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Chapter Eight  

The use of faunal pyre goods in first millennium AD Britain: 

A survey of the archaeofaunal evidence 

 

This chapter presents the archaeofaunal evidence for the use of faunal pyre goods in 

first millennium AD Britain, integrating the author’s own identifications (Chapter 

Seven) with those of other analysts. Data tables associated with this chapter can be 

found in Appendices C and D. The faunal pyre goods are discussed in the light of 

contemporary animal utilisation (Chapter Three) and the effects of taphonomic bias 

(Chapters Four and Six). Artefacts derived from vertebrate tissues are not included here 

as they are generally considered as part of the material culture assemblage rather than 

the faunal assemblage. However, the Early Medieval sample does include a small 

number of pierced and inscribed skeletal elements.  

 

8.1 The sample: sites with faunal pyre goods 

 Late Iron Age Romano-British Early Medieval Viking Total 
Number of sites 8 33 14 1 56 
% total sites 14% 59% 25% 2% - 
Number of deposits 135 330 1250 7 1722 
% total deposits 8% 19% 73% 0% - 
Table 8.1 Dataset of faunal pyre goods used in this thesis. 
 

A total of 56 sites and 1722 crematory deposits containing faunal pyre goods were 

identified. This total excludes data from a further three Early Medieval sites (Elsham 

Wold and Loveden Hill in Lincolnshire, and Lackford in Suffolk). Data from these sites 

were incorporated where possible, but they could not be fully integrated due to an 

absence of full contextual data. The sites and deposits were not equally divided between 

the represented socio-political periods (see Table 8.1); the majority of sites dated to the 

Romano-British period, but the vast majority of contexts were Early Medieval. Indeed, 
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a single Anglo-Saxon cemetery (Spong Hill, Norfolk) comprised 59% of the total 

number of deposits.  

 

A full catalogue of sites can be found in Appendix B. The following subsections 

summarise the site details by period. The sites’ locations are illustrated in Figures 8.1, 

8.3 and 8.5. The sites’ names, counties, site types (cemetery type or associated 

settlement), dates of excavation, modes of bone retrieval and primary references for the 

site publications and osteological reports are given in Tables 8.2 to 8.8. The date ranges 

for each site (where known) are presented in Figures 8.2, 8.4 and 8.6.    

 

8.1.1 Iron Age sites 

The Late Iron Age cremation burials with faunal pyre goods are geographically 

restricted to the south east of England, largely within the general spread of Aylesford 

burials. This geographical spread corresponds to the restricted distribution of the use of 

cremation as a funerary rite at that time, and is located within the region of Britain 

thought to have been most influenced by the continental Roman Empire (see subsection 

1.1.2.1). A high proportion of the sites (six of the eight) were located in Hertfordshire, 

three of which (King Harry Lane, Verulam Hills Field and Folly Lane) were located 

around the oppidum at Verulamium and dated from 50BC onwards (Figure 8.2). The 

remaining two sites in Hertfordshire comprised two Welwyn burials (The Tene and 

Welwyn Garden City) and a burial from a small Aylesford cemetery group at Baldock 

Ichnield Way. Elsewhere, faunal pyre goods have been found in a single Aylesford type 

burial at Westhawk Farm in Kent and a large cemetery at Westhampnett, West Sussex. 

   

The mode of bone retrieval is unknown for six of the eight sites. As most were 

excavated in the 1960s, it is unlikely that the contexts were sieved to recover smaller 

bone fragments.  
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Figure 8.1 Distribution of Late Iron Age sites with faunal pyre goods.  
Numbers refer to site ID column in Table 8.2. See Table 8.2 for site 
types. 

ID Site name County Site/burial type Primary publications 
1 The Tene, Baldock Herts. Welwyn type Stead and Rigby (1986) 
2 Welwyn-Garden-City Herts. Welwyn type Stead (1967) 
3 Baldock Icknield Way  Herts. Small Aylesford cemetery Burleigh (1995), Selkirk (1983) 
4 Westhawk Farm Kent Isolated burial Booth and Lawrence  (2000) 
5 King Harry Lane Herts. Large Aylesford cemetery Stead and Rigby (1989) 
6 Verulam Hills Field Herts. Large Aylesford cemetery Anthony (1968) 
7 Folly Lane Herts. Other Niblett (1992, 1999) 
8 Westhampnett W. Sussex Other Fitzpatrick (1994,1997b) 
Table 8.2 Late Iron Age cremation burial sites illustrated in Figure 8.1: county, site type and primary 
publication. 
 
 
 

ID Site name Date of 
excavation 

Mode of 
retrieval 

Faunal bone report Human bone report 

1 The Tene, Baldock 1968 Unknown Henderson (Stead and Rigby 
1986: 51-61), Higgs, Allen 
and Locker (Stead and Rigby 
1986: 53) 

Henderson (Stead 
and Rigby 1986: 53) 
 

2 Welwyn-Garden-City 1965 Unknown Powers (1967) Powers (1967) 
3 Baldock Icknield Way  Unknown Unknown Unknown Unknown  
4 Westhawk Farm 1998-9 Unknown Witkin (Booth 2002 pers. 

comm.) 
Charles (Booth 2002 
pers. comm.) 

5 King Harry Lane 1966-8 Unknown Davis (1989) Stirland (1989) 
6 Verulam Hills Field 1963-4 Unknown Wells (n.d) Wells (n.d) 
7 Folly Lane 1991-3 HC & wet 

sieved 
Mays and Steele (Niblett 
1999: 51) 

Mays and Steele 
(Niblett 1999: 51) 

8 Westhampnett 1992 Wet sieved Smith (McKinley et al.1997) McKinley (1997b) 
Table 8.3 Late Iron Age cremation burial sites illustrated in Figure 8.1: date of excavation, mode of 
bone retrieval and primary osteological publications. HC = Hand collected.
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Cemetery

The Tene
Westhampnett
Baldock Icknield Way
Westhawk Farm
Verulam Hills Field
Welwyn Garden City
King Harry Lane (1 of 4)
King Harry Lane (2 of 4)
King Harry Lane (3 of 4)
King Harry Lane (4 of 4)
Folly Lane

Site type   Welwyn type   Small Aylesford cemetery/isolated burial

  Other   Large Aylesford cemetery

10

1
42

1
1

37
♦ (1)

19

100BC 50BC BC/AD AD50

3
1

21

 
Figure 8.2 Date ranges for Late Iron Age cremation burials with faunal pyre goods (number of burials 
indicated on bars). Solid bar ends indicate dates given, dashed ends indicate approximate dates and ♦ 
indicates precise date (followed by number of deposits in brackets).  
 
 

8.1.2 Romano-British sites 

The use of faunal pyre goods spans the entire Romano-British period. There are 

examples of their use in sites associated with military, substantial and small scale 

settlements continuing into the late third century (Figure 8.4).  With the exception of 

Trentholme Drive in Yorkshire and Cowbridge in South Glamorgan, all sites in the 

north and west of Britain have a military association, while those in the south and east 

are civilian cemeteries. This reflects the general socio-political geography of Roman 

sites in Britain (see subsection 1.1.2.2).  The strongest concentration of sites is in south-

east England, centred in the regions which had adopted cremation (and included faunal 

pyre goods) in the Late Iron Age. Here, they were used in both cemeteries surrounding 

substantial urban centres and those associated with smaller settlements.   

 

The mode of bone retrieval employed at Romano-British cemetery excavations is 

unknown in most cases. Half of the sites were excavated prior to the mid 1970s so it is 

unlikely that a sieving strategy was employed.  The only sites which definitely retrieved 

faunal pyre goods by wet sieving were Lodge Hill, Gwent, Eastern London and 

Westhampnett, West Sussex.  
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Figure 8.3 Distribution of Romano-British period sites with faunal pyre 
goods. Numbers refer to site ID column in Table 8.4. 
 
 

ID Site name County Site type Substantial settlement status  
9 Brougham Cumbria Military (NMZ) - 
10 Brough-Under-Stainmore Cumbria Military (NMZ) - 
11 Corbridge Cumbria Military (NMZ) - 
12 Low Borrow Bridge Cumbria Military (NMZ) - 
13 Petty Knowles Northum. Military (NMZ) - 
14 Castleford W. Yorks. Military - 
15 Derby Racecourse Derbys. Military - 
16 Lodge Hill, Caerleon Gwent Military - 
17 Berm (Venta Icenorum) Norfolk Sub. Settlement Civitas. Probably preceded by fort 
18 Bathgate Cemetery Glos. Sub. Settlement Civitas.  Provincial capital in 4th century. 
19 Eastern London London Sub. Settlement Probably an honorary Colonia. Preceding and 

contemporary fort.  Provincial capital in 4th century. 
20 Folly Lane  Herts. Sub. Settlement Municipum. Proceeded by oppidium and probable 

fort.   
21 Great Dover Street London Sub. Settlement  Probably an honorary Colonia. Preceding and 

contemporary fort.  Provincial capital in 4th century. 
22 Oakley Cottage Glos. Sub. Settlement  Civitas.  Provincial capital in 4th century. 
23 St Stephen’s Herts. Sub. Settlement Municipum. Proceeded by oppidium and probable 

fort.   
24 Trentholme Drive Yorks. Sub. Settlement Honorary Colonia. Contemporary legionary fortress. 

Provincial capital in 3rd century.  
25 Abonae Bristol Sm. Settlement   - 
26 Baldock, ‘Lamp Pit’ Herts. Sm. Settlement - 
27 Baldock, Walls Field Herts. Sm. Settlement - 
28 Birch Abbey Burials Warwicks. Sm. Settlement - 
29 Cowbridge S. Glam. Sm. Settlement - 
30 Great Chesterford Essex Sm. Settlement - 
31 Great Dunmow Essex Sm. Settlement - 
32 Great Holts Farm Essex Sm. Settlement - 
33 Northbourne Kent Sm. Settlement - 
34 Owslebury Hants. Sm. Settlement - 
35 Puckeridge, Series A Herts. Sm. Settlement - 
36 Puckeridge, Series B Herts. Sm. Settlement - 
37 Shorne Kent Sm. Settlement - 
38 Skeleton Green Herts.  Sm. Settlement - 
39 The Grange Herts. Sm. Settlement - 
40 The Looe, Ewell Surrey Sm. Settlement - 
41 Westhampnett W. Sussex Sm. Settlement - 
Table 8.4 Romano-British cremation burial sites illustrated in Figure 8.3: county, site type and substantial 
settlement type (Mattingly 2006: 268-9). NMZ = Northern Military Zone, Sm. = small, Sub. = substantial.



Chapter Eight  

 310 

ID Site name Year of excavation Primary publication Mode of 
retrieval Faunal report Human report 

9 Brougham 1958, 1966-7  Cool (2004) HC Bond & Worley (2004a) McKinley (2004a) 
10 Brough-U-Stainmore 1971-2 Jones (1977) Unknown  Hodgeson and Sheldrick (Hodgeson 1977) Hodgeson (1977), Wells (1977) 
11 Corbridge 1974 Casey & Hoffmann (1995) Unknown Rackham (1995) None 
12 Low Borrow Bridge 1991-2 Hair & Howard-Davis (1996) HC McKinley (1996) McKinley (1996) 
13 Petty Knowles 1978-9 Charlton & Mitcheson (1984) Unknown Coles & Wright (1984) Coles & Wright (1984) 
14 Castleford Unknown Boylston (unpublished) Unknown Worley (unpublished) Boylston (unpublished) 
15 Derby Racecourse 1978-9, 1983 Wheeler (1985) Unknown Harman (1985a,b), Branwell (1985) Harman (1985a,b) 
16 Lodge Hill, Caerleon 1992 Evans & Maynard (1997) Wet sieved Hamilton-Dyer (Evans & Maynard 1997: 195-9) Wilkinson (1997) 
17 Berm (Venta Icenorum) Unknown Myres & Green (1973) Unknown Wells (Myres and Green 1973: 207) Wells (Myres and Green 1973: 207) 
18 Bathgate Cemetery 1969-74 Mc Whirr et al. (1982) Unknown Wells (1982) Wells (1982) 
19 Eastern Cemetery 1983-1990 Barber et al. (1990), Barber and 

Bowsher (2000) 
Wet sieved Reilly (Barber and Bowsher 2000: 71-76) McKinley (2000c) 

20 Folly Lane 1991-3 Niblett (1999) Unknown Mays and Steele (1999) Mays and Steele (1999) 
21 Great Dover Street 1996-7 Mackinder (2000) Unknown Reilly (2000), Mackinder (2000: 45) White (2000), Mackinder (2000: 52) 
22 Oakley Cottage 1960 Reece (1962) Unknown Wells (1962) Wells (1962) 
23 St Stephen’s 1856, 1985-6 Niblett 2002 Unknown Worley (this volume, section 7.2) McKinley (1992) 
24 Trentholme Drive 1880s, 1935, 1951-8 Wenham (1968) HC Fraser (Wenham 1968: 104-9) None 
25 Abonae 1972 Bennett (1985) Unknown Rogers (1985a) Rogers (1985a) 
26 Baldock, ‘Lamp Pit’ 1968-72 Stead & Rigby (1986) Unknown Henderson (Stead & Rigby 1986: 78) Henderson (Stead & Rigby 1986: 78) 
27 Baldock, Walls Field 1968-72 Stead & Rigby (1986) Unknown Henderson, Higgs & Allen (Stead & Rigby 1986: 

61-75) 
Henderson (Stead & Rigby 1986: 61-75) 

28 Birch Abbey Burials 1964-66 Cracknell & Mahaney (1994), 
Mahaney (1994) 

Unknown Denston (1994) Denston (1994) 

29 Cowbridge 1984 Parkhouse & Evans (1996) Unknown Wilkinson (1996) Wilkinson (1996) 
30 Great Chesterford 1953 Evison (1994) Unknown Waldron (1994) Waldron (1994) 
31 Great Dunmow 1970-72 Wickenden (1988) Unknown Luff (Wickenden 1988: 12-23) Luff (Wickenden 1988: 12-23) 
32 Great Holts Farm 1992-4 Germany (2003) Unknown Mays (2003) Mays (2003) 
33 Northbourne 1974 Philp (1978) HC Harman (1978:44) Harman (1978) 
34 Owslebury 1961-72 Collis (1968, 1977, 1994) Unknown Wells (1974) Wells (1974) 
35 Puckeridge, Series A 1972 Partridge (1977, 1981) Unknown Wells (1981) Wells (1981) 
36 Puckeridge, Series B 1972 Partridge (1977, 1981) Unknown Wells (1981) Wells (1981) 
37 Shorne 2000 Laws (2002 pers. comm.) HC Powell (2002 pers. com.) Pepper (Laws 2002 pers. comm.) 
38 Skeleton Green 1969-70 Partridge (1977, 1981) Unknown Wells (1981) Wells (1981 ) 
39 The Grange 1967 Rook (1973) Unknown Wells (1973a) Wells (1973a) 
40 The Looe, Ewell 1945-52 Cotton (2001) Unknown Nicholayson (2001) Powers (2001) 
41 Westhampnett 1992 Fitzpatrick (1997b) Wet Sieved McKinley et al. (1997) McKinley (1997b) 
Table 8.5 Romano-British cremation burial sites illustrated in Figure 8.3: date of excavation, mode of bone retrieval primary publication and primary osteological publications. 
HC=Hand collected. 
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Cemetery

East London
Folly Lane areas A and K
Puckeridge A 
St Stephen's
Baldock walls Field
Brough-Under-Stainmore
Derby Racebourse (1of 3)
Derby Racecourse (2 of 3)
Derby Racecourse (3 of 3)
Great Dover Street
Lodge Hill
The Grange
The Looe
Shorne
Westhampnett
Corbridge
Great Dunmow
Skeleton Green
Abonae
Owslebury
Castleford
Great Chesterford
Trentholm Drive
Oakley Cottage
Puckeridge B
Petty Knowles
Brougham
Northbourne
Low Borow Bridge
Cowbridge
Folly Lane Area G
Bathgate
Baldock Lamp Pit ➠➠➠➠ ➠➠➠➠ ➠➠➠➠ ?
Birch Abbey Burials
Great Holts Farm

Site type Military Substantial settlement Small scale settlement

AD400

2

4

AD200 AD250 AD300 AD350AD50

8

AD100 AD150

3

1
1

76

76

2
1

1
11

1
2

1
2

13

1

12

2

5

1

3

1

56
2

♦ (1)

2

15

1
2

4

1
2

2
1

 
Figure 8.4 Date ranges for Romano-British crematory deposits with faunal pyre goods (number of deposits indicated on bars). Solid bar ends indicate dates given, dashed ends 
indicate approximate dates and ♦ indicates precise date (followed by number of deposits in brackets). The date of the burial at Berm, Norfolk, is unknown. 
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8.1.3 Early Medieval sites 

The Early Medieval sites include Anglo-Saxon cemeteries dating from the fifth to 

seventh centuries AD (mostly imprecisely dated within this time frame), and the Viking 

site at Heath Wood, Derbyshire, which is interpreted as having been in use in AD 873- 

4. As with the sites from earlier periods, the excavation technique is unknown for the 

majority of Early Medieval sites.   

 

The Early Medieval sites with faunal pyre goods were all located in eastern and central 

England, with a concentration of sites in East Anglia. The general eastern distribution 

reflects the distribution of all Anglo-Saxon burials in Britain (see Lucy 1999: 2). Sites 

with faunal pyre goods are largely located in areas with little or no previous evidence 

for the use of faunal pyre goods, suggesting that they do not represent a continuation of 

earlier traditions.  There is some evidence of geographical ranges of cemetery and burial 

types. A total of six sites were mixed rite cemeteries. These have the broadest 

distribution, ranging from Norton, Stockton-on-Tees, at the extreme north of the 

distribution, to Berinsfield, Oxfordshire in the south. The five cemeteries that 

principally comprised cremation burials were located in Norfolk and the midlands. The 

two cemeteries with Boat Burials were close to one another in Suffolk. The groups of 

burials can be linked to the developing Anglo-Saxon kingdoms’ territories. The Norfolk 

and Suffolk concentration corresponds to the Kingdom of the East Angles. Indeed, the 

Suffolk cemeteries have been interpreted as representing the East Anglian dynastic 

family’s original seat of power (Yorke 1990: 61). The two northernmost sites 

correspond to the Kingdom of Diera, the central burials fall into the kingdoms of Mercia 

and the Middle Angles, and Great Chesterford was located in the Kingdom of the East 

Saxons. The political association of the two Oxfordshire burials is unclear (Boyle and 

Dodd 1995:137-142).  
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Figure 8.5 Distribution of Early Medieval sites with faunal pyre goods. 
Numbers refer to site ID column in Tables 8.6 and 8.7.  
 
