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Chapter Two 

Cremation as a funerary rite 

The burnt animal bone assemblages considered in this thesis are a product of crematory 

funerary rites and as such, the parameters of the crematory rite are integral to the nature 

of the assemblages. This chapter focuses on the rite of cremation and opportunities for 

the inclusion of faunal remains as pyre goods. Sections 2.1 and 2.2 use an 

anthropological perspective to consider why societies cremate their dead and the 

motivation for, and significance of, the inclusion of pyre and grave goods. Section 2.3 

investigates the chain of events involved in the rite of cremation using ethnographic and 

ethnohistoric examples of cremation ceremonies, particularly concentrating on the use 

of animals and aspects of taphonomic significance to this research. The final section of 

this chapter outlines the archaeological crematory traditions evident in first millennium 

AD Britain. 

 

2.1 The functions of cremation and motivations for its use  

Beyond simply body disposal, funerary rites such as cremation can be seen to have both a 

practical and metaphysical social function (Merrifield 1987, Taylor 2001:15). Practically, they 

provide a rite of passage by which society can acknowledge a death and confirm the 

new, modified social organisation, and metaphysically they move the deceased into a 

new social sphere (Mandelbaum 1965, Pearce 1999a: 105, Saxe 1970; for comments on 

reconfirmation or rearrangement of social organisation, Taylor 2001, Taylor 2002). 

Following from Van Gennep’s (1960) interpretation of a three stage structure for all 

rites of passage, cremation rites can thus be seen as marking and progressing the 

transference of the deceased from the realm of the living, through a period of liminality, 
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to the realm of the dead by the conduction of rites of separation, transition and 

incorporation. Whilst in a liminal state the deceased or their soul is often perceived as 

dangerous, requiring funerary rituals to be conducted to release it from the corpse, 

prevent it from harming or haunting the living and to encourage (or force) it to join the 

realm of the dead (Fitzpatrick 1997b: 239, Metcalf and Huntington 1991: 34, Taylor 

2002: 118). The cremation itself may only be one in a series of rituals conducted to 

complete this rite of passage. The act of cremation can be seen as transforming the 

deceased in three ways. The deceased is transformed ontologically from one state of 

being to another, socially from the realm of the living to that of the dead and 

cosmologically to a place deemed suitable for his remains (Oestigaard 1999: 345).  

 

The choice of cremation over inhumation in antiquity has been linked to the ontological 

concept of a plural soul (Gräslund 1994) and attitudes to the physical body. Preservation 

of the corpse was not a requirement for those practising cremation. The burning of the 

corpse might have been thought to disperse the free soul and destroy or sacrifice the 

physical body to render it inert (Barber 1990, Gräslund 1994, Oestigaard 1999). It may 

be that fire was used as the agent of transformation (of the body and soul) as its effects 

are irreversible and often profound. Barber (1990) and Oestigaard (1999) also highlight 

apotropaic connotations of fire as a factor in its use in funerary rites. Ethnographic study 

has proposed a multiplicity of motives for the rite of cremation: preventing the return of 

the dead, protecting the corpse from scavenging, purification from the pollution of 

death, hastening the destruction of the body, preventing rotting, producing an “ethereal” 

body, freeing the soul/spirit from the corpse, preventing sorcery, providing warmth and 

comfort in the future, lighting the way to the after-world or preventing the dead 

becoming vampires (Barber 1990, Merrifield 1987, Metcalf and Huntington 1991: 99, 

Miller 2001: 123, Polson and Marshall 1975: 38, Redfield, 1975: 180). Modern society 
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can provide several more: hygiene and sanitary precautions, reduced expense compared 

to modern inhumation, protection of remains from vandalism, prevention of premature 

burial, space saving, simplicity, personal choice, indoor service (Parker Pearson 2003: 

42), easy transportation of remains (Polson and Marshall 1975: 38), as well as religious 

considerations.  

 

On a societal level, the exclusive adoption of either cremation or inhumation can be 

easily explained by any of the concepts presented in the previous paragraph. However, 

archaeological cemetery populations (including many of the Romano-British and 

Anglo-Saxon traditions considered in this thesis) often include evidence for 

contemporary use of cremation and inhumation. Several alternate explanations for this 

can be proposed.  Firstly, within societies that practice cremation (as that of any other 

component of mortuary ritual), it may be a rite restricted to certain demographic groups, 

individuals with specific social standing or those who have suffered a particular kind of 

death (see MacLeod 1929 and Miller 2001 for examples, Polson and Marshall 1975: 38, 

see Saxe 1970 for discussion of sociocultural determinants of mortuary practices, Ucko 

1969). Excluded sections of society might be awarded alternate funerary rites. Ucko 

(1969: 274) uses the legalisation and adoption of cremation in Christian sectors of 

modern Britain as an example of how both inhumation and cremation can be practiced 

in the same society without a significant change in belief. The acceptance of cremation 

by the Roman Catholic Church in 1963 (Polson and Marshall 1975: 274) also highlights 

this. Toynbee (1971: 39-42) suggests that this was also the case in  pre-Christian Rome, 

where the contemporary practice of both cremation and inhumation was not due to 

alternate beliefs, but rather changing sentimental attitudes towards the body and the 

experience of death. Secondly, burial in particular cemeteries need not have been 

exclusive to those with specific beliefs. The cremating and inhuming populations may 
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indeed have accepted differing eschatologies, whether or not they represented multiple 

communities.  Thirdly, the two rites may in fact be part of the same funerary sequence 

comprising initial inhumation prior to eventual cremation of the remains. There is 

ethnographic and historic evidence for this practice (see pages 36-37), and it has been 

proposed as an explanation for inhumed skeletons recovered from ditches surrounding 

Late Iron Age cremation cemeteries in Britain (Niblett 1999: 403). This hypothesis 

might be tested by looking for evidence that the cremated bones were burnt once 

defleshed or dry (see subsection 4.7.1). Finally, in some cases the presence of both rites 

might be a product of poor chronological resolution, and the traditions of cremation and 

inhumation may indeed have occurred within the same cemetery area but at different 

times. With the exception of those from Cleatham, Lincolnshire (Leahy 2007), the 

chronological typology of Anglo-Saxon cremation urns is poorly understood. Currently, 

there is no one accepted explanation for apparent dual traditions in Early Medieval 

cemeteries (Lucy 2000: 140-44), despite it being a topic of research for over 60 years 

(for example Myres 1942). 

 

2.2 Motives for the inclusion of pyre goods and grave goods 

Faunal remains may become incorporated into crematory assemblages as grave or pyre 

goods. Pyre goods and grave goods are distinguished by the former being burnt on a 

pyre and the latter being deposited, unburnt in the grave (McKinley 1994b: 133, also 

see definitions in subsection 1.1.1).  Grave and pyre goods may be included in funerary 

rituals for a variety of reasons. One of the most commonly suggested explanations for 

their presence is given by Polson and Marshall (1975:33-4): 

 

“The primitive belief was that the after-life was a mirror of the present. The deceased 

therefore required the same kind of goods and service he received when alive. Moreover, 
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the deceased required food and drink when making the journey to the other world. He 

might require a boat to cross the river or lake assumed to exist between future and past 

existence. These beliefs led to the inclusion of a wide variety of goods in the grave or 

tomb.”  

