamic process. In 

addition, the analysis of experimentally burnt animal bones informed the analysis of 

archaeological cremated bone though the improvement of analytical skills.  
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1.2.2 Development of the osteological study of cremated bone 

In 1980 Bernd Herrmann published a paper summarising the origins of cremation 

research (Herrmann 1980). He suggests that the Roman writer Pliny was the first to 

comment on cremated bone (Herrmann 1980: 20-21). Pliny’s comment in Historia 

Naturalis regarded the different survival of teeth and bone tissues when burnt, a subject 

still under investigation today (for examples see Chapters Four and Six) with 

implications for archaeology, anthropology and forensic science.  

 

In the sixteenth century AD, antiquarians interested in cremation urns had recognised 

that they were burial containers. By the mid to late seventeenth century AD antiquarians 

such as Browne and Von Mellen were not only excavating cremation urns but also 

osteologically identifying their burnt contents, and commenting on taphonomic change 

(Herrmann 1980: 21).  Herrmann (1980:23) suggests that by the late seventeenth 

century, scholars may have recognised that the cremated bone can include animal 

remains. By the mid nineteenth century, cremated bone had become of interest to 

forensic science, with legal judgements and identifications of burnt bodies informed by 

experimental research (Herrmann 1980: 24-5). 

 

In the twentieth century, little research was published before the Second World War 

regarding prehistoric cremation burials (Gejvall 1961: 157). Indeed in 1930 the 

anthropologist and anatomist Professor Fürst declared that cremated human bones were 

of no anthropological interest and recommended that they were not retained in 

Stockholm museums; his recommendations were rejected (Gejvall 1969: 468). 

Surprisingly, in 1936 Surgeon-Commander F.R. Mann, the excavator of Caistor-By-

Norwich Anglo-Saxon cremation cemetery, recognised faunal material in the cremated 

assemblages, but this was an early, isolated occurrence. 
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“I noticed for the first time an animal bone in one of the urns among the human 

burnt bones… I think the most likely explanation of the presence of the animal 

bones in the urns is that pieces of cooked meat were placed in them… probably 

as provision for the journey to the next world.” (Mann in Myres 1973: 119) 

 

From the late 1940s archaeological and anthropological research into cremation burials 

began to increase pace on both sides of the Atlantic (contra Hermann 1980: 20) Gejvall 

(1961: 157) has written on European development, while McCutcheon (1992: 350) has 

commented on North American research. In Europe the leading figures were Gejvall, 

Lisowski and Wells (Gejvall 1961: 157), while in North America Baby, Krogman and 

Binford were conducting experimental work into Hopewell cremation burials (Thurman 

and Wilmore 1981: 275-6). In Britain, despite occasional mid twentieth century 

osteological reports on cremated bone (some of which also mention cremated animal 

bone), until the 1960s cremated bone was seen as devoid of academic value and so 

rarely analysed or even retained in archaeological storage (McKinley 1989a: 67).  

  

During the mid twentieth century, along with increasing recognition of the value of 

osteological study of burnt human bone and the early development of archaeology as a 

scientific discipline, analysts had begun to comment on inclusions of burnt animal bone 

in cremation burials and suggest that they may be worthy of special interest: 

 

“ it is to be hoped that careful records of the occurrence of animal bone [in 

cremation burials] will be kept by future excavators, because it seems highly 

probable that ritual significance will eventually be detected.” (Wells 1960: 37) 

 

 “The occurrence of various animal species in prehistoric cremation graves 

(bear, in the form of the first claw phalange, from the skin in which the corpse 

was wrapped, dog, horse, ox, sheep and/or goat, pig, elk, deer, various kinds of 
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bird, fish etc.) and the distribution of these species over the various periods and 

religions, opens up a completely new field of research … which sheds fresh light 

on burial rites, economy and hunting activities, and on the incidence of want and 

plenty at different periods in earlier times.” (Gejvall 1969: 478) 

 

In fact, in 1961 Gejvall had felt confident enough to ascribe the utilisation of particular 

animal species compositions to different cultural periods of cremation burial (Gejvall 

1961: 159-60). 

 

Archaeological and anthropological study of cremated bone continued to gather pace 

through the 1970s and 1980s. A bibliographic compilation of all cremation related 

research published prior to 1987 (Lange, et al. 1987) included 636 sources, 

approximately 16% of which were published in English. By 1989, decades after earlier 

acknowledgements of the potential of research into cremated animal bone, the subject 

still received limited academic attention;  

 

“One kind of association has been greatly overlooked in past studies, in this 

country at least, because of the lack of examination of the bones themselves, and 

that is the inclusion of animal bone in cremation collections; this has proved to 

be of much importance at Spong Hill… Although study of the Spong Hill data is 

not yet complete, it would appear that the ‘social’ links between type of animal 

and the cremated individual could be as informative as with other grave-goods. 