 

 
ID Site name County Site/burial type Primary publication 
42 Illington Norfolk Principally cremation Davison et al (1993) 
43 Markshall Norfolk Principally cremation Myres and Green (1973) 
44 Millgate Notts. Principally cremation Kinsley (1989) 
45 Spong Hill Norfolk Principally cremation McKinley (1994c) 
46 Thurmaston Leics. Principally cremation Williams (1983) 
47 Baston Lincs. Mixed rite Mayes and Dean (1976), Trollope (1863) 
48 Berinsfield Oxon Mixed rite Boyle et al (1995) 
49 Caistor-by-Norwich Norfolk Mixed rite Myres and Green (1973) 
50 Great Chesterford Essex Mixed rite Evison (1994) 
51 Norton  Stockton-on-Tees Mixed rite Sherlock and Welch (1992) 
52 Sancton I E. Yorks. Mixed rite Timbey (1993) 
53 
 

Snape 
 

Suffolk 
 

Including Boat Burial 
 

Carnegie and Filmer-Sankey (1993), 
Filmer-Sankey and Pestell (2001) 

54 
 

Sutton Hoo 
 

Suffolk 
 

Including Boat Burial 
 

Bruce-Mitford 1975, Carver 1999a,b, 
2005) 

55 
 

Asthall 
 

Oxon 
 

Isolated Barrow 
 

Dickenson and Speake (1992), Leeds 
(1924) 

Table 8.6 Early Medieval (Anglo-Saxon) cremation burial sites illustrated in Figure 8.5: county, site 
type and primary publication 
 
 
ID Site name County Site/burial type Primary publication 
56 Heath Wood Derbys. Viking Cemetery Richards (2004) 
Table 8.7 Early Medieval (Viking) cremation burial sites illustrated in Figure 8.5: county, site type and 
primary publication 
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ID Site Name Date of 
Excavation 

Mode of 
retrieval Faunal bone report                                          Human bone report 

42 Illington 1949 Unknown King and Wells (Wells 1960, 1973b,: 120) Wells (1960, 1973b) 
43 Markshall 19th C, 1948-9 Unknown Wells (1973c) Wells (1973c) 
44 Millgate 1957-78 Unknown Harman (1989) Harman (1989) 
45 Spong Hill 1954-1981 Unknown Bond (1994b, 1996) McKinley (1994c) 
46 Thurmaston 1954 Sieved Stirland (1983) Stirland (1983) 
47 Baston 19th C, 1966 HC Manchester (1976) Manchester (1976) 
48 Berinsfield 1974 Unknown Harman (Boyle 1995: 61-62) Harman (Boyle 1995: 61-62, Boyle et al.1995) 
49 Caistor-by-Norwich 1932-7 HC Mann and Wells (Wells 1973b) Mann and Wells (Wells 1973b) 
50 Great Chesterford 1952-5 Unknown Waldron and Serjeantson (Waldron 1994) Waldron (1994) 
51 Norton  1983-5 Unknown Parker (1992) Parker (1992) 
52 Sancton I 19th C, 1954-80 Unknown Bond (1993, 1996) Manchester and McKinley (McKinley 1993b) 
53 Snape 19th C, 1970-92 HC Wells, Steele and Mays (Pestell 2001) Wells, Steele and Mays (Steele and Mays 2001) 
54 Sutton Hoo 1938-1992 Unknown Gejvall (1975b), Bond (2005) Gejvall (Bruce-Mitford 1975: 101-2), Gejvall (1975a,b) and Lee (1995)  
55 

Asthall 1922-3 
Sieved Buxton (Leeds 1924: 118), Carter (Dickenson and Speake 

1992: 110-1) 
Buxton (Leeds 1924: 118), Carter (Dickenson and Speake 1992: 107-8) 

56 Heath Wood 19th C, 1941-2000 HC & sieved Bond and Worley (2004) McKinley (2004b) 
Table 8.8 Early Medieval cremation (Anglo-Saxon and Viking) burial sites illustrated in Figure 8.5: date of excavation, mode of bone retrieval and primary osteological publications.  
HC= hand collected. 
 

Cemetery

Millgate
Snape
Thurmaston
Spong Hill
Berinsfield
Baston
Sancton I
Illington
Norton
Sutton Hoo
Asthall

AD700
Heath Wood

Site type   Principally cremation   Mixed rite   Including Boat Burial   Isolated barrow   Viking

1

1
5

AD750 AD800 AD900 AD950 AD1000

12

1

22

1019

120

2

AD700

59

♦ (7)

AD650AD500 AD550 AD600AD400 AD450

AD850

 
Figure 8.6 Date ranges for Early Medieval cremation burial sites with faunal pyre goods (number of deposits indicated on bars). The dates of all other Early Medieval sites from Table 8.8 
are unknown. Solid bar ends indicate dates, dashed ends indicate approximate dates given and ♦ indicates precise date (followed by number of deposits in brackets).  
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8.2 Prevalence of faunal pyre goods at each site 

The proportion of analysed cremated bone assemblages found to contain faunal material 

varies between sites and time periods. Ignoring those sites where only one assemblage 

was analysed, the proportion of deposits with burnt animal bone ranged from 71% at 

Sutton Hoo, Suffolk, to 3% at Thurmaston, Leicestershire (Tables 8.9 to 8.11); both 

sites dated to the Early Medieval period. The highest proportion of deposits with faunal 

pyre goods, from those sites with over ten crematory assemblages analysed, was 50% at 

the Romano-British cemetery of Eastern London (see Table 8.10). It should be noted 

that this thesis only considers those sites from which faunal pyre goods have been 

identified. The data cannot suggest how common the inclusion of faunal pyre goods was 

within the crematory practices of the time as a whole.  

 

Only two large assemblages from Late Iron Age cemeteries (King Harry Lane, 

Hertfordshire and Westhampnett, West Sussex) were found to contain faunal pyre 

goods. They were found in a similar prevalence at both sites (Table 8.9).  

 

Number of crematory features 
Site County 

Site 
type Analysed Containing faunal 

pyre goods  
% containing 

faunal pyre goods 
Westhampnett W. Sussex Oth. 158 42 27% 
King Harry Lane Herts. LC 388 86  22%1 
Baldock Icknield Way Herts. SC 1 1 100% 
Baldock The Tene Herts. Wel 1 1 100% 
Folly Lane Herts. Oth. 1 1 100% 
Verulam Hills Field Herts. LC 3 2 66% 
Welwyn-Garden-City Herts. Wel 1 1 100% 
Westhawk Farm Kent SC 1 1 100% 
Table 8.9 Inter-site comparison of prevalence of Late Iron Age fauanl pyre goods. Sites where five or 
fewer crematory deposits were analysed are presented at the end of the table.  Site type: LC (large 
Aylesford cemetery), Oth. (other), SC (small Aylesford cemetery/isolated burial), Wel (Welwyn type). 1 
McKinley et al. (1994: 77) suggested that 19% of King Harry Lane burials had faunal pyre goods based 
on a total of 455 cremation burials. However, Stirland (1989: 240) states that only 388 assemblages of 
burnt bone were sorted.  
 
 

The prevalence of faunal pyre goods in Romano-British sites was varied (Table 8.10), 

with a slight indication of regional patterns within the larger Romano-British 
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cemeteries. Those with the highest prevalence of burnt animal bone (Eastern London 

(50%), Folly Lane Areas A, G and K (48%), Puckeridge B (40%), and St Stephen’s, 

(38%)) were all located in Hertfordshire or London. However, Skeleton Green, 

Hertfordshire (25%), Great Dunmow, Essex (15%) and The Grange, Hertfordshire 

(12%) did not fit this pattern, all being large assemblages from the same region, yet 

having lower proportions of animal bone.  

 
Number of crematory features 

Site County 
Site 
type Analysed Containing faunal 

pyre goods  
% containing faunal 

pyre goods 
Eastern London London Sub. 3771 611 50%1 
Folly Lane Areas A, K and G  Herts.  Sub. 21 10 48% 
Puckeridge B Herts. Sma. 40 16 40% 
St Stephen’s Herts. Sub. 199 76 38%2 
Derby Racecourse Cemetery  Derbys. Mil. 70 20 29% 
Skeleton Green Herts. Sma. 47 12 25% 
Baldock Walls Field Herts. Sma. 8 2 25% 
Shorne Kent Sma. 8 1 25% 
Abonae Bristol Sma. 13 3 23% 
Brougham Cumbria Mil. 292 56 19% 
Great Dunmow Essex Sma. 13 2 15% 
Brough-Under-Stainmore Cumbria Mil. 7 1 14% 
Great Chesterford Essex Sma. 7 1 14% 
Petty Knowles Northum. Mil. 8 1 13% 
The Grange Herts. Sma. 95 11 12% 
Westhampnett W. Sussex Sma. 31 2 10% 
Lodge Hill Gwent Mil. 121 11 9% 
Oakley Cottage Glos. Sub. 46 4 9% 
Low Borrow bridge Cumbria Mil. 65 3 5% 
Trentholme Drive Yorks. Sub. 92 1  1%3  
Baldock Lamp Pit Herts. Sma. 1 1 100% 
Berm Norfolk Sub. 1 1 100% 
Birch Abbey Burials Warwicks. Sma. 1 1 100% 
Cowbridge S. Glam. Sma. 1 1 100% 
Great Dover Street London Sub. 1 1 100% 
Owslebury Hants. Sma. 1 1 100% 
The Looe Surrey Sma. 1 1 100% 
Puckeridge A Herts. Sma. 5 5 100% 
Bathgate Glos. Sub. 3 2 67% 
Great Holts Farm Essex Sma. 3 2 67% 
Northbourne Kent Sma. 3 2 67% 
Castleford W. Yorks. Mil. 2 1 50% 
Corbridge  Cumbria Mil. n/a 1 n/a 
Table 8.10 Inter-site comparison of prevalence of Romano-British animal pyre goods, ordered by percent 
containing faunal pyre goods. Sites where five or less crematory deposits were analysed are presented at 
the end of the table.  Site type: Mil. (military), Sma. (small scale settlement), Sub. (substantial 
settlement). 1 McKinley (2000c: 264) suggests that 377 contexts from Eastern London contained bone. 
According to Barber and Bowsher (2000: 75), cremated animal bone was found 61 (50%) cremation 
burials (Barber & Bowsher 2000: 75). 2 Figures stated represent the sample of 199 burials considered 
here (section 7.2). McKinley (cited in Cool 2004: 332) found animal bone in 47% of the total number of 
assemblages of cremated human bone from the site. 3 Further burnt animal bone was found but not 
submitted for analysis. 
 

Oakley Cottage, Gloucestershire is the only cemetery assemblage from a substantial 

settlement which included faunal pyre goods in fewer than 48% of analysed contexts 
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(the total prevalence of faunal pyre goods from Trentholme Drive, Yorkshire is 

unknown). This too may represent a regional variation, with the occupants of the civitas 

at Cirencester having followed a different practice to those living in the colonia and 

provincial capital at London, and the municipium at Verulamium. However, too few 

assemblages associated with substantial settlements have been investigated to confirm 

this. Military and small scale settlements included faunal pyre goods with similar ranges 

of prevalence.  

Number of crematory features 

Site County 
Site 
type Analysed Containing faunal 

pyre goods  

% containing 
faunal pyre 

goods 
Heath Wood Derbyshire VK 8 7 88% 
Sutton Hoo Suffolk BB 7 5 71% 
Spong Hill Norfolk PC 23841 10192 44%2 
Caistor-by-Norwich Norfolk MR 37 153 41%3 
Sancton I E. Yorks. MR 277+ 4 120 40%4 
Millgate Notts. PC 220 59 27% 
Markshall Norfolk PC 8 2 25% 
Snape Suffolk BB 52 12 21% 
Great Chesterford Essex MR 27 4 15% 
Baston Lincs. MR 20 3 15% 
Illington Norfolk PC 104 65 6%6   
Thurmaston Leics. PC 63 2 3% 
Asthall Oxon IB 1 1 100% 
Berinsfield Oxon MR 2 1 50% 
Norton Stockton-on-Tees MR 3 1 33% 
Table 8.11 Inter-site comparison of prevalence of Early Medieval and Viking animal pyre goods, ordered 
by percent containing faunal pyre goods. Sites where five or fewer crematory deposits were analysed are 
presented at the end of the table.  Site type: BB (includes Boat Burial), IB (isolated barrow), MR (mixed 
rite), PC (principally cremation) and VK (Viking).  1 Total number analysed from McKinley (1994c: ix). 
2Number and percentage with faunal pyre goods from McKinley (1994c: 92). 3 Cremated bone samples 
only retained if thought to contain animal or human infant bone, Wells (1973b) reports only 14 burials 
with animals but 15 listed.  4 Timby (1993) did not state total number of crematory deposits analysed; the 
percentage stated is from McKinley and Bond (1993: 308) and includes occasional unburnt animal 
inclusions.5 Wells (1960: 37) suggested that 21% burials contained animal bone but Davison et al. (1993) 
suggested that faunal material was definitely burnt in only six cases. 

 

Early Medieval cemeteries also included a varied prevalence of faunal pyre goods. In 

the larger cemetery assemblages, their prevalence ranged from 3% at Thurmaston, 

Leicestershire to 71% at Sutton Hoo, Norfolk (see Table 8.11). Larger cemeteries (those 

containing over thirty analysed deposits) tended to contain faunal pyre goods in 21% to 

44% of crematory deposits (Thurmaston was an exception with only 3%). There was no 

apparent association between the prevalence of deposits with faunal pyre goods and site 

type or region in the Early Medieval period.  
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In addition to those cemeteries listed in Table 8.11, 26% of cremation burials at 

Loveden Hill, Lincolnshire and 29% of those at Elsham Wold, Lincolnshire, contained 

faunal material (McKinley 1994c: 92, McKinley and Bond 1993: 309). Wells (1973b: 

120) records that only 17% of burials at Loveden Hill contained animal remains.  

 

 

8.3 The range of taxa utilised and prevalence between sites 

and periods 

Deposits considered in this thesis included bear, beaver, bird (indeterminate), cattle, 

dog, domestic fowl, fish, fox, goose, hare, horse, pig, red deer, roe deer, sheep/goat and 

wild bird pyre goods. Tables 8.12 to 8.14 and C.1-C.4, and Figures 8.7 and 8.8 illustrate 

that although domestic taxa are always more common than wild species, the frequency 

with which they are used varies between periods.   
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Figure 8.7 Ubiquity of taxa between sites (Elsham Wold, Lackford and Loveden Hill included). Note 
small ungulate (S ung) only counted when no pig or sheep/goat were identified, large ungulate (L ung) 
only counted when no horse or cattle were identified.  
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Taxa present 
Site County Site 

type Bo Ov Ss Eq Av Ur  Fe In 
MNT 

Folly Lane Herts. Oth. � � � � - - � - 5 
King Harry Lane Herts. LC � � � - � - - - 4 
Westhampnett W. Sussex Oth. � � � - - - - - 3 
Westhawk Farm Kent SC - � � - � - - - 3 
Baldock Icknield Way Herts. SC - - - - - - - � 1 
The Tene Herts. Wel - - - - - � - - 1 
Verulam Hills Field Herts. LC - - - - � - - - 1 
Welwyn Garden City Herts. Wel - - - - - � - - 1 
Total  - - 3 4 4 1 3 2 1 1 - 
Table 8.12 Presence of taxa as pyre goods in Late Iron Age sites. Ordered first by Minimum Number of 
Taxa (MNT) and then alphabetically by site. Site type: LC (large Aylesford cemetery), Oth. (other), SC 
(small Aylesford cemetery/isolated burial), Wel (Welwyn type). For taxa codes see Appendix C, page 
472. Indeterminate only included when no taxa were positively identified at site. The horse and pig at 
Folly Lane are not consistently listed as present throughout the site publication (Niblett 1999).  
 
 
 

Taxa present 
Site County Site 

type Bo Ov Ss Eq Cf Av Ce Pi LU SU 
MNT 

Brougham Cumbria Mil. � � � � � � - - - - 6 
Eastern London London Sub. � � � - - � - � - - 5 
St Stephen’s Herts. Sub. - � � - � � - � - - 5 
Baldock Lamp Pit Herts. Sma. � � � - - � - - - - 4 
Derby Racecourse Derbys. Mil. � � � - - � - - - - 4 
The Grange Herts. Sma. � � - - - � - - - - 4 
Baldock Walls Field Herts. Sma. - - � - - � � - - - 3 
Castleford W.Yorks. Mil. - � � - - - - - � - 3 
Folly Lane,  
    Areas A, G and K 

 
Herts. 

 
Sub. 

 
- 

 
- 

 
� 

 
- 

 
� 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
� 

 
- 

 
3 

Lodge Hill Gwent Mil. - � � - - � - - - - 3 
Oakley Cottage Glos. Sub. - � - - - � - - - - 3 
Owslebury Hants. Sma. - � � - - � - - - - 3 
Puckeridge B Herts. Sma. � � - - - � - - - - 3 
Skeleton Green Herts. Sma. � � - - - � - - - - 3 
Abonae Bristol Sma. - � - - - � - - - - 2 
Bathgate Glos. Sub. - - � - - � - - - - 2 
Berm Norfolk Sub. � - - - - � - - - - 2 
Birch Abbey Burials Warwicks. Sma. - � - - - � - - - - 2 
Low Borrow Bridge Cumbria Mil. - - - - - � - - � - 2 
Puckeridge A Herts. Sma. - � - - - � - - - - 2 
Brough-under- 
     Stainmore 

 
Cumbria 

 
Mil. 