 

A slightly different perspective comes from Mandelbaum (1965: 133), who suggests 

that the provision of goods for the deceased’s next existence during the funeral was not 

simply for their comfort but may also “help persuade the spirit to depart”, a reference 

to the dangerous nature of the spirit while in a liminal state (see section 2.1). Goods are 

not necessarily intended directly for the future life of the deceased but rather as 

offerings to those in power in the next world to encourage them to accept the deceased 

or to ensure safe passage there (Merrifield 1987: 66). Ucko (1969: 165) also provides an 

example where the occasional presence of grave goods relates to the future soul of a 

living member of the population rather than that of the deceased. 

 

A widely cited paper by Ucko (1969) questions whether provision of grave goods 

necessarily indicates a belief in an after-world. Using ethnographic parallels, he 

suggests that while in some societies, the inclusion of grave/pyre goods may be 

connected to beliefs in the after-world, in others these beliefs do not occur and goods 

may be included to “dispose of objects which had particular emotional connotations” 

related to the deceased (Ucko 1969: 265). In other words, the goods may have 

sentimental value, the mourners feeling comforted by depositing with the deceased 

items which were associated with them in life. Although faunal food offerings are 

unlikely to fall into this category, perhaps pets, companion animals or animal derived 

objects might. Grave/pyre goods may serve a simple practical function, such as clothing 

to prevent the deceased from being inappropriately naked, and containers (urns, boxes 

or bags) used to transport the cremated remains to the grave (Gräslund 1994: 15-16). 
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As with all aspects of funerary ritual, the grave/pyre good assemblage may also serve 

to demonstrate the social standing of those responsible for the funeral. As is the case 

in modern society, this political display may be noted at the time. The second century 

AD satirist Lucian in On Mourning (15) commented that: 

 

“people would say that libations, gifts of clothing and the sacrifice of animals were made 

to benefit the dead, but everyone knew that they were really only meant to impress other 

mourners” (Morris 1992: 104). 

 

Grave goods and pyre goods are implicated in different chronological and spatial stages 

of crematory funerary rituals. They are therefore associated with different aspects of the 

rite of passage. In the case of pyre goods, McKinley (1994b: 133) suggests that: “The 

inclusion of goods on the pyre where they would be destroyed, rather than as whole 

goods in the grave, implies a major ritual significance for the process of cremation”. 

The action of burning may be believed to transform them from one existence to another; 

to move them from the realm of the living to the realm of the dead (Miller 2001:130). 

Gräslund (1994: 19) suggests that in the case of cremation burials, pyre goods are 

intended to be used in the afterlife but grave goods are not, as only goods burnt on the 

pyre are with the deceased at the time their soul finally departs. This is contradicted by 

some ethnographic research (for example Spier 1978: 303) which suggests that objects 

killed concurrently with the ignition of the cremation pyre, but not burnt on the pyre, are 

also ontologically transformed and available in the next world. Spier’s example is of a 

horse slaughtered at the time of cremation but ritual ‘killing’ of objects may similarly 

transform them.  

 

Figure 2.1 schematically presents a range of functions and significances for pyre goods 

and grave goods from archaeological cremation burial assemblages. It does not consider 
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the function and significance of grave goods in inhumation burials. The significances of 

both sets of goods are classified as practical (or functional), metaphysical (connected to 

transformation) and incidental, presented from an emic perspective. The object 

categories structural components of the pyre and structural components of the grave 

would probably not have been recognised as goods by those performing the cremation 

or constructing the grave assemblage. They are included here as they may be miss-

classified as goods in archaeological assemblages. Residual and intrusive archaeological 

material is not included in the diagram. 

 

The scheme presented in Figure 2.1 suggests that goods included through practical 

considerations can be included as either pyre goods or grave goods, depending on the 

time at which they are implemented in the rite. For example, clothing and personal 

adornment worn by the deceased to clothe the corpse (and potentially display social 

information) will be burnt during the cremation (as pyre goods). Other items of display 

(including further clothing and personal adornment) may be required to be visible at the 

interment of the cremated remains and will therefore be included as grave goods. Items 

used to transport the corpse to the pyre (such as a bier) may be burnt in the cremation, 

whereas items used to transport the burnt remains (such as an urn, bag or box) will be 

interred unburnt in the grave. Ethnographic studies note that some items, including 

those that have come into contact with the dying or deceased, may be regarded as 

dangerous and require disposal of during funerary rituals. This may include items used 

to transport the remains (see section 2.3, page 42). In Figure 2.1 this practice is included 

as a metaphysical function and can relate to the presence of grave and pyre goods, 

depending on whether the grave or pyre is considered the appropriate environment for 

disposal.   
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Figure 2.1 Schematic representation of the function and significance of pyre and grave good object categories in archaeological cremation burial assemblages, presented from 
an emic perspective. Object categories are presented in boxes and linked to significances (presented in triangles). Red arrows indicate that an object category is often a subset of 
a larger category.  
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Following Gräslund’s (1994) thesis, all items required in the afterlife should be burnt as 

pyre goods rather than interred as grave goods. However, as noted on page 32, this need 

not be the case. Gräslund’s thesis also presumes that cremation burials rarely contain 

unburnt grave goods (although, it should be noted that Gräslund’s focus was material 

culture). This presumption cannot be upheld in the context of this research; as 

demonstrated in subsection 5.3.1.5, Late Iron Age, Romano-British and Anglo-Saxon 

cremation burials do sometimes contain unburnt faunal grave goods. Nevertheless, there 

must remain a significant eschatological reason for whether faunal goods are burnt in 

crematory rituals.  Following Van Gennep’s (1960) rites of passage, and assuming that 

the free soul leaves the corpse at the time of cremation, items connected to rites of 

incorporation can be included as pyre or grave goods, whereas items connected to rites 

of liminality would not be represented in the unburnt grave assemblage (Figure 2.1).  

 

2.3 Cremation ceremonies and opportunities for the inclusion 

of animals, illustrated with ethnographic and historical 

examples 

Cremation may be one of many individual acts which together comprise a complex 

funerary event. Ethnographic studies and historical accounts indicate that there may be 

considerable variation between the cremation ceremonies of individuals within a single 

funerary tradition and between the traditions of different cultures. The ethnographic 

examples given here are geographically, temporarily and culturally varied.  They are 

presented to illustrate a range of crematory activities and examples of the use of animals 

in the ceremonies, not as direct analogies for the use of animals in Late Iron Age to 

Viking cremations in Britain. Historical sources referenced in this section are also not 

intended as direct evidence for the archaeological funerary cultures considered in this 
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thesis. A discussion of the use various sources of evidence in this thesis is presented at 

the start of Chapter Three (section 3.1).  

 

The following can be suggested as a potential sequence of events within crematory 

funerary practices. Not all events need be incorporated into the rite, the order may alter 

slightly and some events may occur concurrently. The implications of these stages to 

this research are discussed in the following paragraphs with reference to ethnographic 

and historical descriptions. 

 

1. Death of individual 9. Cooling 

2. Mourning  10. Collection of cremated remains 

3. Temporary cadaver deposition 11. Post fire treatment  

4. Pre-cremation treatments  12. Preparation of grave  

5. Pyre construction 13. Collation of grave assemblage 

6. Gathering pyre goods  14. Disposal of remains 

7. Cremation 15. Construction of grave marker 

8. Manipulation 16. Commemoration rites 

 

Death to pre-cremation treatment of the deceased. 