The age of the animal and the fragments of bone remaining could also indicate 

the time of year of the ceremony…and the ritual involved.” (McKinley 1989a: 

71) 

 

Consideration of the publication of sites used in this research highlights accelerating 

academic interest in cremated animal bone from British Late Iron Age to Early 

Medieval sites (see Figure 1.1) with approximately half published since McKinley’s 

(1989a: 71) comment (above).  
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Last excavation and publication of sites used in this research 
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Figure 1.1 Excavations and publication of sites with cremated animal bone used in this thesis.  Individual 
dates of publication and excavation are given in Chapter 8, Tables 8.3, 8.5 and 8.8, and at the start of each 
site entry in Appendix B. Unpub.= unpublished  
 

Figure 1.1 does not indicate the qualitative and quantitative differences between site 

reports and gives no indication of analysts’ individual contributions to the overall data 

set. Cremated animal bone is often simply recorded as not human, or if assigned to a 

taxonomic or even skeletal element group, it is done so without a faunal specialist’s 

consideration. There is therefore qualitative variation between reports due to the ability 

of the osteologist.  Since 1980, the faunal specialist providing the greatest contribution 

to the dataset is Bond; the assemblage size for Spong Hill (Bond 1994b) dwarfs that of 

all other sites (see Chapter Eight). Bond also provides a thorough analysis and 

interpretation of the animal inclusions, a feature of only a few other bone reports used 

here. A limiting factor on the interpretation of animal inclusions is the size of the 

cemetery assemblage; only a minority of cemeteries are of a size allowing further 

interpretation (King Harry Lane (Stead and Rigby 1989) and Westhampnett (Fitzpatrick 

1997b) in the Iron Age, Eastern London (Barber and Bowsher 2000), Brougham (Cool 

2004), St Stephen’s (Niblett 2002) and Derby Racecourse (Wheeler 1985) in the 
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Romano-British Period, and Spong Hill (McKinley 1994c), Sancton I (Timby 1993) and 

Millgate (Kinsley 1989) in the Early Medieval period). A prime limiting factor to inter-

site comparison in previous studies has been availability of evidence beyond the 

experience of individual osteologists. This thesis is the first in-depth study dedicated to 

the subject of cremated animal bone in British cremation burials. 

 

1.2.3 The study of cremation burials in funerary archaeology  

Funerary archaeology has traditionally been concerned with the material aspects of 

burials: grave type, body position, accompanying goods. The grave is seen as a 

constructed, often meaningful, environment which offers insight into past belief 

systems. Mortuary symbolism might be recognised in the material attributes of a grave’s 

form or included assemblage, but also in its wider context such as orientation and 

position within a cemetery or landscape (Fitzpatrick 1997b: 238, Ucko 1969). 

Archaeological interpretation of grave environments often sees them as symbolic of 

religious beliefs or the deceased’s social persona or occupation during life, but also as 

demonstrative of the social standing of the deceased and/or those responsible for the 

construction of the grave. The ranked wealth/status of a grave within a cemetery or 

funerary culture might be determined based on its attributes (Orton and Hodson 1981), 

although attributes of high status burials are culture specific and are not necessarily 

valuable or high status as we might perceive them today (Ucko 1969). The symbolic 

attributes of a burial may relate to multiple traits of the deceased, may not necessarily be 

archaeologically recognisable (Saxe 1970) and are most likely culture specific (Morris 

1992: 18-19). In addition Morris (1992: 17-21, 104) points to the difficulty of accurately 

interpreting symbolism and suggests that often archaeological interpretation is naïve in 

applying direct interpretations; “action A signifies idea B”. The symbolism may be 



Chapter One 

 23 

representative of an idealised identity for the deceased rather than a true representation 

of their identity in life (Pearce 1999a: 99).   

This study follows in the tradition of funerary archaeology, focussing on a particular 

class of grave inclusion - faunal remains in crematory deposits. The following 

subsections consider period specific funerary archaeology studies of cremation burial 

and their use of faunal data.  

 

1.2.3.1 Previous consideration of animals in first millennium AD crematory rites in 

Britain through general funerary archaeology  

The most thorough overview of Iron Age funerary practice in Britain can be found in 

Whimster (1981). The relevance of Whimster’s consideration of Late Iron Age 

cremation burial to this thesis is constrained by both its date of publication, prior to the 

analysis of bone from all but two of the included Late Iron Age burial sites, and its 

traditional material culture focus. Although he does mention patterning within faunal 

grave goods of other funerary cultures, little is made of animal remains within 

cremation burials, and faunal goods are not always listed in his grave catalogue.  