 
- 

 
� 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
- 

 
1 

Corbridge Northum. Mil. - - � - - - - - - - 1 
Cowbridge S. Glam. Sma. - - - - - � - - - - 1 
Great Chesterford Essex. Sma. - - - - - � - - - - 1 
Great Dover Street London Sub. - - - - - � - - - - 1 
Great Dunmow Essex. Sma. � - - - - - - - - - 1 
Great Holts Farm Essex Sma. � - - - - - - - - - 1 
Northborne Kent Sma. - - - - - � - - - - 1 
Petty Knowles Northum. Mil. - - - - - - - - - � 1 
Shorne Kent Sma. - - - - - � - - - - 1 
The Looe Surrey Sma. - � - - - - - - - - 1 
Trentholme Drive Yorks. Sub. - - - - - � - - - - 1 
Westhampnett W. Sussex Sma. - � - - - - - - - - 1 
Total    10 18 13 1 3 24 1 2 4 1 - 
Table 8.13 Presence of taxa as pyre goods in Romano-British sites. Ordered first by Minimum Number of 
Taxa (MNT) and then alphabetically by site. Site type: Mil. (military), Sma. (small scale settlement), Sub. 
(substantial settlement). For taxa codes see Appendix C, page 472. Small and large ungulate class only 
included when no pig/sheep/goat or horse/cattle identified at site. The dog at Folly Lane is not listed as 
present throughout the site publication (Niblett 1999). 
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Taxa present 
Site County Site type 

Bo Ov Ss Eq Cf Av Ur  Cs Ce Pi Vu Le LU SU In 
MNT 

Spong Hill Norfolk Principally cremation � � � � � � � � � � � � - - - 12 
Sancton I E. Yorks. Mixed rite � � � � � � � - � - � - - - - 9 
Caistor-by-Norwich Norfolk Mixed rite � � � � - � - - � - - � - - - 7 
Millgate Notts. Principally cremation � � � � - � - - � - - - - - - 6 
Sutton Hoo Suffolk Including Boat Burial � � � � � - - - � - - - - - - 6 
Elsham Wold Lincs. Principally cremation  � � � � - - � - - - - - - - - 5 
Illington Norfolk Principally cremation � � � � � - - - - - - - - - - 5 
Great Chesterford Essex Mixed rite � � - - - � - - - - - - - - - 3 
Markshall Norfolk Principally cremation - - - � - � - - - - - - - - - 2 
Snape Suffolk Including Boat Burial - - - � - - - - - - - - - � - 2 
Asthall Oxon. Isolated barrow - � - � - - - - - - - - - - - 1 
Baston Lincs. Mixed rite - - - - - - - - - - - - � - - 1 
Berinsfield Oxon. Mixed rite - - - - - � - - - - - - - - - 1 
Norton Stockton-on-Tees Mixed rite - - - - - - - - - - - - � - - 1 
Thurmaston Leics. Principally cremation - - - - - - - - - - - - - - � 1 
Total - - 8 9 7 10 4 7 3 1 5 1 2 2 2 1 1 - 
Heath Wood Derbys. Viking � � � � � - - - - - - - - - - 5 
Total - - 1 1 1 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 - 
Table 8.14 Presence of taxa in Early Medieval sites. Viking site totalled separately. Ordered first by Minimum Number of Taxa (MNT) and then alphabetically by site. For taxa 
codes see Appendix C, page 472. Small and large ungulate class only included when no pig/sheep/goat or horse/cattle was identified at site. Indeterminate only included when no 
taxa were positively identified at site. 
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The ubiquity of taxa between sites is illustrated in Figure 8.7.  No taxa are found at all 

sites of any period. The range of taxa utilised as pyre goods in Late Iron Age and 

Romano-British sites is limited when compared to the Early Medieval period, which 

includes several wild taxa. The domestic taxa (horse, cattle, sheep/goat, pig and often 

bird) are the most ubiquitous in all periods. This suggests that domestic species have a 

more widespread funerary function than wild species, although they are not identified at 

all sites or necessarily common at the sites where they have been found.  Differences in 

percentage presence in Figure 8.7 should be viewed with consideration of the differing 

sample sized for the chronological periods. 

 

In addition to those cemeteries included in Table 8.14, Lethbridge (1951: 3) notes that 

Early Medieval cremation burials at Lackford, Suffolk contained faunal material, 

“Bones of dog, sheep, and red deer show that these animals were also burnt with the 

dead”, and that those at Loveden Hill, Lincolnshire contained bird, cattle and sheep/goat 

(Richards 1987). Lackford and Loveden Hill are not fully integrated into this research as 

no further data regarding these animal inclusions was available to the author. Data from 

the Elsham Wold burials is included where possible.  

 

The differences in the presence of taxa between sites of different time periods can be 

evaluated using the Fisher’s Exact Test (see Appendix D.1). The statistically significant 

results are presented in Table 8.15.  

 

Taxon Late Iron Age and Romano-
British sites 

Romano-British and Early 
Medieval sites 

Late Iron Age and Early 
Medieval sites 

Bear 0.03 0.03 - 
Deer - 0.00 - 
Horse - 0.00 0.04 

Table 8.15 Significant two-tail p-values from Fisher’s Exact Test examination of the significance of 
variation in the number of sites of each period containing pyre goods of each taxon. P-value considered 
significant when less than 0.05. Heath Wood is excluded from these calculations. See D.1 for complete 
data. 
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This test demonstrates that between Late Iron Age and Romano-British period, bear is 

the only taxon to have been used at a significantly different percentage of sites in a 2-

tailed test. The Romano-British and Early Medieval sites show the most significant 

differences in the presence of taxa; bear, deer and horse all occur at a significantly 

different number of sites. Horse is the only taxon represented at a significantly different 

ubiquity between Late Iron Age and Early Medieval sites.   

 

Taxon Late Iron Age Romano-British Early Medieval Viking Total 
Small Ungulate 10 95 262 0 367 
Sheep/Goat 16 43 236 3 298 
Horse 1 9 280 3 293 
Pig 79 87 112 3 281 
Large Ungulate 0 36 149 0 185 
Bird 24 132 24 0 180 
Cattle 3 24 91 3 121 
Dog 0 4 29 3 36 
Deer 0 1 16 0 17 
Bear 2 0 8 0 10 
Fish 0 2 2 0 4 
Fox 0 0 3 0 3 
Fox/dog 0 0 3 0 3 
Hare 0 0 2 0 2 
Beaver 0 0 1 0 1 
Cat/hare 1 0 0 0 1 
Indeterminate 24 27 44 1 96 
Table 8.16 Number of deposits containing taxa (see also Tables C.1 to C.4), ordered by total number of 
deposits.  Note: small and large ungulate class only counted when no pig/sheep/goat or horse/cattle 
identified in deposit. Indeterminate only counted when no further identifications in deposit. The horse and 
pig in the Late Iron Age deposits from Folly Lane, Hertfordshire and the dog from a Romano-British 
burial at the same site are not listed as present throughout the site publication (Niblett 1999). Early 
Medieval pyre goods from Loveden Hill, Lincolnshire, Lackford, Suffolk, and Elsham Wold, 
Lincolnshire are not included in this table, as appropriate data was not available. 
 

 

If the total number of occurrences of individual taxa as pyre goods is considered, rather 

than just their ubiquity at sites, a different pattern emerges (see Figure 8.8 and Table 

8.16). Note that Spong Hill, Norfolk is categorised independently in Figure 8.8. This is 

to prevent its data masking any Early Medieval trends.  
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Figure 8.8 Percentage of deposits in each period containing taxa.  
 

Pig dominates the Late Iron Age faunal inclusions, although this is largely due to the 

influence of King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire, the largest Late Iron Age site, containing 

predominantly pig. Bird is ranked the second most common Late Iron Age pyre good; 

again this is largely due to its occurrence at King Harry Lane. Indeed, birds were not 

utilised at all at Westhampnett, West Sussex (the second largest contributor of faunal 

pyre goods to the Late Iron Age sample). Sheep/goat and cattle are utilised primarily at 

Westhampnett in the Late Iron Age. Bears were uncommon Late Iron Age faunal pyre 

goods; both occurrences are in Welwyn type graves. 

 

By the Romano-British period, pigs still occur in a larger proportion of deposits than 

sheep/goats, however the frequency of small ungulate pyre goods makes this 

inconclusive. Many of the small ungulate pyre goods at Brougham, Cumbria were most 

likely sheep/goat rather than pig, and those at St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire were most 

likely pig rather than sheep/goat (see subsections 7.1 and 7.2). If the percentage of 

Romano-British deposits containing sheep/goat and pig are recalculated including the 
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Brougham and St Stephen’s small ungulates as sheep/goat and pig respectively, their 

percentage presence would be 22% sheep/goat, 31% pig, 15% small ungulate.   

 

Birds became of greater importance in the Romano-British period when they are the 

most abundant taxon. Cattle continued to be of lesser importance than sheep/goats and 

pigs, although their frequency was less than that of large ungulate pyre goods, which 

might be cattle, horse or perhaps red deer. Horses were more common than during the 

Late Iron Age, although only present at one site (Brougham, Cumbria). Two examples 

of fish pyre goods and one example of a deer pyre good were the only wild taxa 

represented in the Romano-British sample, although it is possible that some dog remains 

at St Stephen’s were been fox.  

 

Horses became much more significant in the Early Medieval and Viking periods, and 

were the most common Early Medieval taxon, although sheep/goat would be more 

common if Spong Hill, Norfolk were excluded from the sample. Sheep/goat was the 

dominant of the three domestic meat taxa, with pigs and cattle occurring in a similar 

frequency to each other.  Birds were not often used as Early Medieval pyre goods. 

Whilst still relatively rare finds, wild taxa appear to have been increasingly used in the 

Early Medieval period, with bear, beaver, deer, fish, fox and hare occasionally found.  

 

Differences in the presence of taxa between sites of different time periods cannot be 

evaluated using the Fisher’s Exact Test due to the sample sizes. Chi-squared can be 

used to test for significant differences in the presence of cattle, sheep/goat, pig, horse 

and bird between the Late Iron Age, Romano-British and Early Medieval periods 

(Appendix D). The Viking deposits are excluded due to their small sample size. The 

infrequent inclusions of the other taxa also cannot be evaluated using this test. The test 

showed that when testing at 99% significance bird, pig and horse pyre goods occur in 
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significantly different frequencies between the time periods. When testing at 95% the 

occurrence of sheep/goat is also significantly varied. The occurrence of cattle is not 

significantly varied. If the large and small ungulate specimens could be identified more 

specifically, these significant differences may not hold true. 

 

The relative prevalence of three taxa at individual sites, each with at least ten analysed 

deposits, was investigated using tripolar plots. Several taxon variations were 

investigated and the greatest separation between sites of different periods was achieved 

by considering the relative proportion of bird, pig and sheep/goat (Figure 8.9). In this 

tripolar plot, the Late Iron Age and Early Medieval sites are separated by their pig and 

sheep/goat values. The Romano-British sites are separated from all other periods (with 

the exception of the Late Iron Age site of King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire) by their 

higher bird values. The Romano-British sites show the greatest diversity on the tripolar 

plot. The diversity is particularly pronounced in the proportion of pigs at each site. This 

diversity cannot be linked to either the site type or geographical location. A possible 

exception might be that the four civilian Romano-British sites in Hertfordshire (St 

Stephen’s (STS), The Grange (TGE), Puckeridge B (PKB) and Skeleton Green (SKG)) 

all contain approximately the same relative proportion of birds, but this apparent 

consistency could be due to the small dataset.  
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Figure 8.9 Tripolar plot illustrating the relative proportion of deposits containing bird, pig and sheep/goat 
pyre goods for all assemblages including at least 10 deposits of cremated bone. Late Iron Age sites are 
marked in yellow, Romano-British sites marked in blue and Early Medieval sites marked in red. Dots 
indicate the proportions at individual sites; circles indicate the proportions in the sum of all sites within 
each period. For site codes see Appendix Table B.1. Derby Racecourse is marked by two dots on the plot; 
the first is for the complete assemblage (DRW/M/O), and the second represents only burials from the 
walled cemetery (DRW). 
 

 

8.3.1 Minimum number of taxa (MNT) included as pyre goods in each 

deposit 

The minimum number of taxa (MNT) utilised as pyre goods in a single deposit ranges 

from one to five, with the majority of deposits in all periods containing only one or two 

taxa (see Figure 8.10, Tables 8.17 to 8.26). There was remarkable consistency in the 

frequency of MNTs in deposits between the Late Iron Age, Romano-British, Early 

Medieval (excluding Spong Hill, Norfolk) and Spong Hill assemblages. The single 

Viking site of Heath Wood, Derbyshire does not conform to the pattern but this may be 

in part a product of the very small sample (seven deposits) from this site.  
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Minimum number of taxa (MNT) per deposit Phase 
1 2 3 4 5 

Total 

Late Iron Age 114 19 1 0 1 135 
Romano-British 189 44 13 3 0 249A 
Early Medieval 182 45 1 2 1 231 
Spong Hill 527 166 38 4 0 735B 
Viking 2 2 2 0 1 7 
Total 1014 276 55 9 3 1357 
Table 8.17 Minimum number of taxa identified as pyre goods in crematory deposits. Early Medieval data 
excludes Spong Hill, Norfolk, which is presented separately. A Only definite MNT values included from 
St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire. B Data only available for 735 deposits from a total of 1019 identified from 
Spong Hill, Norfolk. It is not clear from the report how many taxa were represented in the remaining 284 
deposits. The Romano-British site of Eastern London and the Early Medieval sites of Loveden Hill, 
Lincolnshire, Lackford, Suffolk, and Elsham Wold, Lincolnshire are excluded as data were not available. 
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Figure 8.10 Percentage of deposits in each class (phase or site) with specific minimum number of taxa.  
 
 

8.3.1.1 Late Iron Age MNT  

A total of 114 deposits contained pyre goods representing a minimum of only one taxon 

(Table 8.18). The majority of these (51%) contained only pig, 10%, 9% and 7% 

contained bird, small ungulate or sheep/goat  respectively,  while only 2% contained 

bear remains and 1% contained cattle.  The burnt animal bone was not identified to 

taxon in 21% of these deposits. A total of 19 deposits contained a minimum of two taxa, 

all of which included pig remains (Tables 8.18 and 8.19). The rank order of the 

occurrence of other taxa in these burials remained similar to those containing a 

minimum of one taxon, with 63% also including bird, 32% also containing sheep/goat 

and 5% also containing cattle remains as pyre goods. Only one deposit contained a 
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minimum of three taxa, again comprising the same common taxa: pig, sheep/goat and 

bird. No Late Iron Age deposits contained a minimum of four taxa but one contained at 

least five; the main burial pit at Folly Lane, Hertfordshire included pig, sheep/goat, 

cattle, horse and cat/hare, however all these taxa are not consistently listed throughout 

the site publication (Niblett 1999). It may be that only horse or pig was included, 

reducing the MNT to four.  

 
Taxon occurrences by MNT in deposit 

MNT=1 MNT=2 MNT=3 MNT=4 MNT=5 Taxon Total number of deposits 
containing taxon 

n % % % % % 
Pig 79 58 51 17 1 - 1 
Bird 24 11 46 50 4 - - 
Sheep/goat 16 8 50 38 6 - 6 
Small ungulate 10 10 100 - - - - 
Cattle 3 1 33 33 - - 33 
Bear 2 2 100 - - - - 
Horse 1 0 - - - - 100 
Cat/hare 1 0 - - - - 100 
Indeterminate n/a 24 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Table 8.18 Frequency of taxa as pyre goods in Late Iron Age deposits, presented by the minimum 
number of taxa (MNT) pyre goods in the deposit.  
 
 

Taxa present in combination MNT 
Horse Cattle Sheep/goat Pig Cat/ hare Bird 

Frequency of combination 

- - - � - � 12 
- - � � - - 6 2 
- � - � - - 1 

3 - - � � - � 1 
5 � � � � � - 1 

Table 8.19 Associations of taxa as pyre goods in Late Iron Age crematory deposits. MNT = minimum 
number of taxa. 
 
 

Bird was the only taxon more likely to be found with other taxa than alone (see Tables 

8.18 and 8.19). This may be due to their relative ease of identification in crematory 

deposits compared to other taxa (for example, see page 261), although this pattern is not 

observed in other chronological periods. It may also be a bias reflecting characteristics 

of the large assemblage from King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire.   
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8.3.1.2 Romano-British MNT 

Taxon occurrences by MNT in deposit 
MNT=1 MNT=2 MNT=3 MNT=4 MNT=5 Taxon Total number of deposits 

containing taxon 
n % % % % % 

Bird 88 45 51 34 10 2 - 
Small ungulate 83 31 37 16 7 - - 
Pig 69 37 54 30 6 4 - 
Sheep/goat 40 25 63 20 15 8 - 
Large ungulate 24 13 54 25 21 - - 
Cattle 18 9 50 33 6 11 - 
Horse 9 0 - 22 67 11 - 
Dog 4 1 25 25 50 - - 
Deer 1 0 - - - 100 - 
Fish 1 1 100 - - - - 
Indeterminate n/a 23 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Table 8.20 Frequency of taxa as pyre goods in Romano-British deposits, presented by the minimum 
number of taxa (MNT) pyre goods in the deposit. Eastern London excluded as appropriate data were not 
available. Only deposits with a definite MNT are included from St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire. 
 