After the death of the individual a period of mourning may be observed. During this 

period the deceased may lie in state and/or undergo a preliminary funerary treatment 

such as excarnation or temporary burial. During the period of temporary body storage, 

animals may be involved in rituals connected to rites of liminality, for example there 

may be feasting or sacrifice. Lying in state is suggested as the usual condition for 

Roman deceased, while in Late Iron Age Britain finds of skeletons in ditches 

surrounding cremation cemeteries and the presence of deep shafts in some cemetery 

sites have been interpreted as evidence for temporary body storage (see subsection 

2.4.1). There are several ethnographic and historical examples of temporary body 

storage. Ibn Fadlān’s description of a Rus cremation (10th century Russia) included a 



Chapter Two  

 

 

37 

period of temporary burial (Taylor 2002: 117-8). Ethnographic studies of Ma’anyan 

funerary rituals in Indonesia include temporary burial of corpses prior to multiple 

cremation at a community festival of the dead (Metcalf and Huntington 1991: 98). 

Studies of Balinese funerals suggest temporary corpse storage prior to cremation is 

practiced, with the less prestigious individuals buried for this period and the more 

prestigious retained within buildings. In these cases, the corpses are left for a minimum 

period in order for the soft tissues to decay, leaving only bones to be cremated (Downes 

1999, Metcalf and Huntington 1991: 101, 102, 142). The same necessity for the bones 

to be dry prior to cremation is seen in Thai royal cremations (Metcalf and Huntington 

1991: 141). As these ethnographic case studies indicate, prolonged exposure or burial 

before cremation can lead to partial decay of the human deceased and any 

accompanying animal goods. This would most likely lead to the disarticulation and loss 

of the extremities such as phalanges, carpals and tarsals. Decomposition of soft and 

skeletal tissues affects their reaction to the heat of the fire which might be recognisable 

during analysis (see subsection 4.7.1). The period of time between death and cremation 

may be dictated in part by the time needed to construct the pyre, to gather pyre and 

grave goods, for soft tissues to decay and to inform people of the death and allow them 

to travel to witness or take part in the ritual. If cremation occurs after temporary burial 

or excarnation, it may not be necessary to burn every remaining fragment of the 

deceased (or associated goods). Mandelbaum (1965: 342) reports on a Kota cremation 

in India which included pyre goods but was only conducted with relics of the human 

deceased. This has implications for token burial (see pages 44-46). 

 

The corpse may be prepared in some way for the fire. Classical sources (such as Virgil’s 

Aeneid VI, 219) suggest that in Rome the deceased was anointed shortly after death 

(Toynbee 1971: 44). In India the Sora wash the corpse in turmeric water and then dress 
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it in new clothes (Vitebsky 1993: 49, 127-8). In Thai royal funerals the bones are 

anointed with scented water and spices before the cremation (Metcalf and Huntington 

1991: 140). Pre-fire treatment of the human remains such as embalming may affect their 

combustion on the pyre (Buikstra and Swegle 1989: 248). Similar treatments may be 

conducted on the animal remains. If the treatment of human remains quickens their 

combustion on the pyre while untreated accompanying animal remains combust more 

slowly, this difference may be detectable in the degree of pyrolysis of the remains (see 

Chapter Four) but misinterpreted as the result of burning at different temperatures or for 

different periods of time, possibly even on different pyres. If the corpse is clothed when 

cremated, any animal derived personal adornment such as furs (which may retain bones 

from the animal’s feet, head or tail), pendants or amulets may also be burnt.  

 

Pyre construction and gathering of pyre goods 

As already stated, the construction of the pyre may be a time consuming process. Pyres 

may be modest and of a purely functional size (which still may be large if animals are 

also to be cremated), or ostentatious taking many days to build. In Homer’s Iliad 

(XXIII, 12),  Patroclus was reputedly cremated on a pyre 100 feet square. McKinley 

(2000a: 407) suggests that the most likely form of pyre used in Britain was a log house 

style (as defined by Sigvallius 1994: 15). This pyre construction is illustrated in some 

classical sources (for example Figure 2.2) and referred to in classical texts as the rogus 

(Adam and Major 1835: 423, Toynbee 1971: 49). 
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Figure 2.2 Fourth century illustration on parchment of a log house style pyre from the Vatican Vergil, 
folio 40, recto: Suicide of Dido (Source: Index of images from Virgil MSS Vat. lat. 3225 and 3867. 
http://vergil.classics.upenn.edu/images/images accessed 05/05/04) 
 

However, as McKinley (1997a: 132) acknowledges, the log house need not be the only 

pyre construction style. A complex and specific pyre construction and body positioning 

is described for the Maricopa of the south-western United States:  

 

“The pyre was strongly made by first setting a big post into the ground until it stood a 

yard tall. Four logs were laid down to it to the west, with a smaller post set on the outside 

to hold these four in place. Logs were then piled up to a height of three feet, even with the 

top of the big post. Dry kindling and arroweed was stuffed as kindling between the 

layers…. [The corpse was] briefly placed … [on top of the pyre] prone with head to the 

east, before turning it on its right side to face north. Its feet were unwrapped from the 

shroud and wedged between logs, left one to the north and right to the south, to anchor 

the body before it was covered by gifts of clothing and blankets. While the fire burned, an 

old man with a long pole kept the body hidden under burning wood.” (Miller 2001: 125) 

 

Complex, four to six layered timber pyres are described for the cremation of Roman 

emperors. The pyre was described as the size of a house, with subsequent rectangular 

layers diminishing in size and the bier and deceased (or his effigy) placed in the second 

layer (Toynbee 1971: 60-1).   
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In Ibn Fadlān’s account, the Rus cremation was conducted with a ship acting as the 

pyre. The ship was drawn onto land and propped up on a wooden scaffold (Montgomery 

2000, Smyser 1965, Taylor 2002: 86-99). Fadlān comments that smaller boats were 

used for the cremation of some poorer members of society. In the 13th century Icelandic 

Edda, Baldr’s pyre is also constructed on a ship (Williams 2000: 66). The inclusion of 

boats in Early Medieval funerary rites in Britain is known most famously from Sutton 

Hoo (see subsections 2.4.3 and B.3.3.2) and the (arguably) 8th century English Beowulf 

poem (see Frank 1999 and Newton 1993). It is possible that boats may have sometimes 

been used as pyres. Perhaps terrestrial wooden vehicles could have been used in 

prehistoric cremations in some societies; vehicle burials are found in the Iron Age in 

Northern Britain and elsewhere on the continent, and in relatively modern times 

traditional Romany cremation involved burning the dead in their caravan.   

 

There are many ways to stack the fuel for an open air pyre. This fuel is usually placed 

either “on a flat surface, such as in the cremations ghats of India, or over a shallow 

scoop or pit” (McKinley 2000a: 407) which allows air to circulate and encourage 

burning (McKinley 1997a: 132). There may also be posts inserted in the ground to 

stabilise the structure (McKinley 1997a: 132), as described for the Maricopa pyre (page 

39). Pyre sites may therefore be identified archaeologically as patches of burning and 

negative pyre related features (McKinley 1997a: 134). Unfortunately, experimental 

studies (including the author’s experimental cremations reported in Chapter Six) have 

observed that the patch of burning at a pyre site does not necessarily penetrate very 

deeply below the ground surface (McKinley 1997a: 134), leaving only an ephemeral 

trace, which may not be archaeologically identified. One instance when pyre sites may 

be readily identified is that of bustum cremation burials (see subsection 1.1.1 for 

definition), for example the burial at Great Dover Street, London (MacKinder 2000), 
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considered in this research. Although pyre sites are often poorly preserved (Pearce 

1999a: 101), they have been identified in sites included in this research, for example at 

Trentholme Drive, Yorkshire (Wenham 1968), Corbridge Bypass, Northumberland 

(Casey and Hoffmann 1995), Westhampnett, West Sussex (Fitzpatrick 1997b), and St 

Stephen’s, Hertfordshire (Pearce 1999a:101). 