 

A decade after Whimster’s synthesis of Iron Age burial, Philpott published a similar 

volume for the Romano-British period. Philpott’s Burial Practices in Roman Britain: A 

survey of treatment and furnishing AD43-410 (1991) saw animals as an important and 

informative class of grave and pyre good and dedicated a chapter to the subject. He 

commented on the inclusion of burnt and unburnt animal remains and the demographic 

association of taxa. Philpott’s research was conducted prior to the publication of half the 

Romano-British cremation burial sites included in this research.  
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Julian Richard’s doctoral thesis, submitted November 1985, was later published as a 

British Archaeological Report (Richards 1987). It considered British Early Medieval 

cremation burials primarily from the perspective of material culture, but also addressed 

issues of symbolism in the burial assemblages. His hypothesis predicted that cremation 

vessel typology symbolised the social identity of the deceased (Richards 1987: 1).    The 

thesis’ data sample consisted of 2440 burial assemblages from eighteen sites across 

England. Approximately half of the burials were found to contain grave goods, some 

including animal remains (Richards 1987: 78).  Richards used the same methodology to 

consider animal remains as other grave goods, statistically comparing their presence and 

association with other attributes of the assemblage, primarily vessel form. Human 

demography was a factor in Richards’ analysis (he saw the value of osteological study 

as a check on gender-specific grave good identifications and a means of interpreting 

social identity) but osteological study was subordinate to ceramic typologies in line with 

his material culture focus. In fact, Richards (1987: 136) felt able to use particulars of 

cremation vessel form as a proxy for the biological study of the human remains. He 

suggests that there is a firm relationship between the height of a cremation vessel and 

the age of the human deceased interred with it, and that this relationship is so distinct 

that osteological study of the bones is not necessary. Unfortunately, even if the 

demographic profile of the human deceased can be predicted from the vessel form, if 

burnt bone is not analysed evidence of faunal pyre goods will be lost.  

 

Of the eighteen sites considered by Richards, only five were found to include animal 

remains; Elsham Wold, Lincolnshire (Harman 1989), Loveden Hill, Lincolnshire 

(Wilkinson 1980), Illington, Norfolk (Wells 1960), Newark-on-Trent, Nottinghamshire 

(Kinsley 1989) and Sancton I, East Yorkshire (Bond 1993) (although species 

identification of the faunal material from Sancton I had not yet been completed).  
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Although Richards’ inclusion of faunal material in his analyses is limited to 

presence/absence and species identification, he does put forward some valuable 

conclusions about the use of animals in cremation burials, as discussed in Chapter 

Eight.  

 

Fifteen years after Richards’ work, Howard Williams submitted a doctoral thesis 

addressing Early Medieval cremation burials from a different perspective (Williams 

2000). While still focussing on symbolism within the burial assemblages, Williams was 

concerned with cosmological and eschatological symbolism rather than purely social 

information. He drew heavily on the inclusion of animal remains, which he declares to 

be the most common ‘objects’ found in burial assemblages of the Early Medieval period 

(Williams 2000:154). Williams suggests that the animals may be linked to ideas of 

transformation, and dedicates a significant proportion of his text to the phenomenon of 

their inclusion. Like Richards (1987), Williams (2000) also largely limits the 

interpretation of biological data considering animal inclusion through only 

presence/absence and species data. Williams often draws opposing conclusions 

regarding the social symbolism of faunal remains to those of Richards. This seems to be 

largely a result of the differing datasets used in the studies. Williams bases his research 

on sixteen cemeteries, including eight not in Richards’ study. Williams also benefited 

from the osteological study of faunal remains from Sancton I, East Yorkshire (Bond 

1993), not completed at the time of Richards’ work. In addition, faunal data from 

Elsham Wold, Lincolnshire and Lovedon Hill, Lincolnshire used by Richards were not 

available to Williams.  

 

Williams’ thesis marks the latest shift in theoretical studies of the crematory use of 

animals.  Twenty years on from the material culture studies of the 1980s, in which 
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attention to animal inclusion varied from cursory mention (for example Whimster 

1981), to discussion of their social symbolism (for example Richards 1987), animals 

seem to have played an increasingly significant role in interpretation. By the 1990s 

Philpot (1991) saw animal inclusions as worthy of fairly detailed study although a lack 

of biological consideration is betrayed by fundamental descriptive mistakes. By the time 

of Williams’ research, interpretation of crematory animal inclusions had moved beyond 

social interpretation into the often maligned realm of ritual interpretation. Williams 

(2000) used a period specific study of their inclusion to address the eschatological 

theme he believes that they symbolise.  

 

1.3 Summary 

This introductory chapter has defined the chronological, geographical and cultural scope 

of this research and introduced the research environment from which it emerged: the 

development of the study of cremated bone, the consideration of faunal pyre goods 

within studies of funerary traditions and the theoretical development of archaeozoology 

as a discipline.  This chapter has also presented the aims of this research and outlined 

the structure of this thesis. 

 

Previous syntheses of the use of animals in cremation rituals have been restricted to 

single cultural periods and limited by non-archaeozoological foci. Only a few large site 

specific reports consider cremated animal remains in any depth. This thesis is an 

opportunity to correct this focus, drawing together archaeological, anthropological, 

forensic and archaeozoological information to thoroughly consider the role of animals 

in first millennium AD cremation burials in Britain.  