 

Taxa present in combination 
MNT 

Horse Cattle Large 
ungulate 

Sheep/
goat Pig Small 

ungulate Dog Deer Bird 
Frequency of 
combination 

- - - - � - - - � 18 
- - - � - - - - � 6 
- - � - - � - - - 6 
- - - - - � - - � 5 
- � - - - - - - � 2 
� - - - - � - - - 1 
- � - � - - - - - 1 
- - - - � - � - - 1 
- - - � � - - - - 1 
- � - - � - - - - 1 
- � - - - � - - - 1 

2 

� � - - - - - - - 1 
- - - � � - - - � 2 
- - � � � - - - - 2 
� - - - - � - - � 2 
- - � - - � - - � 2 
� � - - - � - - - 1 
- - � - - - � - � 1 
� - - � - - - - � 1 
� - - - - � � - - 1 

3 

� - - � - - - - � 1 
- � - � � - - - � 1 
� � - � � - - - - 1 4 
- - - � � - - � � 1 

Table 8.21 Associations of taxa as pyre goods in Romano-British crematory deposits. MNT = minimum 
number of taxa. Note: Eastern London excluded as appropriate data were not available.  Only deposits 
with a definite MNT are included from St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire. 
 
 

A total of 189 deposits contained only one taxon (Table 8.20). Of these, bird, pig, small 

ungulate and sheep/goat were the most common taxa, but large ungulate, cattle, dog and 

fish were also identified. A total of 44 deposits contained a minimum of two taxa 

(Tables 8.20 and 8.21). The four most common taxa occurred in the same rank order as 

in deposits with only one taxon (31 bird, 21 pig, 13 small ungulate, and 8 sheep/goat). 
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Large ungulate and cattle were each found with one other taxon in six deposits, horse 

was found with one other taxon in two deposits and dog was found with one other taxon 

in one deposit. Bird are again the most common taxon represented in deposits with a 

minimum of three taxa, followed by horse, sheep/goat and small ungulate. The three 

deposits with a minimum of four taxa all contained both sheep/goat and pig. Horses and 

deer were found with other taxon pyre goods, but never alone. With the exception of 

dogs, all other taxa were most frequently found alone.  

 

8.3.1.3 Early Medieval (Anglo-Saxon only) MNT  

The minimum number of taxa in Early Medieval deposits is presented in Tables 8.22 to 

8.24. Spong Hill, Norfolk is considered separately to the other Early Medieval sites in 

these tables to prevent any patterns within its large dataset disguising more general 

period specific patterns. The majority of deposits at both sites contained only one taxon, 

the largest MNT in any deposit being five. Spong Hill deposits exhibited a different 

rank order of taxa to the other Anglo-Saxon sites. These differences confirm the 

potential for site specific Spong Hill characteristics to mask any general Anglo-Saxon 

trends, if the assemblages’ data were combined. 
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Combination of taxa  MNT 
Eq Bo LU Ov Ss SU Cf Ce Av Pi Ur Vu Vc Le In 

Frequency  of 
combination 

� - - � - - - - - - - - - - - 56 
- - � � - - - - - - - - - - - 33 
� � - - - - - - - - - - - - - 13 
- � - � - - - - - - - - - - - 11 
- - - � � - - - - - - - - - - 10 
� - - - � - - - - - - - - - - 10 
� - - - - � - - - - - - - - - 7 
- - � - � - - - - - - - - - - 6 
- � - - � - - - - - - - - - - 4 
- - � - - - � - - - - - - - - 3 
� - - - - - � - - - - - - - - 2 
- - - � - - - - � - - - - - - 2 
- - � - - � - - - - - - - - - 2 
- - - � - - � - - - - - - - - 1 
- - - � - - - � - - - - - - - 1 
- - - - � - � - - - - - - - - 1 
- - - - � - - - � - - - - - - 1 
� - - - - - - - - - � - - - - 1 
- - � - - - - - - - - - - � - 1 

2 

- - � - - - - - - - - - � - - 1 
� � - � - - - - - - - - - - - 19 
� - - � - - - � - - - - - - - 3 
� - - � - - � - - - - - - - - 3 
� - - � � - - - - - - - - - - 2 
� - - �  - - - - - � - - - - 2 
- � - � � - - - - - - - - - - 2 
� - - � - - � - - - - - - - - 1 
� - - - � - - - � - - - - - - 1 
� � - - - - - - � - - - - - - 1 
- - - � � - - � - - - - - - - 1 
- - � � - - � - - - - - - - - 1 
- - � - � - � - - - - - - - - 1 

3 

- - - - - - - - - � � - � - - 1 
� - - � - - - - � - - - � - - 1 
� � - � - - - � - - - - - - - 1 
� � - � - - - - � - - - - - - 1 

S
p

on
g 

H
ill

 d
ep

o
si

ts
 o

nl
y 

 

4 

- � - � � - - - � - - - - - - 1 
� - - � - - - - - - - - - - - 12 
� - - - - � - - - - - - - - - 6 
- - - � - - � - - - - - - - - 6 
- - � - - � - - - - - - - - - 4 
- � - - � - - - - - - - - - - 2 
� - - - - - - - � - - - - - - 1 
� - - - - - - - - - � - - - - 1 
� - - - � - - - - - - - - - - 1 
� - - - - - - � - - - - - - - 1 
� - - - - - - - - - - - - - � 1 
� - - - - - � - - - - - - - - 1 
- � -  - - - � - - - - - - - 1 
- � - � - - - - - - - - - - - 1 
- � - - - - � - - - - - - - - 1 
- - � � - - - - - - - - - - - 1 
- - � - � - - - - - - - - - - 1 
- - � - - - - � - - - - - - - 1 
- - � - - - - - - - - - - - � 1 
- - - - - - - - � - - - - - � 1 

2 

- - - � - - - � - - - - - - - 1 
3 - - � � � - - - - - - - - - - 1 

� � - - - - - - - - � � - - - 1 
4 

� � - � � - - - - - - - - - - 1 E
ar

ly
 M

ed
ie

va
l (

A
ng

lo
-S

ax
on

) 
d

ep
o

si
ts

, 
ex

cl
ud

in
g

 S
p

on
g

 H
ill

 

5 � � - � � - - � - - - - - - - 1 
Table 8.22 Associations of taxa as pyre goods in Early Medieval crematory deposits. Data from Spong 
Hill, Norfolk, are presented separately. MNT = minimum number of taxa. For taxon codes see Appendix 
C, page 472). Spong Hill data from McKinley (1994c: 92-3). 
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Number of deposits containing taxon 
Total number of deposits Number of deposits where MNT=1 Taxon 

Anglo Saxon*  Spong Hill Total  Anglo Saxon*  Spong Hill Total  
Horse 53 227 280 26 103 129 
Small ungulate 24 238 262 14 229 243 
Sheep/goat 59 170 229 45 18 63 
Large ungulate 29 120 149 20 72 92 
Cattle 21 80 101 13 27 40 
Pig 9 84 93 2 44 46 
Dog 25 25 50 17 12 29 
Bird 8 16 24 6 8 14 
Deer 7 9 16 2 3 5 
Bear 2 6 8 0 2 2 
Fox 1 2 3 0 2 2 
Fox/dog 0 3 3 0 0 0 
Fish  0 2 2 0 1 1 
Hare 1 0 1 1 0 1 
Beaver  0 1 1 0 1 1 
Indeterminate n/a n/a 0 36 5 41 
Table 8.23 Frequency of taxa as pyre goods in Early Medieval deposits (total frequency and frequency in 
deposits where Minimum Number of Taxa (MNT) = 1).*Excludes Spong Hill data. Spong Hill MNT=1 
taxon frequency derived McKinley (1994c: 92). 
 
 
 
 
 MNT=1 MNT=2 MNT=3 MNT=4 MNT=5  

 SPO AS Dif. SPO AS Dif. SPO AS Dif. SPO AS Dif. SPO AS Dif 

Horse  45 49 4 39 45 6 14 0 14 1 4 3 0 2 2 
Small 
 ungulate 

 
96 

 
58 

 
38 

 
4 

 
42 

 
38 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

Sheep/  
 goat 

 
11 

 
65 

 
54 

 
67 

 
30 

 
37 

 
20 

 
1 

 
19 

 
2 

 
1 

 
1 

 
0 

 
1 

 
1 

Large 
 ungulate 

 
60 

 
69 

 
9 

 
38 

 
28 

 
10 

 
3 

 
3 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

 
0 

Cattle 34 62 28 35 24 11 28 0 28 4 10 6 0 5 5 

Pig 52 22 30 38 44 6 8 11 3 1 11 10 0 11 11 

Dog 48 68 20 28 32 4 24 0 24 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Bird 50 75 25 19 25 6 13 0 13 19 0 19 0 0 0 

Deer 33 29 4 11 57 46 44 0 44 11 0 11 0 14 14 

Bear  33 0 33 17 50 33 50 0 50 0 50 50 0 0 0 

Fox 100 0 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 100 0 0 0 

Fox/dog 0 - 0 33 - 33 33 - 33 33 - 33 0 - 0 

Fish 50 - 50 0 - 0 50 - 50 0 - 0 0 - 0 

Hare - 100 100 - 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 0 

Beaver 100 - 100 0 - 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 0 - 0 

Table 8.24 Percentage of Early Medieval pyre goods of each taxon in assemblages of varying Minimum 
Number of Taxa (MNT). Data from Spong Hill (SPO) and other Early Medieval sites (AS) are presented 
separately. ‘Dif.’ columns present the difference in percentage between Spong Hill and other Early 
Medieval sites.  
 
 
 
8.3.1.4 Viking MNT 

The seven mounds at Heath Wood, Derbyshire contained a minimum of between one 

and five taxa (see Tables 8.25 and 8.26). The small size of this sample precludes any 

further discussion.    
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Proportion of  taxon occurrences by MNT in deposit 
MNT=1 MNT=2 MNT=3 MNT=4 MNT=5 Taxon 

Total number of 
deposits containing 

taxon n % % % % % 
Pig 3 1 33 33 - - 33 
Cattle 3 0 - 67 - - 33 
Horse  3 0 - 33 33 - 33 
Sheep/goat 3 0 - - 67 - 33 
Dog 3 0 - - 67 - 33 
Indeterminate n/a 1 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
Table 8.25 Frequency of taxa as pyre goods in deposits from Heath Wood, Derbyshire, presented by the 
minimum number of taxa (MNT) pyre goods in the deposit.  
 

Combination of taxa MNT 
Horse Cattle Sheep/goat Pig Dog 

Frequency of 
combination 

2 - � - � - 1 
2 � � - - - 1 
2 - - � - � 1 
3 � - � - � 1 
5 � � � � � 1 

Table 8.26 Associations of taxa as pyre goods in Heath Wood, Derbyshire crematory deposits. MNT = 
minimum number of taxa. 
 
 

8.4 Demographic association of faunal pyre goods  

Consideration of the burnt human bone associated with faunal pyre goods can be used 

to investigate whether the use of taxa was restricted to any particular demographic 

group within society. 

 

8.4.1 Late Iron Age  

The vast majority (95%) of Late Iron Age deposits with faunal pyre goods were 

recovered from King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire and Westhampnett, West Sussex. The 

demographic association of pyre goods at each site has been investigated by Pearce 

(1997) and McKinley et al. (1997) respectively.  At both sites, faunal pyre goods were 

more commonly associated with adults than children. Faunal pyre goods were 

associated with 20% of adult burials and only 9% of child burials at King Harry Lane, 

and all but one faunal inclusion, found in a dual cremation of a younger and an older 

individual, were found in the graves of adults at Westhampnett (McKinley et al. 1997: 

77). However, elsewhere in the Westhampnett publication a second young sub-adult 

grave is also reported to have contained animals (grave 20253) (Fitzpatrick 1997b: 164). 

McKinley et al. (1997: 77) suggest that within the adult age range, the likelihood of 
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being buried with animal remains increases with age; 24% adults but 43% of old adult 

individuals (referred to as ‘elders’ by Fitzpatrick (1997b: 214)), were buried with faunal 

pyre goods.  

 

King Harry Lane Westhampnett 
Human bone category Number with 

animals 
Proportion 

with animals 
Number with 

animals 
Proportion with 

animas 
Male or probable male 14 20% 0 0% 
Possible male 12 36% 2 67% 
Total male 26 25% 2 50% 
Female or probable female 4 18% 2 67% 
Possible female 3 27% 10 53% 
Total female 7 21% 12 55% 
Table 8.27 Distribution of animal bone inclusions between sexed Late Iron Age burials.  
 

At first glance there appears to be no overall demographic association between the 

inclusion of faunal pyre goods and sex classes of human remains (see Table 8.27). The 

cemeteries show very different individual trends; 26 male and seven female graves at 

King Harry Lane included animals, while this trend is reversed at Westhampnett where 

two male and twelve female graves contained faunal material. However, if the number 

of graves with animals for each specific sex is considered as a proportion of that 

demographic within each cemetery, we find that approximately equal proportions of 

male and female graves are found with animals in each cemetery (see Table 8.27). 

McKinley et al. (1997: 65) suggest that the significant discrepancy between the 

numbers of adult males and females at Westhampnett may be due to a bias in 

identification rather than the demographic represented in the cemetery population. 

Approximately twice the proportion of men and women were interred with pyre goods 

at Westhampnett than at King Harry Lane.  

 

There is no evidence for any taxa being exclusively associated with a particular sex of 

human burial at Westhampnett or King Harry Lane. The sex of human remains 

associated with cattle at Westhampnett could only be determined on one occasion 

(female), but given such a small data set and the scarcity of identified males in the 
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cemetery, no conclusions should be drawn from this. Pearce (1999: 106-7) considered 

the demographic association of pig body parts at King Harry Lane and found that males 

were more frequently associated with pig skulls, and females with pig hind limbs. 

 

The human remains from the Welwyn burial at Baldock, The Tene, Hertfordshire was 

not aged or sexed, but the Welwyn burial at Welwyn-Garden-City, Hertfordshire 

contained the remains of an adult, probably male. Both Welwyn burials only contained 

bear pyre goods. No data is available for the isolated burial at Baldock, Icknield Way, 

Hertfordshire but the grave at Westhawk Farm, Kent contained an adult, again probably 

male. Folly Lane, Hertfordshire contained an unsexed adult and the two deposits 

containing burnt bird bone from Verulam Hills Field, Hertfordshire were the graves of a 

young adult male and an infant or young child. 

 

8.4.2 Romano-British  

Information about the cremated human bone associated with faunal pyre goods was 

available for 178 deposits (this excludes the cemeteries of Eastern London and St 

Stephen’s, Hertfordshire). Of these, six have no associated human bone, 163 have 

associated remains of at least one human and ten have the remains of at least two 

humans.  

 

Taking human sex as the investigated variable, and excluding burials that include more 

than one human, the inclusion of animals with males is marginally more common than 

their inclusion with females (see Tables 8.28 and C.35).  The ten deposits with a 

minimum of two humans all included at least one adult (seven included an adult and a 

child and three included two adults). Six deposits contained one female or possible 

female, and four contained a male or probable male.  
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Human sex Frequency Total % sexable humans 
Male 36 
Probable male 2 
Possible male 8 

46 55 

Female 32 
Probable female 0 
Possible female 6 

38 45 

Unknown  78 78 - 
Table 8.28 Frequency of Romano-British faunal pyre goods with sex of human when only one human 
present 
 

Taxon Male Probable 
male 

Possible 
male Unknown Possible 

female Female No 
human Total 

Horse 2 - - 3 (2) - 2 2 9 
Cattle 6 - 4 5 (1) - 1 - 16 
Large ungulate 2 1 1 13 (8) 1 2 - 20 
Sheep/goat 12 - - 12 (3) 3 9 - 36 
Pig 4 - 1 18 (7) - 1 - 24 
Small ungulate 6 - 2 18 (12) - 3 - 29 
Dog - - - 3 (2) - - - 3 
Deer - - - 1 (1) - - - 1 
Birds 10 1 1 21 (13) 1 19 - 53 
Indeterminate  6 - 1 10 (5) 1 4 - 22 
Table 8.29 Number of Romano-British deposits containing taxon as pyre goods, grouped by sex of 
human bone (only deposits with a single human represented are included).  The number of definite adults 
of unknown sex is presented in brackets in the ‘Unknown’ column.  
 
 

Considering only the deposits with a single human individual, no taxa are exclusively 

associated with either human sex (Table 8.29). Combining the possible, probable and 

definite identifications of sex classes from Table 8.29, the following observations can 

be drawn:  

− horses and sheep/goat were found with equal frequency in the graves of males and 

females (22% and 33% respectively); 

− cattle and pigs were found more frequently with males (63%) than with females 

(6%); 

− birds were found more frequently with females (38%) than with males (23%);  

− the sex association of dogs and deer is unknown. 

 

A number of reservations regarding the nature of the assemblages should be considered. 

Firstly, a large proportion of the human bones could not be sexed. The identity of these 

individuals could completely alter the associations of taxa with human sexes. Secondly, 
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the faunal pyre goods which were only recorded as either large ungulate, small ungulate 

or indeterminate might also significantly alter the associations, if their species could be 

determined.  Finally, the cemeteries of Eastern London, and St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire 

could not be included in this analysis due to lack of demographic data. Both these 

assemblages contained a large number of pig and bird remains; their association with 

human remains may not fit with the above observations.  Consideration of the deposits 

containing a minimum of two human individuals (see Table 8.30) does not alter these 

observations, as none of the graves definitely only contained one sex of human. 

 

Taxon Cattle Large 
ungulate 

Sheep/
goat 

Pig Small 
ungulate 

Birds Indet. 

Male and female  - - 1 1 - 1 - 
Male and probable female  - - - - - 1 - 
Male and unknown - - - - - - 1 
Probable male and unknown - - - - - 1 - 
Female and unknown  - 1 - - 1 - - 
Possible female and unknown  1 - - - 1 - - 
Possible female and unknown  - - - - 1 - - 
Possible female and unknown  - 1 - - - - - 
Unknown and unknown - - - 1 - 1 - 
Unknown and unknown - - - - 1 1 - 

Total  1 2 1 2 4 5 1 
Total with male 0 0 1 1 0 2 1 

Total with probable male 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 
Total with unknown 1 2 0 1 4 3 1 

Total with possible female 1 1 0 0 2 0 0 
Total with probable female 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 

Total with female 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 
Table 8.30 Number of Romano-British deposits containing each taxon as pyre goods, presented by sex 
classes of associated human bone (only deposits with at least two humans included). 
 