 

Body position can be irrespective of pyre design. Even if we could assume that all pyres 

were log house style, we may have little reason to suggest that the deceased was laid in 

a supine position on top. In fact, if we consider the varied positions laid out in 

inhumation burials, perhaps we might expect that on some occasions the deceased was 

put on, in or under the pyre crouched, or indeed in a seated position. Any faunal pyre 

good need not be in the same position in relation to the fire as the deceased. 

 

Implications of pyre design (including body position) to this thesis are primarily 

threefold. Firstly, the pyre construction will affect the ferocity of burning and thus the 

degree of pyrolysis of the skeletal remains (see Chapter Four and section 6.13). 

Secondly, the pyre design will affect its collapse process and the eventual distribution of 

bone fragments, having implications for their collection. Thirdly, the size of the pyre 

will affect whether animals are burnt on the same pyre as the human deceased, with 

implications for mingling of human and animal remains in the grave.  

   

Faunal pyre goods are known from archaeological, literary and ethnographic sources. 

Patroclus’ pyre goods included dogs, sheep, cattle and horses in Homer’s Iliad (XXIII, 

12), and the Rus cremation included dogs, horses, domestic fowl (each of which was 

killed and butchered with associated ritual) and ‘meat’ (Montgomery 2000, Parker-

Pearson 2003: 1, 2, Smyser 1965, Taylor 2002: 86-99, Williams 2000: 89). Cattle, pigs 

and sheep were burnt in the second funeral in Virgil’s Aeneid (XI, 300). Toynbee (1973: 
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276) cites a letter written by Pliny the Younger in which he describes pet blackbirds, 

parrots, dogs and ponies being killed around their owner’s funeral pyre so that he could 

have them in the afterlife. In the Scandinavian Volsung’s Saga, two hawks were 

included on a pyre, and in the Edda a horse is included (Williams 2000: 56-7, 66) to 

carry the deceased to the world of the dead (Williams 2000: 77).  Tacitus in Germania 

(27) suggests that in Europe, the horse and weaponry/armour of important men are 

burnt on their pyre. Caesar (De Bello Gallico VI, 19) reported that Iron Age Gauls burnt 

animals ‘that they had been fond of’ as pyre goods. 

 

Ethnographic examples of faunal pyre goods include evidence from Siberia, India and 

Bali. Meat is placed on Balinese pyres (Downes 1999: 22). In India, fowl are burnt by 

the Burghars and buffalo by the Todas (Williams 2000: 157-8, 159). In Siberia, the 

bones of reindeer are burnt by Koryaks, portions of reindeer carcass are burnt by the 

Reindeer Chuckchee, dogs are burnt by the Gilyak, and horses are burnt by the Buryak 

(Williams 2000: 155-7). 

 

Pyre goods may include valuable items including faunal exotica. Animals involved in 

transporting the human deceased to the cremation ground may be seen as 

tainted/polluted by contact with death. They may then be sacrificed and sometimes 

burnt on the pyre. The reindeer used to transport the deceased to the pyre are sacrificed 

by the Koryak and Reindeer Chuckchee of Siberia (Williams 2000: 155-6).  

 

Balinease funerary rituals use animal symbolism to represent the caste of the deceased. 

The corpse is cremated in wooden coffins shaped as a particular taxon of animal which 

represents their heritage and related social standing (see Downes 1999, Metcalf and 

Huntington 1991: 102, 142). It does not seem an illogical jump to suggest that faunal 
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pyre goods may sometimes have the same function. A recent report in The Independent 

(McRea 2004) provides an interesting modern example of animal symbolism in 

funerary rituals. The funeral of the late President Reagan of the United States of 

America was planned by himself and his family. His funeral coffin was transported by a 

carriage drawn by six horses and followed by a seventh, riderless horse with a pair of 

boots hanging in its stirrups.  The seventh horse was performing the ceremonial role of 

the Caparisoned Horse, employed for high rank military funerals in the United States of 

America (The United States Army Military District of Washington 2005). The 

Caparisoned Horse represents “a fallen leader looking back at his soldiers”  (McRae 

2004).  

 

Cremation to post-fire treatment 

During the cremation itself, skeletal materials become fragmented and distorted by 

pyrolysis, which hinders the identification of cremated human and animal bone (see 

Chapters Four and Six). The degree of fragmentation may be increased if the pyre and 

debris are manipulated during the cremation (Reinhard and Fink 1994: 602), as has been 

witnessed in ethnographic studies. In Hindu cremation, the point of social death is not 

until the corpse’s skull is cracked open during burning to allow it to burn properly 

(Miller 2001: 134). During the cremation traditions of the Pomo of California and the 

Balinese, the pyre is manipulated with a pole to encourage rapid combustion of the 

remains (Downes 1999: 23, Metcalf and Huntington 1991:102, Miller 2001: 126).  

 

Animals may be used in the rituals at the time of the cremation but not cremated 

themselves. They may be used for feasting or sacrifice. The Halchidhoma of California 

killed the deceased’s horse at the time his soul departs (during cremation) in order that it 

can be used for transport (Spier 1978: 302-3). Similarly, many other cultures are 
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recorded as killing, but not burning faunal goods: the Walapai of North America kill the 

deceased’s best horse, the Nivkh of Siberia kill and then eat dogs, the Khasis of India 

kill cocks and cattle (of the same sex as the deceased), and the Indian Gongs kill a cow 

or black goat and domestic fowl (Williams 2000: 154-60).  

 

When the deceased and accompanying pyre goods are sufficiently combusted, the pyre 

may be put out or cooled with water (Reinhard and Fink 1994, Downes 1999: 23, 

Vitebsky 1993: 26 referring to Sora practices) or, as in Homer’s Iliad, wine (XXIII, 16). 

In 1994, McKinley (1994a: 340) suggested that in Britain there may have been 

deliberate quenching with water or wine but later expressed doubts about the 

archaeological evidence for this (McKinley 2000a: 414-5). Deliberate quenching would 

further fragment both human and animal bone (see subsection 4.7.5).  

 

When the pyre debris has cooled, unless it is a bustum grave, the cremated human bone 

is usually collected and deposited elsewhere. There are several ways that this could be 

done. The bone could be collected with pyre debris and all deposited together, or the 

bone fragments could be picked out by hand, although McKinley (2000a: 415) and 

others suggest that this would be an extremely time consuming process. A more time 

efficient way to extract the burnt bone from the other pyre debris would be to winnow it 

or deposit it in water (McKinley 1989a: 73, 1994a: 340, 2000a: 415). The collection 

strategy for the burnt bone (human and animal) has implications for the element 

representation of the grave assemblage (see Chapter Four and following paragraphs). 