 
Faunal pyre goods were associated with the cremations of all human age classes, 

although they were more frequently found with adults than children (see Tables 8.31 

and C.35). There are many overlapping age classes in Table 8.31 due to the differing 

recording systems of human osteoarchaeologists. As a consequence of this, it is not 

possible to analyse the data within meaningful and exclusive smaller age brackets, and 

each age bracket has a small sample size. This is partially addressed through division 

into adult and immature as presented in Table 8.31. However, division at this particular 

biological age may have had no social meaning in the Romano-British period.  
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Table 8.31 highlights some general trends in the association of particular taxa with age 

classes: 

− horses and deer are only associated with human adults. However, one occurrence is 

associated with human bone of indeterminate age, and two large ungulate pyre 

goods with non-adult human could be horses;  

− cattle, large ungulate, sheep/goat, small ungulate and bird bone are associated with 

children but not as frequently as they are associated with adults; 

− only bird bone is found with very young children; 

− dogs are only associated with adults and sub-adults. However, only two dog pyre 

goods are included in the dataset. 

 
 

 

Human bone age class 

H
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Infant/young child (0-4yrs) - - - - - - - - 3 - 3 
Juvenile or older child (5-12 yrs) - 1 1 1 2 - - - 1 - 3 
Sub-adult (13-18yrs) - - 1 1 - - - - 1 - 3 
Child (5-19yrs) - - - 2 - - - - - - 2 

Im
m

at
u

re
 

Immature (0-18yrs) - - - - - 2 - - - 1 3 

 total 0 1 2 4 2 2 0 0 5 1 14 

             
Young adult (19-25yrs) - 2 1 6 - 1 - - - - 8 
Mature adult (26-40yrs) - - - 1 3 - - - 2 - 5 
Young/mature adult (19-40) - - - - - 2 - - - - 2 
Older adult (40+yrs) - 3 2 4 1 1 - - 5 1 14 
Mature/older adult (26+yrs) - - 1 - - - - - 3 1 5 

A
d

u
lt 

Adult (19+ yrs) 6 7 10 16 9 19 2 1 34 15 87 
 total 6 12 14 27 13 23 2 1 44 17 121 
             
 Sub-adult/adult (13+yes) - 1 1 3 6 1 1 - 3 2 13 
 Indeterminate/ no human 3 2 3 2 3 3 - - 1 2 14 
Table 8.31 Number of Romano-British deposits containing each taxon as pyre goods, presented by age 
class of human bone (only deposits with a minimum of one human included).  
 
 

8.4.3 Early Medieval 

8.4.3.1 Anglo-Saxon  

Demographic association of faunal pyre goods has been investigated thoroughly by both 

Williams (2000) and Richards (1987). The two studies sometimes drew differing 
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conclusions due to their different datasets. Richards (1987) only considered the 

association of burnt animal remains from Elsham Wold, Lincolnshire, Illington, 

Norfolk, Loveden Hill, Lincolnshire, Millgate, Nottinghamshire and a subsample of the 

remains from Sancton I, East Yorkshire (Bond’s (1993) complete analysis of the animal 

bone was not yet complete). Williams’ (2000) study did not include the Elsham Wold 

burials, but did incorporate Bond’s (1993) completed analysis of Sancton I and the 

remains from Spong Hill, Norfolk (Bond 1994b). These differing conclusions from 

different datasets highlight the occurrence of intra-site variation in animal association. 

Neither author considered the demographic association of faunal pyre goods from 

Markshall, Norfolk, Asthall and Berinsfield, Oxfordshire, or Norton, Stockton-on-Tees, 

or demographic associations of the less common taxa. These are presented at the end of 

this subsection. 

 

Richards’ (1987: 200) concluded that “Most animals are found especially with male 

burials, and are more common with mature adults, and less so with infants. The actual 

choice of animal seems less important. Sheep are the most popular, but horses, cows 

and pigs exhibit the strongest correlations, especially with adults, and especially with 

those buried in tall pots.”  Richards’ (1987) analysis concentrated on the association of 

cattle, sheep/goat, pig and horse pyre goods with human remains. He did not identify 

any statistically significant correlations but suggests that the strongest association was 

between male burials and horse and that sheep were the taxon least strongly associated 

with female burials. When considering the age-at-death of the human remains, Richards 

(1987: 132-3) found that mature adults were statistically more likely to be associated 

with animals, and infants less likely to be associated with animals, than would be 

expected by chance. When considering the association of individual taxa, he suggested 

that horses and cattle were significantly associated with adults and never found with 

children, that pigs were also significantly associated with adults but occasionally 
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included in children’s burials, and that sheep/goats were significantly underrepresented 

in the graves of young adults but frequently found with children.  Richards concluded 

that animals were used more often than artefacts to represent the age and sex of the 

deceased.  However, Williams (2000: 305) casts doubt on this assumption, suggesting 

that any associations between particular sexes of human burial and taxa are subtle and 

may not have been meaningful.  

 

Williams’ (2000) dataset sometimes concurred with Richards’ (1987) findings, 

indicating that funerary traditions at Spong Hill and Sancton I (the two main additional 

sites in his study) were following more general Anglo-Saxon trends, particularly in that 

few infant burials were bestowed with faunal remains.  Williams’ (2000) study 

produced contrasting results for some demographic associations, suggesting site specific 

variation. In addition, Williams (2000) considered dog pyre goods, a taxon excluded 

from Richards’ (1987) study, and concluded that they were distinctly found with mature 

adults, and more often with men at Spong Hill (Williams 2000: 302-7).  The primary 

differences between the studies are threefold. Firstly, Williams concluded that horses 

were not strongly associated with either sex. Reassessment of the osteological evidence 

by Bond (Bond and Worley 2006) indicates that 54 of the 174 horse pyre goods from 

Spong Hill and Sancton I were with sexed human remains, and that the ratio of male to 

female was 31: 23. Secondly, Williams (2000: 307) concluded that while sheep/goats 

were more often present in male burials at Spong Hill, they were more commonly found 

with females at other sites. They were also most common in the graves of young adults 

at Spong Hill, as opposed to Richards’ (1987) conclusion that they were significantly 

under-represented in burials of this age group. Thirdly, Williams (2000: 302) identified 

a positive association between cattle and children and subadults, although at Spong Hill 

they were mostly associated with adults.   
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Comparison of Richards’ (1987) and Williams’ (2000) studies highlights the variation 

apparent in Anglo-Saxon funerary traditions between sites. This is not surprising given 

the geographical socio-political variation in Britain at this time. The variation might 

also be due in part to the excavation and analysis strategy employed at these sites. 

Limited demographic data is available for the human remains associated with faunal 

pyre goods from Asthall and Berinsfield in Oxfordshire, Markshall, Nottinghamshire 

and Norton, Stockton-on-Tees (not included in either Williams’ (2000) or Richards’ 

(1987) samples. Asthall contained the remains of a female over 15 years old associated 

with horse and sheep/goat, Markshall included horse with an adult male, and bird and 

mammal tooth in a child’s burial, Berinsfield included a bird vertebra in the burial of an 

adult, and Norton comprised the dual cremation burial of an adult and individual over 

15 years old-at-death accompanied by lightly burnt large ungulate remains.   

 

Neither Williams (2000) nor Richards (1987) considered the demographic association 

of other taxa. Although they constitute a very small sample, data was available for 

additional taxa at Spong Hill, Norfolk, and this will be briefly considered here. Of the 

six bear pyre goods, human bone could be identified with four; three were with sub-

adult to adults and one with a younger mature adult. Only the last could be sexed and 

was possibly female. The beaver was also with a possible female adult. Of the seven 

deer pyre goods two were with unsexed juveniles, two with unsexed adults, one with an 

unsexed older juvenile or sub-adult, one was with a mature adult female and one with a 

mature adult female and child. Three of the five foxes at Spong Hill were associated 

with women (a sub-adult to young adult, an adult and a younger mature adult), while the 

remaining two could not be sexed (a sub-adult and an adult). The hare was with an 

unsexed older adult. The majority of wild taxa at Spong Hill were therefore with adults, 

although juveniles and an adult and child were sometimes burnt with deer remains and 
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an older infant was burnt with a fish. Although the majority of adults could not be 

sexed, where the sex of the human remains could be determined, all were female.  

 

8.4.3.2 Viking  

Although a small sample, as the only Viking cremation cemetery excavated in Britain 

(Richards 2004: 97), Heath Wood, Derbyshire provides the only opportunity to 

investigate demographic patterning in Viking faunal pyre goods (Table 8.32). The 

deposits containing animal pyre goods all included adult human bone and one also 

included juvenile remains. The adults comprised three females (one of which was with 

the juvenile) and three of indeterminate sex.  Although no identified males were found 

with faunal pyre goods, they were found elsewhere in the cemetery. 

 

Mound Human bone Faunal pyre goods 
1 Indeterminate  Sheep/goat, dog  (unburnt cattle skull) 
5 Adult female Horse, cattle 
6 Adult female Cattle, pig  (unburnt cattle foot) 
11 Indeterminate adult Horse, sheep/goat, dog 
21 None Indeterminate fragments 
50 Adult female and 

infant/juvenile 
Horse, cattle, sheep/goat, pig, dog (unburnt cattle skull) 

56 Indeterminate adult Pig  
Table 8.32 Demographic association of pyre goods at Heath Wood, Derbyshire. 

 

Without any definite male-only or juvenile-only burials, it is only possible to draw a 

few general conclusions about the demographic association of animal bone. With the 

exception of dogs and sheep/goats, all species appear to be suitable inclusions for adult 

females. Sheep/goats and dogs are only included with indeterminate adult and the 

double burial. Their presence in each of these burials could potentially be associated 

with male or female humans.  
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8.5 The utilisation of individual taxa as pyre goods 

The following subsections present data regarding how individual taxa were utilised; 

whether there was any evidence of butchery (indicating mode of slaughter or carcass 

processing), which skeletal areas of animals were identified, and whether this suggests 

that complete animals or animal products (meat, skins, heads, single elements) were 

burnt. The subsections also consider whether there is any evidence for the age and sex 

of animals included, which could be of ritual or economic importance, and whether 

there is any evidence for the health of the animals. Evidence of pathology may also help 

to indicate the function of the animal in life (see 5.3.3) or the economic value of the 

slaughtered individual. These biological data are considered in the light of 

contemporary animal utilisation (Chapter Three), taphonomic bias (Chapters Four and 

Six) and the methodology presented in Chapter Five.  

 

8.5.1 Domestic mammals  

The following subsections first consider the primary meat species in the diet of all 

periods (cattle, sheep/goat and pig), followed by horses and dogs as the other two 

predominant domestic mammals. Birds are presented in 8.5.2 and the remaining 

subsections present the evidence for wild species (bear, beaver, deer, fish, foxes, hare 

and hare/cat).  Data tables presenting the element representation of each assemblage are 

given in appendix Tables C.5 to C.34. 

 

8.5.1.1 Cattle  

8.5.1.1.1 Frequency of cattle pyre goods 

A total of three Late Iron Age, 24 Romano-British, 91 Early Medieval (including 70 

from Spong Hill, Norfolk) and three Viking deposits contained cattle pyre goods. 

Throughout the millennium, cattle were the least common inclusions of the three main 
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meat mammals. During the Late Iron Age and Romano-British periods, cattle were 

more common than horse, although identified large ungulate pyre goods could be cattle 

or horse, or perhaps red deer.  

 

8.5.1.1.2 Cattle age-at-death  
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Figure 8.11 Age-at-death of cattle pyre goods. For site codes see Table B.1. RB= Romano-British. 
*Possible neonate. 
 
Two Romano-British and 31 Early Medieval (including 24 from Spong Hill, Norfolk) 

cattle pyre goods could be assigned an age-at-death (Figure 8.11). Only two possible 

neonates and an individual less than one year old were identified, although three further 
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individuals, which could not be included in Figure 8.11, were recorded as calf, 

immature (both Romano-British) and juvenile (Early Medieval). Sixteen further 

individuals were skeletally immature, while only fifteen were possibly skeletally 

mature, but many of these could have been as young as two years old. If ‘prime meat 

age’ is taken as three to five years old at death (following the suggestion of Noddle 

1984: 111), 22 individuals might fall into that category, but only one individual 

(Caistor-by-Norwich BN M19, Norfolk) definitely does. The use of immature animals 

for meat is suggested in grave goods at Brougham, Cumbria, where an unburnt cattle 

femur (Brougham 194) was aged at less than 3.5 years old and an unburnt cattle 

humerus (Brougham 102) was from an animal one to four years old at death.  

 

8.5.1.1.3 Cattle sex determination 

Sex was not determined for any cattle pyre goods. 

 

8.5.1.1.4 Cattle butchery 

Butchery was recorded on burnt cattle bone from Early Medieval contexts at Sancton I, 

East Yorkshire and Spong Hill, Norfolk (Table 8.33). Two instances of Early Medieval 

cattle butchery (Sancton I MS VI and Spong Hill 2672) suggest dismemberment of the 

hind limb at the hip. At Spong Hill, cattle vertebral columns were also sometimes 

divided longitudinally and the ribs may have been sectioned. The cuts on the mandible 

at Sancton I were not interpreted by Bond (1993) and their exact location is not stated, 

preventing further interpretation.  

 

Period Site Deposit  Element Description Interpretation  
EM Sancton I MS 51 Mandible Knife marks on ascending ramus  Unclear  
EM Sancton I MS VI Ilium Chop on ilium Dismemberment  
EM Spong Hill 2672 Pelvis Knife mark on acetabulum Dismemberment 
EM Spong Hill 2727 Lumbar vertebra Chopped through longitudinally Carcass division 
Table 8.33 Identified butchery on cattle bones. Note: Sancton I VI may be cattle or deer. Bond (1994b: 
126) notes that butchered large ungulate rib fragments from six contexts and vertebrae fragments from 
two contexts at Spong Hill may also be cattle.  Data and interpretation following Bond (1993 and 1994b). 
EM= Early Medieval. 



Chapter Eight  

 346 

 

8.5.1.1.5 Cattle pathology 

There were no recorded pathologies on cattle pyre goods. 

 

8.5.1.1.6 Element representation in cattle pyre goods 

With only three assemblages, very little can be said regarding the element 

representation of Late Iron Age cattle pyre goods. A burial from Westhampnett, West 

Sussex contained a fragment of burnt right pelvis, a burial at King Harry Lane, 

Hertfordshire contained only tooth fragments (which may be from a single tooth or may 

be all that survives from a cattle head) and no data was available regarding element 

identifications for the burnt cattle bone from Folly Lane, Hertfordshire. Isolated unburnt 

cattle teeth were also identified at King Harry Lane but were thought to be intrusive. 

The Westhampnett pelvis fragment may have been the only identified fragment from a 

much larger cattle pyre good, however pelvis fragments are found in many modern beef 

cutting patterns (see Swatland 2000) and the pyre good might therefore have been a 

meal-sized beef offering. The presence of magic cows and metamorphosing bulls in 

Iron Age folklore (see subsection 3.3.1.1) could be seen to make them suitable totems or 

sacrificial animals. However, this is not apparent in the Iron Age pyre goods.  

 

During the Romano-British period, nine of the 23 definite cattle pyre goods again 

comprised a single element. Two of these (Brougham 304 and 194, Cumbria) were 

accompanied by other large ungulate remains. The cattle single elements are a tooth, 

two phalanges, a horn core, a vertebra, an astragalus, a carpal, a humerus and a scapula. 

The humerus, scapula and vertebra may represent meat offerings; they are high meat 

value elements and scapulae have been suggested as butchering units in Roman contexts 

(see subsection 5.3.4.1.2 and 7.1.7.2). The other elements are all relatively easy to 

identify in cremated bone and may therefore be all that was identified of a larger 
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offering. Alternatively, they might have been offerings in their own right, or the remains 

of head or foot offerings. Horn cores were the only cattle elements found unburnt as 

grave goods in two graves at Hardham, West Sussex (Philpott 1991: 283). No element 

data is available for eight cattle pyre goods, including six from Eastern London. 

 
Number of pyre goods Percentage of pyre goods Period Cattle minimum 

skeletal distribution L R U Total L R U Total 
Head only  - - 2 2 - - 9 9 
Vertebra only - - 2 2 - - 9 9 
Head and spine - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Head and foot  - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Head and hind limb - 1 - 1 - 4 - 4 
Hind limb - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Forelimb 1 - 1 2 4 - 4 9 
Phalanx/ limb - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Fore foot - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Hind foot - - 2 2 - - 9 9 
Foot only - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Indeterminate  - - 8 8 - - 35 35 
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Total 1 1 21 23 4 4 91 100 

          
Head only - - 5 5 - - 17 17 
Vertebra - - 1 1 - - 3 3 
Rib - - 2 2 - - 7 7 
Vertebra/rib - - 1 1 - - 3 3 
Carpal - - 1 1   3 3 
Foot 1 - 4 5 3 - 13 17 
Forelimb  - - 1 1 - - 3 3 
Hind limb - 1 4 5 - 3 13 17 
Fore and hind limb - - 2 2 - - 7 7 
Head and foot - - 2 2 - - 7 7 
Head and half carcass 1 - 2 3 3 - 7 10 
Head and foot/ complete - - 1 1 - - 3.3 3.3 
Complete - - 1 1 - - 3.3 3.3 
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l *

 

Total  2 1 27 30 7 3 90.0 100 
Table 8.34 Minimum element distribution of cattle pyre goods. *Does not include nine deposits from 
Sancton I, East Yorkshire, and 52 deposits from Spong Hill, Norfolk, for which no information was 
available. 
 

The remaining six Romano-British cattle pyre goods for which element information is 

available, comprised a head and spine, head and foot, head and hind limb/complete, 

hind limb, hind foot and thoracic vertebrae. The assemblage from Skeleton Green burial 

LIX, Hertfordshire is interesting as it contained only a phalanx and an axis fragment. A 

possible interpretation of this is the cremation of a skin containing only the head and 

foot skeletal elements. Similarly, the cattle pyre good in The Grange 5, Hertfordshire, 

comprised only a possible metapodial fragment and an astragalus. These too could be 

the remains of a skin or foot, but are unlikely to represent a meat offering unless further 
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limb elements were included. Metapodials and tarsals are relatively distinctive after 

cremation, and so they may have been the only recognised fragments from a larger 

initial offering.  