 

In archaeological cremation rituals in Britain it seems that it was not necessary to 

include all the human remains in the burial (McKinley 1989a: 71); only around 40-60% 

of the expected mass is commonly recovered (McKinley 1997a: 137, Parker Pearson 

2003: 7). This is often termed token burial. There are many potential explanations for 
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token burial: that the inclusion of the cremated human in the grave was symbolic, that 

the cremated bone was deposited in multiple locations, that a portion of the cremated 

bone was curated, or that the clearance of the pyre site simply was not thorough 

(Reinhard and Fink 1994). Deposition of cremated bone in multiple deposits is 

ethnographically attested: in the Indian Sora traditions a wife’s remains are divided 

between the burial ground of her birth family and that of her husband’s (Vitebsky 1993: 

56, 181), in North American Maricopa traditions pyre remains are divided into cardinal 

quarters for deposition (Miller 2001: 125, Spier 1978: 303), and in modern day North 

America divorced parents sometimes divide the remains of their offspring (Miller 2001: 

133). Division into multiple deposits has also been suggested as an explanation for 

archaeological token burials (for example Reinhard and Fink 1994: 601-2). There are 

ethnographic examples of the curation of cremated remains; Ucko (1969: 176) suggests 

that native groups along the northwest coast of North America had a tradition whereby 

widows curated larger fragments of their husband’s remains, and the Indian Kota 

reserve a fragment of cranium which is later recremated in a communal funeral 

(Mandelbaum 1965: 339-40).  

 

The major implication of token burial to this thesis is that if only a selection of the 

cremated human bone was interred in the grave, any associated burnt animal bones may 

similarly be a sample of what was burnt on the pyre. Further, if it was not necessary to 

put all pyre debris in the grave and token burial was intentional, how can we be sure 

that the inclusion of faunal pyre goods in grave assemblages was not accidental, having 

been mistaken for human bone (Pearce 1999a:101)? McKinley and Bond (2001) suggest 

that the element representation of human bone is often random. This problem may have 

been recognised at the time and addressed by burning animals on a different part of the 

pyre to the human (Hermann 1980: 22). Indeed in the Iliad (XXIII, 12-16), Achilles 
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suggests that Patroclus’s bones can be distinguished from those of sheep, cattle, horses 

and twelve other men burnt on his pyre, as Patroclus was placed in the centre and the 

others on the verges.  However, McKinley (1997a: 137) suggests that as the same mix 

of elements and proportion of cremated animal to human bone is often found in grave 

assemblages as in redeposited pyre debris, there is no archaeological evidence that 

generally there was any specific selection of animal or human bone. Any conclusions 

regarding the element representation of faunal pyre goods or the distribution of faunal 

pyre goods within a cemetery must consider the potential bias from token burial: “pyre 

goods recorded should be viewed as a minimum” (McKinley 1994b: 133).  

 

Once the required amount of burnt bone has been recovered from the pyre debris it may 

be subject to further treatments, including crushing to a smaller fragment size (Reinhard 

and Fink 1994) or even to a powder (McKinley 1989a: 73). The Yanomamö of 

Amazonia ground cremated bones to a dust in a hollowed log, which was then rinsed 

with plantain soup and burnt. The soup was stored and drunk at a later ceremony 

(Parker Pearson 2003: 50).  

 

Preparation of grave to construction of grave marker 

Unless the pyre is a bustum, if the rite necessitates inhumation of the cremated remains, 

a pit needs to be dug or grave constructed. The positioning and alignment of the grave 

in the cemetery or landscape and its form may have significance (Fitzpatrick 1997b: 

238-9), and may be designed to a formula; in the South Western United States the 

partitioned Maricopa burnt remains were deposited in two holes dug to the north of the 

pyre and two to the south. (Miller 2001: 125, Spier 1978: 303).  
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The grave assemblage including pyre debris and grave goods is assembled. If animal 

grave goods are to be included, this may involve the collection of meat from its normal 

domestic source or the sacrificing of animals specifically for the occasion. Examples of 

this are the slaughtering of buffalo (believed to contain life spirit) by the Indian Sora 

(Vitebsky 1993: 109-10, Williams 2000: 159). Animals killed during funerary rituals 

may be eaten by the living and/or their remains included in the grave.  

 

The grave may be marked in some way or a monument constructed, each of which may 

leave archaeological signatures. The largest surviving form of first millennium AD 

grave marker in Britain is the burial mound. Faunal goods may be used to mark the 

grave. The Reindeer Chuckchee of Siberia place naturally shed deer antlers over the 

exposed body of the deceased or mound marking the pyre site if they were cremated 

(Williams 2000: 155-6). 

 

 

Cremated animal bone may be found in burials, pyre sites and pyre debris deposits. The 

variability in grave construction means that grave deposits may be difficult to 

distinguish archaeologically from other forms of deposit containing cremated bone, 

particularly pyre debris deposits (McKinley 1997a: 137-139). Cremations of animals 

may occur without a human deceased under unusual circumstances (for example as 

reported in Bali by Lansing (1981)); archaeologically these may be mistaken for the 

pyre debris from a human cremation.   

 

Commemorative rites 

The final deposition of the cremated remains may not be the last funerary rite. 

Communities or individuals may continue to recognise a death through commemorative 
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rites. These may include offering goods at the grave (for ethnographic examples see 

Ma’anyan practices in Indonesia where food is taken regularly to the grave unless the 

human remains have been exhumed and cremated (Metcalf and Huntington 1991: 99)) 

or even into the grave in the case of Romano-British pipe burials such as that at 

Caerleon (Boon 1972: 107-108). A more extreme form of commemorative rite is that 

practiced by the Pomo of California who exhume the cremated remains of their dead 

and rebury them with further gifts (Miller 2001: 126). 

 

There are many cultures which practice some form of commemorative rite involving the 

burning of goods; archaeologically the residue of these may be indistinguishable from a 

pyre site. In 1977 Miller (2001: 121) observed a “burning for the dead”, a multi-faith 

communal commemorative rite in North America. A table (basically a log-house pyre) 

was constructed and plates of food placed on it as the names of the deceased were read 

out and it was then burnt. Similarly, the Canadian Tsimshian held a rite after the funeral 

and burial when they burnt food and clothing (Miller 2001: 122), the Cocopa of 

California burnt valuable goods, sometimes including a ceremonial house (Mandelbaum 

1965: 346) and the Maidu of California have a large community event involving the 

burning of goods from several families (Miller 2001: 127). In addition to animal 

remains as food or objects, the Maidu rite occasionally includes effigies of the deceased 

dressed in animal skins (Miller 2001: 127). While not strictly a commemorative rite but 

rather the destruction of a polluted item associated with the dead, the burning of an 

elaborate tower used to transport the deceased in Balinease ceremonies is burnt at the 

time of the cremation (Downes 1999) and its remains might be archaeologically 

indistinct from pyre debris. 
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2.4 Summary of crematory funerary traditions in first 

millennium AD Britain 

In Britain, cremation appears to have been the dominant funerary rite during the earlier 

Bronze Age, Later Iron Age and the first centuries of the Romano-British and Early 

Medieval periods. Christian opposition to cremation precluded its widespread use from 

the Early Medieval period through to the late nineteenth century and cremation was not 

legalised in Britain until the Cremation Act of 1902 (Polson and Marshall 1975:39; 

Parker Person (2003: 41) gives the date of legalisation as 1884). The first millennium 

AD therefore incorporates discontinuous traditions of cremation burial from four 

cultural traditions; Late Iron Age, Romano-British, Early Medieval and Viking (see 

subsection 1.1.2 for discussion of socio-economic and political aspects of these cultural 

groupings and Chapter Three for discussion of their utilisation of faunal resources). The 

following subsections introduce the cremation traditions evident in the British 

archaeological record of the first millennium AD. The sites containing faunal pyre 

goods included in this research are presented in Appendix B and summarised in 

Chapters Seven and Eight.   