 

Data regarding element representation are available for 28 Early Medieval cattle pyre 

goods (Table 8.34).  Feet and heads are again the most common skeletal regions. There 

is only one example of a possible complete individual (Spong Hill 3147, Norfolk). The 

inclusion of a complete carcass would represent an enormous amount of meat. 

However, it might not have been included as meat, cattle sacrifice is recorded in Early 

Medieval England (see 3.3.1.1). The complete individual could be aged at over 42 

months at death, possibly old enough to be a traction animal although also within a 

prime meat age. There were several element distributions which might be remnants of 

partial or complete carcasses: fore and hind limb (2 examples), head and half carcass (3 

examples) and head and foot (3 examples). The head and foot inclusions might also 

represent cattle skins. Butchery marks on cattle remains from Spong Hill 2672 (see 

subsection 8.5.1.1.4) indicates that at least one of the fore and hind limb inclusions was 

disarticulated at the hip. No phalanges or metapodials were identified in this 

assemblage, which might indicate that the offering represented meat butchering units 

(rather than just a dismembered carcass, as described for the Rus ceremony (page 41).  

 

There were five head only inclusions, including two containing only a tooth and three 

containing mandibles. The teeth may be amuletic or all that survives from full heads. 

The mandibles may also be all that survives from a complete skull or a separate 

butchering unit. Skulls and isolated mandibles do have associated meat value (cheek 

meat, brain and tongue).    
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Five single element hind limb pyre goods were identified in the Early Medieval sample 

(two femora, two patellae and a tibia). These pyre goods are most likely meat offerings. 

Supporting this, one of the femora (Spong Hill 2814) was from an individual less than 

42 months old at death.  In addition to the isolated mandibles, patellae, femora, tibia and 

tooth pyre goods, cervical vertebrae, a metapodial, a carpal, two rib fragments and two 

first phalanges were identified as single element pyre goods. The cervical vertebrae and 

ribs have associated meat value and might have been meat offerings, while the 

metapodial and phalanges would have had very little meat value. The carpal (Spong Hill 

2146, Norfolk) was worn suggesting to Bond (1994b: 126) that it had been used as an 

amulet. In addition, Bond (1993: 305) reports that the remaining five Sancton I, East 

Yorkshire deposits contained only a single long bone or pelvic fragment. 

 

Cattle pyre goods were identified in three Viking burials at Heath Wood, Derbyshire. 

These included a head, a head and foot, and a spine and foot. Again the head and foot 

might have been the remains of a skin, or alternatively all that was identified of a larger 

offering. The isolated head may have been an offering in its own rite. Cattle heads were 

included unburnt in two mounds at the site, inviting comparison with animal heads 

mentioned as a Viking offering by Ibn Fadlān (Smyser 1965:97). 

 

8.5.1.1.7 Summary  

Pyre goods representing complete cattle carcasses were only recovered from one 

Romano-British (providing associated large ungulate bones are cattle and not horse) and 

one Early Medieval deposit; these may be generous meat offerings or sacrifices.  The 

majority of cattle pyre goods have a more restricted skeletal distribution and many of 

these are likely to be meat offerings. There is a suggestion that cattle skins may be 

represented in the Romano-British and Early Medieval periods, although the 

distribution may result from the preferential identification of cremated head and foot 
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elements (see Chapter Six). It is possible that cattle skins might have been burnt as 

ritual waste from a sacrificial victim, whose other regions were consumed during 

funeral feasting, but this remains speculation. Some cattle single element inclusions 

might be interpreted as amulets or curated objects; this is particularly suggested for 

teeth (following Meaney 1981 and MacGreggor 1985) and the worn cattle carpal from 

Spong Hill 2146.  

 

8.5.1.2 Sheep/goats  

8.5.1.2.1 Frequency of sheep/goat pyre goods 

A total of 15 Late Iron Age, 43 Romano-British and 236 Early Medieval (including 168 

at Spong Hill, Norfolk) deposits contained sheep/goat pyre goods. Sheep/goat were the 

second most common domestic mammals in Late Iron Age crematory contexts (ranking 

after pigs), nearly as frequent as pigs in the Romano-British period, and more frequent 

than pigs in the Early Medieval period. The varied prevalence of sheep/goat between the 

time periods is statistically significant (with 95% certainty). However, knowledge of the 

species identity of the many Romano-British and Early Medieval small ungulate pyre 

goods might alter this conclusion. The majority of the small ungulates from Brougham, 

Cumbria were thought likely to be sheep/goat, and those from St Stephens, 

Hertfordshire were thought to likely be pig during analysis. 

 

8.5.1.2.2 Sheep or goats? 

The majority of sheep/goat pyre goods were not identified to species. However, a femur 

from Puckeridge A burial 4, Hertfordshire, was identified as goat rather than sheep 

(Wells 1981: 277). It is unfortunate that the identification of further pyre goods could 

not be distinguished between sheep or goat, as they have different prevalence in 

economic faunal assemblages and different symbolic associations (see Chapter Three).  
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8.5.1.2.3 Sheep/goat minimum number of individuals in deposits 

Romano-British burials 301, 237 and 298 from Brougham, Cumbria contained a 

minimum of two sheep/goats, and Anglo-Saxon burial 59 from Castor-by-Norwich, 

Norfolk contained the remains of at least eight individuals represented only by astragali. 

Similarly, groups of sheep/goat astragali were identified in four Anglo-Saxon burials in 

Lincolnshire; two at Elsham Wold (Harman 1989: 25) and two at Loveden Hill 

(Wilkinson 1980: 228).  

 

8.5.1.2.4 Sheep/goat age-at-death  

Sheep/goats provided more ‘age-at-death’ data than any other taxon in this research; 

seven Late Iron Age, ten Romano-British (including some small ungulate, assumed 

sheep/goat) and 101 Early Medieval (including 87 from Spong Hill, Norfolk) 

sheep/goats could be aged (see Figures 8.12 and 8.13). 
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Figure 8.12 Age-at-death of sheep/goat pyre goods. * Small ungulate assumed to be sheep/goat during 
analysis. 
 
 

A total of seventeen individuals could be aged to within a year. Twelve individuals were 

less than a year old and three of these were neonates. The individual from Brougham 

106, Cumbria appeared to be neonatal, however fusion data could only age it to less 

than eighteen months old. One individual died at 10-16 months old, one at 30-36 

months old, one at approximately 27 months old, one at 30-42 months old and one at 

36-42 months old. Although an upper age-at-death was not determined for 42 

sheep/goats, they may all be under three and a half years old at death.  
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Figure 8.13 Age-at-death of Spong Hill sheep/goat pyre goods (adapted from Bond 1994b: 129). 
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In addition to those presented in Figure 8.12, a Roman sheep/goat at Derby Racecourse 

Mauseolea Str 1 and an Early Medieval sheep/goat at Caistor-by-Norwich M47 were 

recorded as ‘young’, Late Iron Age sheep/goats at Westhampnett 20132 and 20252 and 

Romano-British sheep/goats at Abonae C5 and Lodge Hill 26 were recorded as 

‘immature’, and an Early Medieval sheep/goat at Millgate 70 was recorded as ‘mature’. 

 

8.5.1.2.5 Sheep/goat sex determination 

Sex was not determined for and sheep/goat pyre goods. 

 

8.5.1.2.6 Sheep/goat butchery 

No butchery marks have been identified on Late Iron Age sheep/goats, but four 

Romano-British and at least 20 (including more than fifteen at Spong Hill) Early 

Medieval individuals exhibited recognised butchery (see Table 9.35). Bond (1994b: 

129-30) noted that at Spong Hill, Norfolk more butchery was identified on sheep/goats 

than on any other taxa. This is also true of the total sample included in this research.  

 

The majority of identified butchery marks were knife cuts. The only exceptions being 

“chop marks” on three bones in a single deposit from The Looe, Surrey, and ribs from 

Spong Hill, Norfolk (Table 8.35).  Much of the butchery has been interpreted as 

dismemberment, mainly recorded on ribs and vertebrae. As proposed by Bond (1994b: 

130), this suggests that these animals were not placed on the pyre whole, but rather as 

dismembered parts or joints. Disarticulation occurred at the distal humerus, proximal 

femur and ankle joint. Cut marks were identified on astragali in both Romano-British 

and Early Medieval contexts, suggesting that the foot was removed at this level; similar 

butchery practiced has been observed in settlement site assemblages (subsections 

5.3.4.1.2-3).  
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Knife marks parallel to the diaphysis of the femur in Spong Hill 3252, Norfolk were the 

only suggestion of meat removal prior to cremation.  Butchery of the skull in Millgate 

43, Nottinghamshire might have been inflicted during decapitation. The cut marks on 

the mandible from Brougham, Cumbria are difficult to interpret. As stated in subsection 

7.1.7.4, they might have been inflicted during slaughter, decapitation, or removal of the 

tongue. 

 

 Site Deposit  Element Description Interpretation  
TLO 3 Humerus  Chop marks Carcass division 
  Radius  Chop marks Carcass division 
  Ulna  Chop marks Carcass division 
BRM 102 Rib Cuts  Carcass division 
BRM 237* Rib Cuts Carcass division/filleting  R
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BRM 298 Astragalus Cuts Disarticulation 
   Mandible Cuts Slaughter/  tongue 

removal/ decapitation 
      

MIL 43 Skull Occipital cut off Decapitation  
SAN MS210a Rib Cuts Carcass division 
SAN MS4 Rib  Cuts Carcass division 
SAN A555 Rib  Cuts Carcass division 
SAN A961 Rib  Cuts Carcass division 
SPO 3018 Scapula Knife marks on collum scapulae Carcass division 
SPO 1845 Humerus Knife marks on distal end Carcass division 
SPO 1287 Femur  Knife marks on proximal  Dismemberment  
SPO 3252 Femur Knife marks parallel to diaphysis Filleting? 
SPO 1776 Rib  Chop/knife marks Carcass division 
SPO 1795 Rib Chop/knife marks Carcass division 
SPO 2548 Rib Chop/knife marks Carcass division 
SPO 2651 Rib Chop/knife marks Carcass division 
SPO 2705 Rib Chop/knife marks Carcass division 
SPO 3130 Rib Chop/knife marks Carcass division 
SPO 3140 Rib Chop/knife marks Carcass division 
SPO 3240 Rib Chop/knife marks Carcass division 
SPO 3331 Rib Chop/knife marks Carcass division 
SPO 2386 Cervical 

vertebrae 
Chop mark along edge of body Carcass division 
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SPO “Many” Astragalus Knife marks Carcass division 
Table 8.35 Sheep/goat and probably sheep/goat pyre goods with butchery. * indicates possible butchery 
marks. Interpretation of butchery from Sancton I (SAN) following Bond (1993: 306) and that from Spong 
Hill (SPO) following Bond (1994b:129-30). See Table B.1 for site codes. 
 
 

8.5.1.2.7 Sheep/goat pathology 

Possible pathological lesions were identified on three sheep/goat bones from Brougham, 

Cumbria, and four from Spong Hill, Norfolk. The Brougham individuals included two 

indeterminate element fragments with possible new bone formation on the external 

surface (Brougham 102) and in the medullary cavity (Brougham 298), and an astragalus 
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that also exhibited new bone formation (see 7.1.7.4). These pathologies were not severe 

and the living animal may have appeared healthy. The Spong Hill, Norfolk cases 

comprised minor exostoses on ribs (2512 and 2677) and two cases were more severe 

lesions on thoracic vertebrae (2234 and 3072).   A vertebra from 3072 exhibited a sinus 

in its centrum and two vertebral centra from 2234 exhibited pronounced pathological 

lesions, with evidence of internal infection, associated exostoses and destruction of the 

epiphyseal plates (Bond 1994b: 130). Bond (1994b: 130) does not offer an aetiology for 

the lesions but suggests that the individual’s poor condition may have contributed to its 

selection for slaughter. However, even severe vertebral osteomyelitis (one possible 

cause of these vertebral pathologies) can be undetected in living domestic livestock 

(Thompson 2007: 97). The presence of these pathological lesions indicates faunal pyre 

goods were not necessarily in perfect health, although this may not have been apparent 

to those conducting the cremation.   

 

8.5.1.2.8 Element representation in sheep/goat pyre goods 

With the exception of one grave at King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire, which contained 

only a tooth, all Late Iron Age deposits included restricted distributions of axial regions 

and/or long bones consistent with the inclusion of meat portions (Table 8.36). There are 

no certain complete carcass depositions. The inclusion of a head (Westhampnett 20318, 

West Sussex, and a possible head represented by the tooth in King Harry Lame 354, 

Hertfordshire) is also consistent with this interpretation, as both meat utility values and 

known Iron Age butchery patterns indicate that sheep/goat heads held value as a food 

resource. Heads were far more infrequent than in the late Iron Age pig pyre goods (see 

8.5.1.3.6). Foot elements were included in five deposits at Westhampnett, West Sussex 

but on all occasions either sheep/goat or small ungulate long bones were also included. 

No sheep/goat foot elements were found at King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire. This may 

be a significant absence given the ease of identification of burnt sheep metapodials, 
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carpals and tarsals (see Figure 6.34), and was also observed in pig pyre goods from the 

site. The presence of foot elements in the pyre goods from Westhampnett does not 

preclude interpretation of these offerings as meat, but may have a regional significance 

in butchering patterns. Given that archaeofaunal assemblages from settlement sites have 

shown that sheep/goats were utilised for meat as young animals and older individuals, 

the limited age-at-death data does not aid the interpretation of meat offerings.  

 

Only two (possibly four) Romano-British individuals were complete, although one of 

these (from Brougham 298, Cumbria) exhibited cuts on the mandible and astragalus 

indicating that it had been butchered. Interestingly, the butchery suggested 

disarticulation of at least the hind foot at the astragalus, yet phalanges were identified in 

the assemblage. Perhaps only some feet were removed or the feet were removed but still 

burnt. A second possible complete carcass (from Brougham 237, Cumbria) also had 

cuts on ribs suggesting carcass division. The third example of sheep/goat butchery 

(from Brougham 102, Cumbria) also comprised cuts on ribs. However, the element 

distribution was restricted to thorax and leg.  

 

Head only was found in one Romano-British deposit, head and spine were identified in 

two, and thorax elements in a further ten deposits.  The remaining deposits all included 

limb elements. Pyre goods containing head, axial and limb elements (with the exception 

of those containing only feet) might all have been intended as meat.  

 

Four Romano-British deposits contained only foot elements: two contained only an 

astragalus and two contained only a metapodial. These may be all that was identified of 

a larger offering, as both astragali and metapodials are particularly easily identified in 

cremated bone assemblages (for example see Figure 6.34). Alternatively, the astragali 

themselves might have been pyre goods, as seen in the Early Medieval period.  
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However, there is no strong evidence to support this suggestion for the Romano-British 

period.  

 

Number of pyre goods Percentage of pyre goods Period Sheep/goat minimum 
skeletal distribution L R U Total L R U Total 

Head only  - - 1 1 - - 7 7 
Half - - 1 1 - - 7 7 
Head and hind limb - 1 - 1 - 7 - 7 
Ribs only - - 1 1 - - 7 7 
Hindquarter - 1 1 2 - 7 7 13 
Hind limb - - 1 1 - - 7 7 
Forequarter/ forelimb - 1 - 1 - 7 - 7 
Fore half - - 1 1 - - 7 7 
Forelimb 1 - 2 3 7 - 13 20 
Left forelimb, right hind limb - - 2 2 - - 13 13 

L
at

e 
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o
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No data - - 1 1 - - 7 7 
 Total 1 3 11 15 7 20 73 100 

          
Complete - - 2 2 - - 5 5 
Head only  - - 1 1 - - 2 2 
Vertebra only - - 4 4 - - 9 9 
Head and side/complete - - 2 2 - - 5 5 
Head and spine - - 2 2 - - 5 5 
Pelvis - - 1 1 - - 2 2 
Head and   forequarter - - 1 1 - - 2 2 
Head and forelimb - - 1 1 - - 2 2 
Ribs - - 5 5 - - 12 12 
Thorax and leg - - 1 1 - - 2 2 
Thorax and foot - 1 1 2 - 2 2 5 
Pelvis and ribs - - 1 1 - - 2 2 
Hind limb - - 6 6 - - 14 14 
Forequarter - - 1 1 - - 2 2 
Forelimb - 1 3 4 - 2 7 9 
Foot only - - 4 4 - - 9 9 

R
o

m
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o
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No data - - 5 5 - - 12 12 
 Total - 2 41 43 - 5 95 100 

          
Complete - - 1 1 - - 2 2 
Head only  - - 3 3 - - 4 4 
Vertebra only - - 6 6 - - 9 9 
Side  1 - - 1 2 - - 2 
Fore and hind limb - - 1 1 - - 2 2 
Pelvis - 1 2 3 - 2 3 4 
Head and hindquarter - - 1 1 - - 2 2 
Ribs - - 6 6 - - 9 9 
Hind limb and ribs 2 - - 2 3 - - 3 
Hind limbs 2 1 2 5 3 2 3 7 
Hind limb 1 - - 1 2 - - 2 
Forelimb 2 - 2 4 3 - 3 6 
Foot only 1 1 8 10 2 2 12 15 
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No data - - 24 24 - - 35 35 
 Total 9 3 56 68 13 4.4 82 100 

         
Hind quarter 1 - - 1 33 - - 33 
Scapula - 1 - 1 - 33 - 33 
Vertebra - - 1 1 - - 33 33 V

ik
in

g
 

Total 1 1 1 3 33 33 33 100 
Table 8.36 Frequency of interpreted minimum skeletal distribution of sheep/goat pyre goods. The 43 
Romano-British individuals were identified from 41 deposits.    
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Only five Early Medieval sheep/goat pyre goods, including four from Spong Hill, 

Norfolk, contained elements from all regions of the skeleton. Other Early Medieval pyre 

goods contained a range of elements similar to the Romano-British material; limb only, 

ribs only, head only, vertebrae only etc. (see Table 8.36). Again, many of these are most 

likely meat offerings. The higher meat value hind limbs were more common than fore 

limbs, and thoracic elements were often found.  