 

2.4.1 Late Iron Age cremation burials 

Cremation burials reappear in the archaeological record of the British Isles in the first 

century BC after an absence of several hundred years. The predominant funerary culture 

involving cremation at this time is known as Aylesford-Swarling, or simply Aylesford, 

culture, whose burials tend to be located around south-east and south-central England. 

This distribution indicates that the rite was restricted to a small number of tribal 

territories at this time (see subsection 1.1.2.1 for comment on the regional nature of Late 

Iron Age Britain). The geographical distribution of the rite and the nature of the grave 
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good assemblages suggest regional contact with the continental Roman Empire where 

very similar funerary rituals have been identified (Birchall 1965, Fitzpatrick 1997b: 

208, Niblett 1999: 397-400, Stead 1976, Whimster 1981).  

 

Generally, Aylesford burials can be characterised as cremated human remains interred 

in small and simple pits, usually without mounds, containing imported and insular 

wheel thrown La Tène ceramic vessels and sometimes metalwork (Birchall 1965, 

Whimster 1977: 324, 1981: 148-166). The size of the grave cut varies with the size of 

the grave assemblage (Whimster 1981: 154). The burials are found isolated or in small 

groups, usually of less than 30 burials (Lavender 1991: 208), although a few cemeteries 

such as King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire are much larger. Occasionally, Aylesford 

cemeteries are located within and around rectilinear enclosures (Lavender 1991: 208). 

Burials at the recently excavated cemetery of Hinxton Rings in Cambridgeshire were 

surrounded by ring ditches and presumably originally marked by mounds, but this site is 

currently unique in the Aylesford burial tradition (Hill et al. 1999).  There is usually no 

evidence of pyres at Aylesford burial sites (Whimster 1981: 153), but several pyre sites 

were identified close to the burials at Westhampnett, West Sussex (Fitzpatrick 1997b).  

 

There are three main classes of Aylesford burial assemblage, the largest group 

containing only burnt bone sometimes with one to five ceramic vessels, an intermediate 

sized group containing more ceramic vessels, brooches and a range of objects including 

bronze vessels, buckets and bronze mirrors, and the smallest and most richly furnished 

group which are termed Welwyn burials (Hill et al 1999: 264, Whimster 1981).  

 

The Welwyn burials can be subdivided into Lexden and Welwyn phases (following 

Stead 1976, Whimster 1981: 148-9). Recent reassessment of the dating of these phases 
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(Fitzpatrick 1997b: 208) suggests the Welwyn phase probably begins in around 70BC 

and the Lexden phase starts in around 20BC. The type site at Lexden, Essex, has itself 

been compared to the recently defined Folly Lane rite (see following paragraph). With 

the publication of the burial from Welwyn Garden City, Hertfordshire, Stead (1967) 

characterised Welwyn burials as uncontained cremation deposits (although organic 

containers may have been used) in large rectangular pits without mounds. Since then, 

some Lexden phase Welwyn burials have been found with mounds (Whimster 1981: 

155). Some grave pits in Welwyn burials can be particularly elaborate, such as the tile 

floored chambers at Stanfordbury, Bedfordshire (Whimster 1981: 154). Welwyn grave 

assemblages always contained pottery (often fine table wares) including amphorae, and 

usually imported glass or metal vessels (Stead 1967: 44). Some contained large wooden 

items identified from surviving metal decoration and fittings; these have been variously 

interpreted as boxes, couches or litters (Stead 1967: 45). With the exception of a 

possible shield boss in one grave, no weaponry has been found associated with Welwyn 

burials (Stead 1967). However, iron mail was found at Baldock Icknield Way, 

Hertfordshire. Hearth furniture, such as cauldrons, tripods and iron fire dogs has been 

found in some Welwyn burials. However, evidence of meat grave goods from unburnt 

animal bones is rare, occurring only at Snailwell, Cambridgeshire, and Baldock, 

Hertfordshire (Stead 1967: 45, Whimster 1981: 160).  

 

The excavation of Folly Lane, Hertfordshire, suggests a further category of Late Iron 

Age cremation burial, labelled the Folly Lane rite by Niblett (1999). Folly Lane is 

within the geographical spread of Welwyn burials but is distinct due to the provision of 

a sunken funerary chamber, the destruction of all artefacts, the inclusion of cremated 

bone in the shaft and burial pit, and marking of the pyre site (Niblett 1999: 394). Niblett 

(1999: 394) suggests that the closest parallels to the Folly Lane rite are at Stanway, 
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Essex, and Lexden, Essex, both of which had evidence for timber lined chambers. 

Niblett (1999: 396) also suggests that Baldock Icknield Way, Hertfordshire may be 

associated with similar rites. As this association is not certain, Baldock Icknield Way is 

grouped in this research with Welwyn type burials.  

 

In this research, Late Iron Age burials are grouped into Welwyn type burials, isolated 

burials or small groups of Aylesford burials, large Aylesford cemeteries and ‘other’ 

which includes Westhampnett, West Sussex, and Folly Lane, Hertfordshire. 

Westhampnett is not grouped with the large Aylesford cemeteries of south east England 

following Fitzpatrick’s (1997b: 208-9) warning that they need not be directly 

associated. 

 

2.4.1.1 Late Iron Age cremation ceremonies in Britain; some interpretations of the 

cemetery evidence 

The excavators of three Late Iron Age sites have attempted to reconstruct the cremation 

ceremonies from their archaeological remains. Fitzpatrick (2000) suggests an 

interpretation of the funerary process at Westhampnett, West Sussex, which can be 

summarised as follows; the deceased is dressed in an appropriate costume and then 

possibly laid in a mortuary structure at the cemetery for an unknown period of time. The 

pyre is constructed of timber from managed woodland and reused materials, possibly 

incorporating pottery vessels into the structure, and portions of sacrificed animals are 

placed on the pyre. After the pyre has burnt and been left to cool overnight, all of the 

human bone and tokens of the artefacts and animal bone are collected. The pyre site is 

disturbed and burnt vessels smashed. A selection of the cremated remains are buried, 

possibly in organic containers, in graves with grave goods and possibly covered with 
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straw. The graves are located around a large central open space and their location 

marked. 

 

Pearce (1997) has produced a similar but less interpretative hypothesis of the rite at 

King Harry Lane in Hertfordshire. He suggests that the deceased may have been in 

temporary body storage for a period of time, but burnt while the bones were still 

fleshed. The cremation occurred off site. Animal remains, glass and metalwork were 

burnt on the pyre. A sample of the pyre remains was included in the grave, usually in 

ceramic vessels, sometimes with other unburnt vessels and brooches. 

 

In the Folly Lane rite Niblett (1999) suggests that the deceased was laid in a chamber at 

the bottom of a mortuary shaft, where processing and feasting may have occurred. The 

pyre itself was on a mound at the centre of the funerary enclosure and several animals, 

pottery and metalwork were also burnt. The contents of the funerary shaft were broken 

and then burnt. A token amount of pyre debris was scattered in the funerary shaft and a 

further proportion of the pyre debris was deposited in a grave pit. The funerary shaft 

was quickly demolished and filled in with layers of turf. Both the site of the funerary 

shaft and pyre were marked and became the site of a later Roman temple.  

 

2.4.2 Romano-British cremation burials 

At the time of the Roman conquest of Britain, cremation was the dominant funerary rite 

in Rome. In Britain, the spatial spread of cremation expanded with the Roman military, 

from its Late Iron Age roots in south east and south central England to the newly 

established Roman towns and military areas. Cremation remained the dominant, 

archaeologically visible funerary rite until the mid second century, and was then 

gradually replaced by inhumation. By the fourth century only occasional evidence of 
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cremation is found (Alcock 1980: 64-5, O’Brien 1999: 9, Philpot: 1991, Watts 1998: 

78).  

 

The Romano-British cremation rite was regionally varied (Philpot 1991). Alcock (1980: 

65) suggests that this is linked to general religious tolerance allowing the coexistence of 

different cults and the absorption of native deities. Macdonald (1977: 35) comments that 

regional variation in religious practice can be attributed to the presence of distinct social 

groups with Roman influence at Legionary centres, oriental influence at trading centres 

and on the northern frontier, and native influence at rural sites, with the exception of 

villas.  The regionalism evident in funerary practice is hardly surprising given the 

continued influence of Iron Age tribal regions in Roman Britain (see subsection 1.1.2).  

 

The main influence of the Roman conquest on the cremation burials of the south east 

was that they included items not previously available, both new forms of the same items 

and new grave goods such as glass perfume bottles, lamps, coins, hobnail shoes, combs, 

figurines and phallic amulets (Alcock 1980, Philpot 1991, Watts 1998: 125).  Philpot’s 

(1991) study of Romano-British burial practice suggests that the usual rite in south east 

Britain involved cremation away from the site of burial, with the bones collected and 

placed in a ceramic vessel or more rarely a wooden, glass or stone container and buried 

in a pit. Occasionally the remains were deposited in a stone, tile or wooden cist. They 

were often accompanied by unburnt grave goods such as further vessels (usually related 

to eating or drinking) but other items are sometimes found. The use of tombstones is a 

Roman import that generally remained limited to military and intrusive burials (Philpot 

1991: 221). Outside south east England far fewer grave goods are found in cremation 

burials, possibly following native traditions, and there is an emphasis on pyre goods 

(Philpott 1991) although Pearce (1999b: 62) suggests that this may be due to the 
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increased inclusion of pyre debris in graves in the north, rather than an increase in the 

use of pyre goods.   

 

In the majority of cases, the cremation took place away from the grave but sometimes, 

most often in the north, the pyre and grave site were combined in a bustum, either with 

an under pyre pit or the pyre site being covered with a mound (Black 1986: 210,  

O’Brien 1999 11, Philpott 1991: 48). Elsewhere, occasional cremation sites have been 

found (see Black 1986: 210). The pyres were predominantly timber fuelled, with the 

possible ustrina or cremation area at Trentholme Drive, York, being coal fuelled 

(Alcock 1980: 60, Wenham 1968: 21-26). With the Romano-British burial tradition 

came more regular use of formal burials grounds (Watts 1998: 124), usually without 

mounds (but see Dunning and Jessup 1936, Taylor 2001: 96-101), sometimes walled or 

ditched (O’Brien 1999: 1921) and sometimes containing mausolea.  

 

In this research, Romano-British burials are grouped geographically and socio-

economically into cemeteries associated with the forts of the northern military zone, 

cemeteries associated with military forts elsewhere, civilian cemeteries associated with 

substantial settlements, and civilian cemeteries associated with small scale settlements 

(see section 1.1.2.2 for distinction of substantial and small scale settlements).   

 

2.4.2.1 Roman cremation ceremonies; evidence from historical descriptions and 

interpretations of the cemetery evidence 

There is a wealth of data from literary sources relating to funerary practice (see Adam 

and Major 1835: 414-431, Toynbee 1971: 43-61), although many of these describe 

practices in Italy and do not necessarily relate to  practices which occurred in Britain. 

The sources suggest a Roman tradition whereby the corpse was washed, dressed and 
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anointed, and after a short period of lying in state was taken to the place of cremation in 

a funeral procession. Performing cremations and grave digging were professional 

occupations (Toynbee 1971: 45). A piece of the corpse was cut off before the cremation 

and later buried (Toynbee 1971: 49), or a burnt bone from the pyre could be separately 

buried (Adams and Major 1835: 426). The corpse was cremated on a pyre of planed 

wood lying on a bier and accompanied by gifts and personal possessions (Taylor 2001: 

89), including “various animals, especially such as the deceased had been fond of” 

(Adam 1835: 424).  Literary sources suggest that the pyre was quenched with wine, 

however, the application of this to Romano-British cremations has been questioned (for 

example by McKinley 2000a: 414-5). After cremation, the burnt bones were collected 

and deposited in burial containers; “the ashes and bones of the deceased are thought to 

have been distinguished by their particular position” (Adam 1835: 425). A pig was 

sacrificed to legally recognise the grave (Toynbee 1971: 50, see also subsection 

3.3.1.3). Literary sources suggest that funeral banquets were eaten at the tomb and a 

portion was left for the dead (Alcock 1980: 60, 63, Toynbee 1971: 51).  Pearce (1999b: 

60-1) suggests that while the food for the living was cooked, the food for the dead was 

raw. Taylor (2001: 102) suggests that inedible portions were left for the dead but Adams 

and Major’s (1835: 427) description of “what was not eaten” being thrown on the pyre, 

can be alternatively interpreted as the burning of excess or selected animal remains. 

Funeral banquets also occurred as commemorative rites, and libations were offered to 

the dead at annual festivals such as Parentalia and Lemuria or on the deceased’s 

birthday (Macdonald 1977: 36, Toynbee 1971: 51, 63-4). Occasionally, the grave might 

be furnished with a pipe, vessel or channel, into which libations could be poured; 

examples of this have been found in Britain, such as the pipe burials at Caerleon, 

Newport,  Chichester, West Sussex,  and Colchester, Essex (Alcock 1980: 63). The 

scale and expense of the funeral was related to social status. Funerals of poorer 
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members of society could be paid for by subscription to a burial club (Toynbee 1971: 

55). Soldiers killed in battle were cremated on a communal pyre (Toynbee 1971: 55).  

 

2.4.3 Early Medieval cremation burials  

During the fifth and sixth century AD, funerary rites again changed in response to 

contact with mainland Europe. The new rites are often assumed to have been brought 

with Anglo-Saxon immigrants, although it should be noted that not every burial in an 

Anglo-Saxon cemetery need represent an immigrant (Lucy 2000: 4-5). Early Medieval 

funerary rites were regionally varied (Geake 1992: 92) and included inhumation and 

cremation rites with inhumation being the most widespread (Lucy 2000: 1). The 

preceding late Romano-British unaccompanied inhumation traditions continued in west 

and north-west Britain (Lucy 2000: 1, Taylor 2001: 135, 137). Early Medieval 

cremation burials were distinct from earlier Romano-British cremation burials in terms 

of cemetery and burial styles. The cremation burials were sometimes located in very 

large, predominantly cremation cemeteries (for example Spong Hill, Norfolk) and 

sometimes in mixed rite cemeteries, with regional variation (Taylor 2001: 138). The 

cemeteries were often rural, close to the sites of Roman towns or roads, or centred on 

earlier burial places (Lucy 2000: 2, Taylor 2001: 157-60), although Boddington (1990: 

194-6) stresses that they were not necessarily as distant from settlements as had been 

previously suggested. Cremation burials were often flat graves, although small barrows 

and other grave markings, including posts and four post structures, are found in fifth to 

seventh century cemeteries (Taylor 2001: 144-5). The presence or absence of a small 

mound does not seem to alter the material grave assemblage (Wilson 1992: 131). 