 

Deposits only containing foot elements were fairly frequent in the Early Medieval 

sample. Astragali were the only elements found in seven deposits, and they were 

sometimes found in large numbers (see Table C.33). The groups of sheep (and deer) 

astragali are thought to be gaming pieces (for example see Myres and Green 1973: 98-

100). However, they could also conceivably have amuletic or other uses. Although a 

single astragalus may be all that is recovered from a larger sheep/goat pyre good, large 

groups (up to 39 from Caistor-by-Norwich N59, Norfolk) of small ungulate astragali 

were most likely included as artefacts rather than animal remains, although their faunal 

source might have been significant.  Further support for their interpretation as artefacts 

comes from inscribed astragali (such as a roe deer example from Caistor-by-Norwich, 

Norfolk) and those worn from handling (as at Spong Hill 2575 and 1673, Norfolk (Bond 

1994: 128)). Groups of astragali are not found at all Early Medieval sites in this study; 

they were only recovered from Caistor-by-Norwich, Norfolk (N59 contained 36-39 

sheep/goat and deer astragali, including at least 15 sheep/goat), Spong Hill, Norfolk 

(1803 included ten, 1647 included nine and 2575 included at least seventeen), Elsham 

Wold, Lincolnshire (two groups) and Loveden Hill, Lincolnshire (16 in one group and 

14 in another). Single isolated astragali were recovered from Caistor-by-Norwich, 

Norfolk (two deposits), Millgate, Nottinghamshire (four deposits), Sancton I A1530, 

East Yorkshire, Spong Hill, Norfolk (fourteen deposits including one worn example) 

and an unspecified number of deposits at Elsham Wold, Lincolnshire (Harman 1989: 
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25). There is no association between presence of astragali and the site type or its 

location. Taylor (2001: 154) suggests that sets of gaming pieces are usually male 

attributes in Early Medieval graves, while single pieces are more often found with 

females. Unfortunately, there was no human bone data for most deposits containing 

astragali gaming pieces, however at least two sets of astragali at Spong Hill were with 

men/possible men (and none with identified women), and a single astragalus was with a 

probable female.   

 

The three Viking sheep/goat pyre goods at Heath Wood, Derbyshire contained a single 

vertebra, single scapula (mound 11) and hindquarter (mound 50). These seem highly 

likely to have been meat offerings.  

 

8.5.1.2.9 Summary 

Sheep/goats become proportionally more common as pyre goods through the 

millennium and by the Early Medieval period they ranked as the second most common 

taxon after horse. Sheep/goats were often included as partial carcasses and interpreted 

as meat offerings. They were also the taxon most often found to have been butchered, 

and the carcass division was consistent with contemporary economic patterns. During 

the Early Medieval period, sheep/goat astragali are found as isolated elements or in 

large sets in crematory assemblages; these are interpreted as gaming pieces.  

 

Many sheep and goat sacrifices were recorded in Classical literature. The animals were 

associated with Mercury and Cerberus, both of whom had a chthonic connection (see 

Chapter Three). In Early Medieval mythology, Thor rode goats. Taylor (2001: 140) 

suggests that perhaps sheep/goat pyre goods related to Thor as he was also represented 

in artefactual grave good assemblages.   
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8.5.1.3 Pigs  

8.5.1.3.1 Frequency of pig pyre goods 

Pigs were the most common Late Iron Age faunal pyre good taxon (identified in 79 

assemblages, 67 of these from King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire). The second largest 

group of Late Iron Age pig pyre goods was recovered from Westhampnett, West Sussex 

(from 10 features). In addition, burnt pig remains were found at Folly Lane, 

Hertfordshire and Westhawk Farm, Kent.  Romano-British pig pyre goods were 

recovered from 87 deposits, including the majority of mammalian pyre goods at Eastern 

London (eighteen deposits), Derby Racecourse, Derbyshire and St Stephen’s, 

Hertfordshire. The prevalence of pig at the sites of King Harry Lane and St Stephen’s, 

and the similar element distribution at these sites, suggests a localised tradition 

continuing from the Late Iron Age into the Romano-British period. Pig pyre goods were 

found in 112 Early Medieval deposits (including 82 from Spong Hill, Norfolk) and 

three of the seven mounds with faunal pyre goods from Heath Wood, Derbyshire.  The 

variation in prevalence of pig pyre goods is statistically significant when testing with 

99% confidence. 

 

8.5.1.3.2 Pig age-at-death 

No age-at-death information was published for pigs from the Romano-British cemetery 

at Eastern London, but Reilly (2000: 74) concluded that they were generally at least 

immature and at most mature, with three exceptions (two juveniles and one possible 

neonate). The Romano-British pigs from St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire are also 

predominantly immature, suggesting another similarity with the Late Iron Age cemetery 

of King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire. In addition to those presented in Figures 8.14 and 

8.15, Deposit MN133 from Sancton I, East Yorkshire contained a pig recorded as 

‘juvenile’; deposit 293 from Bathgate, Gloucestershire contained a pig recorded as 

‘young’; deposits 192 at Derby Racecourse, Derbyshire and 263 from Millgate, 
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Nottinghamshire contained pigs recorded as immature; Derby Racecourse 184, 

Derbyshire contained a pig described as ‘nearly full grown’; and Deposit 20469 from 

Westhampnett, West Sussex contained a pig recorded as ‘mature’.  
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Figure 8.14 Age-at-death of pig pyre goods, excluding those from Spong Hill, Norfolk.  For site codes, 
see Appendix B, Table B.1 
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Where age-at-death data was available, many individuals were less than 40 months old 

at death and a similar range of ages were noted in all periods. Some pigs could be 

determined to within ranges of less than a year and ten were attributed to an 

approximate age-at-death: a neonate from Millgate 202, Nottinghamshire, two neonates 

from St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire, five neonates from Spong Hill, Norfolk, a 12 month 

old individual from King Harry Lane 283, Hertfordshire, and a two year old pig from 

Sutton Hoo 6, Suffolk. 
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Figure 8.15 Age-at-death of Spong Hill pig pyre goods (adapted from Bond 1994b 131) 
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8.5.1.3.3 Pig sex determination 

The sex of pig pyre goods could not be determined. 

  

8.5.1.3.4 Pig butchery 

Butchery marks were identified on Romano-British pig pyre goods from Castleford, 

West Yorkshire, and St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire, and Early Medieval deposits from 

Sutton Hoo, Suffolk and Spong Hill, Norfolk (see Table 8.37). The Romano-British 

pyre goods include evidence for carcass division at the pelvis and cuts around the orbit 

of two pigs at St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire. There is also a possible medial chop through 

a pig cranium from the same site (see subsection 7.2.5.1.1). Butchered pig crania are 

also known from contemporary settlement sites (subsection 5.3.4.1.2) and as unburnt 

cremation burial grave goods (subsection 5.3.1.5.2). The Early Medieval butchery 

marks suggest division of the carcass at the hip, forelimb and rib regions. Again, these 

are similar to the carcass division recorded from settlement sites (subsection 5.3.4.1.3).   

 

Period Site Deposit  Element Description Interpretation  
RB Castleford 151 Ischium Small cuts Carcass division 
RB St Stephen’s B85 KN81 Cranium Cut mark on orbit margin Extracting eye 
RB St Stephen’s B85 LQ88 Cranium Cut mark on orbit margin, 

and possibly medial chop 
through frontal 

 
Extracting eye and 
possibly halving the 
head 

RB St Stephen’s B85 CAN119 Sacrum Chopped sagittally Dismemberment 
EM Sutton Hoo 7 Rib Possible knife marks at 

proximal end 
 
Carcass division 

EM Spong Hill 3027 Scapula Chopped off at collum 
scapulae, knife marks on 
spinous process 

 
 
Carcass division 

EM Spong Hill 1619 Radius Knife marks on proximal 
shaft 

 
Dismemberment 

 Spong Hill  Ulna  Knife marks on olecranon 
process 

 
Dismemberment  

EM Spong Hill 2828 Pelvis Knife marks on illium Dismemberment  
 Spong Hill 1657 Rib Chops/ knife marks Carcass division 
 Spong Hill 2007 Rib Chops/ knife marks Carcass division 
 Spong Hill 2474 Rib  Chops/ knife marks Carcass division 
Table 8.37 Evidence of butchery on pig pyre goods. Interpretation of Spong Hill butchery following 
Bond (1994b). RB= Romano-British, EM= Early Medieval. 
 

An additional post-mortem modification has been noted on pig elements by Bond 

(1994b: 132). A calcaneum from Spong Hill 3285, Norfolk, exhibited a puncture from 
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dog tooth on its proximal end. As Bond (1994b: 132) suggests, the element must either 

have been intrusive in the assemblage, or accessible to dogs around the pyre site.  

 

8.5.1.3.5 Pig pathology 

The only recorded possible pathology on pig pyre goods was a notch on a pig mandible 

from Brougham 289, Cumbria (subsection see 7.1.7.5). The notch was interpreted as an 

inconsequential non-metric trait.  

  

8.5.1.3.6 Element representation in pig pyre goods 

The most common Late Iron Age pig pyre good element distribution was head only (23 

instances). This was closely followed by hind limbs, forelimbs, and head and hind limb. 

Heads were found in a total of 38 offerings, 48% of the total. As suggested by Davis 

(1989: 250), the King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire pig element representation indicates 

meat pyre goods; only heads and/or limbs were cremated and non meat-bearing foot 

bones were not recovered despite their ease of identification (for example see 6.6.2.3.4 

and 6.6.2.4). Davis (1989: 250) also notes that there is a preference for the inclusion of 

heads and the right hand side of the body (see Table 8.40). Although this may not be 

significant given the number of unsided elements, it is one of the strongest side 

preferences identified in this research.  

 

The second largest group of Late Iron Age pigs come from Westhampnett, West Sussex 

(ten features). Here, their inclusion differed from that observed at King Harry Lane, 

Hertfordshire. Feet were included at Westhampnett and, on one occasion, a broad 

skeletal distribution indicated that the pig pyre goods were not just meat joints 

(McKinley et al. 1994: 74).  
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Number of pyre goods Percentage of pyre goods Period Pig minimum skeletal distribution 
L R U Total L R U Total 

Complete - - 4 4 - - 5 5 
Head only  - - 23 23 - - 29 29 
Atlas only - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
Head and side 1 1 - 2 1 1 - 3 
Half - 1 - 1 - 1 - 1 
Head and hind limb 2 4 - 6 3 5 - 8 
Head and forelimb 1 2 - 3 1 3 - 4 
Half/hind limb* - 1 - 1 - 1 - 1 
Hindquarter - 2 2 4 - 3 3 5 
Rear half - - 2 2 - - 2.5 2.5 
Hind limb 6 10 1 17 8 13 1 22 
Forequarter/ foot* - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
Fore half - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
Forelimb 3 6 1 10 4 8 1 13 
Foot only - - 2 2 - - 3 3 
No data - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
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Total 13 27 39 79 17 34 49 100 
          

Complete - - 7 7 - - 8 8 
Head only  - - 16 16 - - 18 18 
Vertebra - - 2 2 - - 2 2 
Head and side - 2 1 3 - 2 1 3 
Side - 1 1 2 - 1 1 2 
Head and hind limb 1 1 - 2 1 1 - 2 
Head and forelimb 3 1 - 4 3 1 - 4 
Head and foot - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
Head and other - - 2 2 - - 2 2 
Part skeleton - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
Hindquarter - 1 1 2 - 1 1 2 
Hind limb 4 4 3 11 4 4 3 12 
Both hind limbs - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
Pelvis/half carcass - 1 - 1 - 1 - 1 
Forequarter - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
Forelimb 8 2 2 12 9 2 2 13 
Foot only - - 5 5 - - 5 5 
No data - - 18 18 - - 20 20 
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Total 16 13 62 91 18 14 68 100 
          

Complete/ front half - - 1 1 - - 3 3 
Head only  - - 2 2 - - 6 6 
Vertebra - - 2 2 - - 6 6 
Side - 1 - 1 - 3 - 3 
Pelvis  - 1 1 2 - 3 3 6 
Pelvis and rib - - 1 1 - - 3 3 
Rib  - - 1 1 - - 3 3 
Part skeleton - - 2 2 - - 6 6 
Hind limb 1 1 - 2 3 3 - 6 
Forequarter - 1 - 1 - 3 - 3 
Forelimb 1 2 2 5 3 6 6 16 
Foot only 1 - 3 4 3 - 9 13 
No data - - 8 8 - - 25 25 
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Total 3 6 23 32 9 19 72 100 
         

Half/fore and hind limbs 1 - - 1 33 - - 33 
Foot only 1 - 1 2 33 - 33 67 

V
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Total 2 - 1 3 67 - 33 100 
Table 8.38 Frequency of interpreted minimum skeletal distribution of pig pyre goods. *Depending on 
whether small ungulate bones are pig. Note: the 91 Romano-British individuals were recovered from 87 
deposits and the 32 Early Medieval individuals were from 30 deposits. 
 
 
Romano-British pig pyre goods also often included only heads or limbs.  However, 

complete individuals, foot bones only, and limbs with some axial elements also occur 

(see Table 8.38). The inclusion of complete individuals may signify a sacrifice but as all 
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complete Romano-British pigs were less than one year old, they may have been 

included as meat. Unfortunately, information regarding element representation for pigs 

from Eastern London was only available for five deposits (it is likely that the remaining 

assemblages contained only one or two identifiable fragments). 

 

Most appendicular regions were not sided, but where siding was possible, there was no 

apparent bias in the assemblage as a whole. Almost half of the Romano-British pigs 

included in Figure 8.38 were recovered from St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire.  The pig 

element distribution from this site is discussed in subsection 7.2.5.1.1. It can be 

summarised as predominantly the inclusion of heads and/or limb butchering units, with 

a bias towards left rather than right forelimbs. The pig pyre goods from St Stephen’s 

bear a striking resemblance to those recovered from the neighbouring Late Iron Age site 

of King Harry Lane. Once the human bone data is available for St Stephen’s, it will be 

interesting to  investigate whether there is any preference for particular pig elements or 

sides associated with the sex of the deceased, as identified at King Harry Lane (see 

subsection 8.4.1).  

 

Excluding the pigs from St Stephen’s, two feet are identified by astragalus/calcaneum 

only. Other single element assemblages include metapodials (two occurrences), a 

cervical vertebra, a scapula and a tibia fragment.  The occurrence of skull, thorax and 

upper limb bones may indicate the inclusion of meat portions. The foot only elements 

may have alternative explanations; each included only a single element, which may 

indicate an artefact rather than meat portion, or alternatively they may be all that was 

identifiable from a larger assemblage. Contemporary pig grave goods include complete 

carcasses, head only (some butchered), and proximal hind- and forelimbs, again 

suggesting inclusion of meat portions.  
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Excluding those from Spong Hill, Norfolk, element representation data is available for 

24 Early Medieval pig pyre goods (see Table and 8.38). No definite complete carcasses 

were included. One pyre good was either complete or just the front half of the 

individual, two pyre goods comprised partial carcasses (both neonate) and one included 

only elements from the right hand side of the body. Again, some deposits only 

contained cranial elements, limbs or feet. A total of twelve Early Medieval pig pyre 

goods (excluding those from Spong Hill, Norfolk) included single elements; two pelves, 

two vertebrae, three metapodials, two humeri, one ulna, one tibia and one scapula. The 

limb elements and vertebrae were most likely meat offerings. The metapodials may be 

all that was identified from a larger offerings, or objects.  The Spong Hill, Norfolk, pig 

pyre goods included two examples of drilled carpals (presumably pendants/amulets) and 

three single astragali. Bond (1994b: 130) suggests the latter may be gaming pieces 

following the interpretation of sheep/goat astragali, although she concludes that this is 

unlikely.  Viking pig pyre goods from Heath Wood, Derbyshire, included a single 

metatarsal, a single astragalus and elements of the fore and hind limbs.  

 

8.5.1.3.7 Summary 

The prevalence of pigs at King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire should be seen both in the 

context of the status of pigs as a particularly significant cult animal in the pre-Roman 

Iron Age, but also its prevalence at some settlement assemblages in south east England, 

and the development of urban supply of salted meat. The restricted element 

representation suggests a standardisation of funerary practice. This may reflect standard 

economic butchery practices, but also can be interpreted as reflecting eschatological 

concepts of the otherworld feast. The pig was a common sacrificial victim in Roman 

traditions, and was used to ritually mark graves (see page 100). Pigs continued to have 

ritual significance into the Early Medieval period, again as sacrificial victims and 

associates of deities. The majority of pig pyre goods included here can be considered as 



Chapter Eight  

 369 

meat offerings. This interpretation is difficult to avoid given the restricted uses of pigs 

in life. The choice of pork rather than other meats may have been significant. 

Occasional exceptions are drilled carpals and single elements which may have been 

amuletic.  

 

8.5.1.4 Horses 

8.5.1.4.1 Frequency of horse pyre goods 

Horses were rarely used as pyre goods in Late Iron Age and Romano-British cremation 

burials. They have only been found in the Late Iron Age burial at Folly Lane, 

Hertfordshire and Romano-British deposits at Brougham, Cumbria. The Early Medieval 

period is in sharp contrast to this, with 59% of sites and 22% of burials containing horse 

remains. In addition, 24 Early Medieval burials at Elsham Wold, Lincolnshire contained 

horse remains (not included here due to a lack of further information). The varied 

prevalence of horse pyre goods is statistically significant when testing with 99% 

confidence.  