Cremation burials were usually urned, although other forms of container including 

bronze bowls and uncontained burials are also known (Taylor 2001: 134). Very few 

pyre sites have been identified (Lucy 2000: 105, Wilson 1992: 161), indicating that as 
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with the majority first millennium AD burials, the cremation occurred at a site away 

from the place of burial. The bone was largely separated from other pyre debris, very 

little of which was deposited in the grave (Lucy 2000: 105, McKinley 1994c: 85).  

 

Early Medieval cremation burials did contain unburnt grave goods but most goods were 

burnt on the pyre (Lucy 2000: 110). The urns themselves were often decorated, using 

symbolism related to the age and sex of the deceased and/or certain deities (Richards 

1987, Wilson 1992: 142-159). Male grave assemblages included weapons (rare in 

cremation burials) and female grave assemblages included amulets, keys, girdle hangers 

and spindle whorls. Cremation burials also sometimes included miniature versions of 

grave goods (Leeds 1936: 30-1, Taylor 2001: 148). Amulets are found more frequently 

in the seventh century (Geake 1992: 90). Gaming pieces are found with both sexes but 

whereas females tend to be buried with single pieces, males were buried with sets 

(Taylor 2001: 154). Gender differences in inhumation burials were more pronounced 

than those in cremation burials (Lucy 2000:111). The grave assemblages also tended to 

be related to the age of the deceased, those under twelve years old or over forty years 

old tending to get more goods than teenagers and younger adults (Taylor 2001: 148). 

This concurs with law codes suggesting that ten to twelve year olds were of a suitable 

age for adult equipment (Taylor 2001: 154). Some grave goods in cremation burials 

were deliberately broken before deposition and some were of low quality (Wilson 1992: 

140-2). 

 

Pairs of cremation urns are known from some cemeteries (Wilson 1992: 132-134, 

McKinley 1994c). Some of these have been termed ‘animal accessory vessels’, 

(McKinley 1994: 93-4) as they predominantly contain the remains of burnt animals in 

one vessel and predominantly the cremated remains of a human in the other. Animal 
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accessory vessels are currently known only from Spong Hill in Norfolk and Sancton I in 

East Yorkshire. McKinley (1994c: 94) stresses that this may be a function of 

archaeological recognition rather than a limited distribution of the practice.  

 

As part of constant establishment and abandonment of cemeteries throughout the Early 

Medieval period, in the late sixth or early seventh century burial practice in eastern 

England changed again, with ‘final phase’ burials coinciding with Christian missions 

from the continent (see Boddington 1990, Leeds 1936: 96-114, Lucy 2000: 4, Taylor 

2001: 139). Final phase burials are predominantly Christian inhumations, sometimes 

accompanied by grave goods including amulets (Taylor 2001: 139). However, there are 

also contemporary cremations and an increased use of barrow burial including the 

‘princely’ boat barrows at Sutton Hoo in Suffolk, whose grave assemblages suggest 

contact with Scandinavia (boats) and Christian kingdoms (grave goods) (Boddington 

1990, Lucy 2000: 4-5, Taylor 2001: 143). The only other British boat barrow (Snape, 

Suffolk) dates to the mid sixth century (Wilson 1992: 170). Following Geake (1992), 

sixth to eighth century burial can be categorised into four groups: ‘final phase’ burials 

(furnished, usually inhumations), ‘princely burials’ (inhumation or cremation usually 

under a mound and with a large assemblage of goods), unfurnished inhumation, and 

‘deviant burials’ (inhumation with unusual body positioning). 

 

Funerary feasting was likely to have occurred into this period, and was recorded in 

seventh to eighth century Irish Writings (O’Brien 1999: 55, 58). Together with sacrifice 

and divination, funerary feasting was forbidden in the late tenth century Anglo-Saxon 

canons of Aelfric (Taylor 2001: 141). 
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Heath Wood, Ingleby, Derbyshire, is the only Viking cremation cemetery ever to have 

been found in England (Richards 2004). It dates to the late ninth century AD, around 

170 years after the latest of the previous Early Medieval cremation burials and 950 

years later than the earliest Late Iron Age burials considered in this thesis. The cemetery 

is interpreted as housing the dead of the great Viking Army, including men, women and 

children. As Richards (2004: 99-107) suggests, the presence of the cremation pyres and 

burials at Heath Wood would have been a powerful statement of cultural difference 

from the resident, inhuming Christian Anglo-Saxons. The cremation cemetery at Heath 

Wood contained 59 domed barrows with ring ditches, clustered into four groups. Some 

of the mounds were constructed over pyre sites. Evidence from nails and other finds 

suggests that the corpse was cremated on some form of wooden bier or box with a 

variety of goods including weaponry and faunal remains. The pyre sites may have been 

raked over after the cremation (Richards 2004: 88-93), and prior to the construction of 

the mound. 

 

2.4.3.1 Early Medieval mythology and eschatology  

Early Medieval pagan religion is thought to have been similar to that described in the 

early thirteenth century Icelandic Edda and corroborated by Ibn Fadlān’s tenth century 

writings. In addition, many deity’s names are preserved in the English language (Taylor 

2001: 139-40) and their symbolism has been identified on Anglo-Saxon cremation urns 

(Wilson 1992: 142-154).  Taylor’s (2001: 139-40) account of this Nordic mythology 

and eschatology can be summarised as follows. The mythology included ‘Asgard’, an 

otherworld for the worthy, which was ruled by Woden and Frigg. Woden had a horse 

which could fly between the human world and Asgard. Asgard contained several halls 

including ‘Valhalla’ where warriors fight and feast on pork. The god Hel controlled a 

kingdom for those not accepted into Asgard. Baldr (the offspring of Woden and Frigg) 
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was reborn from Hel’s kingdom and was cremated in a ship with a horse (Taylor 2001: 

140, Williams 2000: 66).  

 

2.5 Summary; cremation rites in first millennium AD Britain 

and opportunities for the inclusion of animal pyre goods  

This chapter has introduced crematory rites as both a rite of passage using fire as the 

metaphysical agent of transformation, and a complex socio-cultural event requiring a 

significant investment of time and resources. The nature and significance of pyre goods 

has been discussed together with ethnographic and ethno-historic examples of the 

inclusion of animals in crematory rites. The implication of aspects of crematory rites to 

the taphonomic study of cremated bone has been highlighted, with reference to the 

literature review and experimental investigations presented in Chapters Four and Six. 

Finally, this chapter presented an overview of the archaeological crematory traditions 

investigated in this thesis, comprising those of the Late Iron Age, Romano-British, 

Anglo-Saxon and Viking peoples of the first millennium AD.   

 

 

 

 