 

8.5.1.4.2 Horse age-at-death  

A total of 152 horse pyre goods could be attributed an age-at-death (Figures 8.16 and 

8.17). Most were Early Medieval in date, although this is not surprising given the 

paucity of horse remains in other chronological periods. The majority of the Early 

Medieval horses, again not surprisingly, were from Spong Hill, Norfolk. All but five of 

the horses could only be assigned an “older than” age-at-death. The remaining five 

individuals were less than 42 months old at death. As Bond (1993: M2 28/9) suggests in 

relation to the Sancton I, East Yorkshire individual, this is too young for a horse to have 

been trained for either riding or traction. However, Classical sources (see page 89) 

suggest that horses might have begun training for riding at two years old in the 

Romano-British period.   
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Figure 8.16 Age-at-death of Spong Hill, Norfolk, horse pyre goods (adapted from Bond 1994b: 125). 
Each pyre good is represented by a separate bar, but their context numbers are grouped into age classes on 
the y-axis.  
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Figure 8.17 Age-at-death of horse pyre goods. For site codes see Table B.1. V= Viking.  
 

 

8.5.1.4.3 Horse sex determination 

Two horses from Sancton I, East Yorkshire (MS5&6 and MS129) could be identified as 

probably male from the presence of canine tooth roots.   

 

8.5.1.4.4 Horse butchery 

Period Site Deposit  Element Description Interpretation  
Sancton I MS189 Pelvis Chop mark on acetabulum Dismemberment  
Sancton I C405 Tibia Possible chop above distal 

articulation 
Dismemberment 

Sancton I MS210A Axis Chop marks on ventral face of 
proximal articulation 

Decapitation E
ar

ly
 

M
ed

ie
va

l 

Spong Hill 2778 Femur Possible chop mark on proximal end Dismemberment  
Table 8.39 Evidence of butchery on horse pyre goods. Data and interpretation from Bond (1993, 1994b) 
 

Butchery marks were identified on horse bones from four Early Medieval deposits. In 

all cases, these comprised chop marks indicating carcass division (see Table 8.39). 
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Some horses had been decapitated or divided at the hip and ankle. There is no evidence 

for division into smaller butchering units or meat removal. Although carcass division 

has been used to indicate meat offerings in other taxa, this is not necessarily the case 

here. As suggested on pages 188-9, carcasses of large ungulates might be divided into 

smaller portions for logistical reasons. Division of horse carcasses in cremation rituals is 

described in some historical accounts (see page 41). 

 

8.5.1.4.5 Horse Pathology 

Pathologies were identified on horse bones from one Romano-British and eight Early 

Medieval deposits. In the majority of cases, the pathology involved the lower limbs, 

especially metapodials. A Romano-British horse metapodial from Brougham 194, 

Cumbria, had possible active bone around the internal surfaces of a foramen suggesting 

osteomyelitis, which could have numerous aetiologies (see subsection 7.1.7.1), and 

would not necessarily have been evident in the living horse. The Anglo-Saxon cases 

were from Spong Hill, Norfolk, Sutton Hoo, Suffolk, Sancton I, East Yorkshire. All but 

one (from Sutton Hoo) were identified by Bond (1993, 1994b).  

 

The assemblage from Spong Hill, included four horses with pathological elements. A 

metatarsal from 1332 and metapodials from 2928 and 2353 exhibited exotoses 

characteristic of spavin on their proximal shafts (Bond 1994b: 124). The latter also 

exhibited pitting on its articular surface.  Exotoses on a horse from 2767 were 

interpreted by Bond (1994b: 124) as possible ‘high ring bone’ (see pages 175-6). This 

condition is generally associated with proximal phalanges but Bond (1994b: 124) is not 

clear which element was implicated in this case. Bond (1994b:124) suggests that all 

four pathologies were mild. If the diagnoses of high ringbone and spavin are accurate, 

they would therefore have been in the early stages of these degenerative conditions and 

may not yet have suffered extensive swelling around the joints and lameness, although 
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spavin can cause intermittent lameness in horses even in its early stages (Shoemaker 

2004). Two horses from Sancton I exhibited arthropathies: a tarsal from C217 had a 

possible lesion on an articular surface and a horse pelvis from MS 189 had reactive 

bone below the acetabulum. The aetiology of both pathologies in unknown and they 

may have been undetected in the living animals.  

 

Sutton Hoo mound 7 included pathological burnt and unburnt horse remains with 

reactive bone formation on the distal end of a burnt ulna and similar swelling on an 

unburnt distal lateral metacarpal. As Bond (2005) suggests, the horse remains might 

represent the same individual and may both have been present on the pyre, although 

some remained unburnt. The pathologies may also relate to the same event, suggested as 

possibly a trauma to the lateral side of the leg (Bond 2005). Given the low level of flesh 

covering on the metacarpal, the swelling may have been visible in the living animal and 

lameness would have been associated with a previous trauma. A second horse at Sutton 

Hoo (from mound 4) had a pathological petrous temporal, which may have made the 

animal deaf (Gejvall 1975b:136).  

 

While the pathologies at Spong Hill, Norfolk might relate to occupation as a draft 

animal (Bond 1994b: 124), there are no pathological indicators that any of these horses 

were ridden in life (see subsection 5.3.3).  

 

8.5.1.4.6 Element representation in horse pyre goods 

The minimum element representation of Romano-British and Early Medieval horse pyre 

goods is summarised in Table 8.40. There was no data available for the element 

representation of the Late Iron Age horse pyre good from Folly Lane, Hertfordshire and 

the element distribution of the Romano-British horses from Brougham, Cumbria is 

discussed in subsection 7.1.7.1 (summarised in Table 8.44) and so not repeated here.   
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Number of pyre goods Percentage of pyre goods Period Horse minimum 
skeletal distribution L R U Total L R U Total 

Probably complete - - 3 3 - - 33 33 
Head and forelimb 1 - - 1 11 - - 11 
Forelimb 1 - - 1 11 - - 11 
Hind limb - 1 - 1 - 11 - 11 
Foot - - 1 1 - - 11 11 
Radius only - - 1 1 - - 11 11 
Rib  - - 1 1 - - 11 11 

R
o

m
an

o
-B

rit
is

h
 

Total  2 1 6 9 22 11 67 100 
          

Probably complete - - 9 9 - - 38 38 
Head - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Tooth only - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Cervical vertebra - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Head and foot - - 3 3 - - 13 13 
Head and abdomen - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Head and hind limb - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Head and forelimb - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Head and limbs - 1 - 1 - 4 - 4 
Hind limbs - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
Lower limb - - 1 1 - - 4  
Foot - 1 2 3 - 4 8 13 

E
ar

ly
 M

ed
ie

va
l  

(e
xc

lu
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g

 S
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ng
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ill
, 
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) 

Total - 2 22 24 - 8 92 100 
         

Complete - - 1 1 - - 33 33 
Foot - - 2 2 - - 67 67 

V
ik

in
g

 

Total - - 3 3 - - 100 100 
Table 8.40 Frequency of interpreted minimum skeletal distribution of horse pyre goods  
 

During the Early Medieval and Viking periods, the majority of horse pyre goods were 

probably complete carcasses. This includes nine individuals from Heath Wood, 

Derbyshire, Millgate, Nottinghamshire and Sutton Hoo, Suffolk. Cranial elements were 

recognised in a further nine deposits, and feet in five. Both complete and head only 

horse grave goods are known from contemporary inhumation burials (Pestell 2001). The 

horse pyre goods from Spong Hill, Norfolk and Sancton I, East Yorkshire are not 

integrated into Table 8.40 as the information regarding element representation in the 

graves was not available. Bond (1993) suggested that several horse pyre goods from 

Sancton I, East Yorkshire represented complete animals, while others included only a 

portion of the carcass. Bond (1993) goes on to suggest that the apparent prevalence of 

head and foot elements in some deposits may be a result of identification bias rather 

than inclusions containing only these regions, suggesting that the horses at Spong Hill, 

Norfolk were probably burnt as complete individuals, although often only portions of 

the carcass were identified (Bond 1994b: 123-4). Bond (1994b: 123) states that 
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sometimes only sesamoids were identified at Spong Hill, Norfolk but, like phalanges 

and cranial elements, attributes this to an identification bias.  

 

Although not always included as complete individuals, there is little reason to suggest 

that the horse pyre goods were intended as meat offerings, although there is evidence 

that they may have occasionally been eaten in the Early Medieval period.. Compared to 

cattle (the only other similar sized taxon commonly represented), Romano-British and 

Early Medieval horse pyre goods were skeletally more extensive, although they also 

comprised more meat rich limb elements in the Romano-British period. Early Medieval 

horse pyre goods also tended to be older than contemporary cattle pyre goods, again, 

this is inconsistent with standard practices for slaughter for meat.  

 

There is evidence that horses were associated with deities throughout the millennium. 

Although they were not often sacrificed in Roman rituals (see page 101) horses did have 

chthonic association and were linked with deities including Epona, Mars and Jupiter. 

Mars was depicted as a horseman in southern England, although Green (1986: 116) 

reports that images of equestrian warriors are rare in northern Britain, including around 

the fort at Brougham, Cumbria. It has been suggested elsewhere (Pestell 2001: 258, 

Wilson 1992: 151) that the inclusion of horse pyre goods in Early Medieval burials may 

relate to the god Tiw. Horses were also associated with Odin/Woden and Freyr, and are 

thought to have been sacrificial victims to both deities (see subsection 3.3.1.4). 

Williams (2000) agrees that horses were included as funerary sacrifices and suggests 

that they related to ideas of transformation and transport to the otherworld.  

 

8.5.1.4.7 Summary 

Horse pyre goods are reported from one Late Iron Age cremation burial and several 

Romano-British crematory deposits (all from Brougham, Cumbria, identified by the 
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author). In contrast to this early scarcity, horses were very common pyre goods in the 

Early Medieval period.  It is likely that many of the horse pyre goods were complete 

animals throughout the millennium, probably representing sacrifices rather than food. 

As suggested elsewhere (for example see Williams (2000) regarding Anglo-Saxon 

material), the sacrifice may have had a chthonic function in all periods, in transporting 

the deceased or their soul to the otherworld.  

 

Early Medieval inhumed horses were often associated with male graves (see Bond 

1996, Harman 1993, Hills 1999a and Pestell 2001), and were usually stallions or 

geldings (O’Connor 1994). They are often interpreted as ridden animals and associated 

with warfare (for example Harman 1993). Harman (1993) bases this interpretation on 

the association of horses with bits and bridles in some inhumation burials, suggesting 

that they were riding animals, and on the utilisation of male horses, which she suggests 

were restricted to certain demographic groups, specifically the warrior class. Harman 

(1993) does not consider alternate horse riding activities such as hunting, although, if 

hunting was of eschatological significance, perhaps one might expect more quarry 

species to be included in the burials. The archaeozoological and osteological data in this 

thesis does not support Harman’s (1993) interpretation for horse pyre goods. Firstly, 

some Early Medieval (and Romano-British) horse pyre goods were burnt in women’s 

funeral rites (see 8.4.2 and 8.4.3.1). Secondly, the age-at-death data suggests that some 

of the animals were probably too young to be war horses, at least based on the ages 

suggested in Classical sources. Indeed, some of these animals might in fact be mules 

(see page 67). Finally, although the journey to the otherworld may have been on 

horseback, there is some pathological evidence that, at least in the Early Medieval 

period, some of the sacrificial victims may have been draft rather than riding animals in 

life. An eschatological journey by horse drawn vehicle is suggested in other funerary 

cultures such as Iron Age Arras chariot burials (see Stead 1971, 1999). The use of a cart 
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and horse (or mule) for this journey in the Early Medieval period is discussed in Bond 

and Worley (2006). Consideration of the ethnographic descriptions of funerary rites in 

Chapter Two suggests a further reason for the inclusion of horses. Perhaps rather than 

being intended for an eschatological journey, if the draft horses had been used to 

transport the deceased to the pyre site, they may have been killed as they had been 

tainted by contact with the deceased. Although, if this were the case, we might expect to 

find more examples in the Romano-British period.    

 

8.5.1.5 Dogs  

8.5.1.5.1 Frequency of dog pyre goods 

Dogs are the least common pyre good of all domestic taxa from the Romano-British 

through to Early Medieval periods. However, they were found in three of the seven 

Viking burials with animals at Heath Wood, Derbyshire. With the exception of a dog at 

Folly Lane 21, Hertfordshire, (which is not reported as present throughout the report) 

the Romano-British dogs have all been identified by the author during the course of this 

research. Brougham, Cumbria included two dog pyre goods and St Stephen’s, 

Hertfordshire included at least one but possibly more (see subsections 7.1.7.7. and 

7.2.3.3).   

 

8.5.1.5.2 Dog minimum number of individuals 

Spong Hill 1725, Norfolk contained the remains of two slightly different sized dogs. 

The also exhibited different levels of pyrolysis: the fragments from the smaller dog 

were white and those from the larger dog were dark grey. The presence of two 

individuals was confirmed by repeated elements. The metric data alone would not have 

been sufficient to indicate two individuals given the differential shrinkage of fragments 

evidenced in the experimental sheep cremation (see section 6.8).  
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8.5.1.5.3 Dog age-at-death  

Nineteen dogs could be assigned an age-at-death (Figure 8.18). The vast majority were 

from Spong Hill, Norfolk. Only one individual was definitely young: the dog in Spong 

Hill 1752 died at less than 18 months old. The definite dog from St Stephen’s, 

Hertfordshire was also immature. The dogs in Brougham 198, Cumbria and some 

Spong Hill contexts (1726, 1892, 1969, 2548, 2667 and 2957) may also have been very 

young. However, all the ageable dogs were potentially old enough to be working dogs 

or companions. 

0 12 24 36 48 60 72

Age-at-death (months) 

BRM 198
SAN MS190

1752
1726
1892
1969
2548
2667
2957
1287
2668
1318

43
1317
1725
1770
3059
3156

HWI 50

R
A

S
p

o
n

g
 H

ill
 c

o
n

te
xt

s
V

Age-at-death of individual dogs 

 

Figure 8.18 Age-at-death of dog pyre goods. A = Anglo-Saxon, R = Romano-British. For site codes see 
Table B.1.Data from Spong Hill, Norfolk adapted from Bond (1994b: 133) 
 
 

8.5.1.5.4 Dog sex determination 

Early Medieval burial MS190 at Sancton I, East Yorkshire contained a male dog 

(identified from the presence of a fragment of os penis).  No other dogs could be sexed.  

 

8.5.1.5.5 Dog butchery 

There is no evidence for butchery of dog pyre goods.  
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8.5.1.5.6 Dog pathology 

There is no evidence for pathologies in dog pyre goods. 

 

8.5.1.5.7 Dog stature 

Although metric stature information is not reliable for cremated bone, general 

comments regarding the size of the dogs are possible. The Roman dogs at Brougham, 

Cumbria were fairly small, approximately the size of a modern fox (average of 0.35m at 

shoulder for modern adult males (Burton 1987: 134)). The Roman dog at St Stephen’s, 

Hertfordshire was of a similar size, and may indeed have been fox. In the Early 

Medieval sample, Bond (1994b: 132) noted both terrier- and wolf-sized individuals 

from Spong Hill, Norfolk, in addition to fox and fox/dog-sized canids, the latter also 

being identified at Sancton I, East Yorkshire (Bond 1993: 306). The burnt Viking dog 

bones from Heath Wood mound 50, Derbyshire were only slightly smaller than those of 

a skeletal reference animal which stood at about 0.55m at the shoulder.    

 

8.5.1.5.8 Element representation in dog pyre good  

The dog from St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire comprised at least the skull, axis, atlas, two 

further cervical vertebrae and possibly a right ulna. No element information is available 

for Romano-British dog bones from Folly Lane, Hertfordshire. The Romano-British 

dogs from Brougham, Cumbria included one possibly complete individual and one 

represented by only a radius. Perhaps the dog radius was part of a larger offering: it was 

recovered from a possible pyre site and the majority of the cremated bone may have 

been removed and deposited elsewhere. There is no repetition of elements between the 

two Brougham dogs, neither context could be dated and both contained adult human 

bone. It is therefore possible that they represent the same complete dog pyre good. As 

there is no evidence for the eating of dogs in the Romano-British period (see subsection 

3.2.2.1.6), it is unlikely that these dogs were included as food offerings. Although the 
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Romano-British dog skeletal distributions were also identified in contemporary horse 

pyre goods, this cannot be used as evidence that the dogs were included as companion 

animals rather than for their meat. Firstly, the nature of the small sample size (four dog 

pyre goods each with a different skeletal distribution) would make any such comparison 

unreliable and secondly, the same skeletal distributions were also identified in Romano-

British sheep/goat and pig pyre goods, both animals interpreted as often representing 

meat offerings.   

  

Number of dog pyre goods Percentage of dog pyre goods Period Dog minimum skeletal 
distribution L R U Total L R U Total 

Romano-British  Probably complete - - 1 1 - - 25 25 
 Head and forelimb - 1 - 1 - 25 - 25 
 Forelimb (radius) - - 1 1 - - 25 25 
 Indeterminate  - - 1 1 - - 25 25 
 Total 0 1 3 4 - 25 75 100 
          

Complete - - 1 1 - - 25 25 
Head (mandible) - - 1 1 - - 25 25 
Leg and thorax - - 1 1 - - 25 25 
Indeterminate - - 1 1 - - 25 25 

Early Medieval 
(excluding  
Spong Hill) 

Total  - - 4 4 - - 100 100 
          
Viking Complete - - 1 1 - - 33 33 

 Head and foot 1 - - 1 33 - - 33 
 Head - - 1 1 - - 33 33 

 Total 1 - 2 3 33 - 67 100 
          

Table 8.41 Frequency of interpreted minimum skeletal distribution of dog pyre goods 
 

In the Romano-British period, dogs were kept as working animals and pets. Either of 

these functions could have led to their inclusion, although they were probably not 

particularly large animals and so are unlikely to have been guard dogs. Indeed, Classical 

sources refer to the inclusion of pet animals on Roman pyres in Italy (Toynbee 1973: 

276). Alternatively, the dogs may have been included as sacrifices. Dogs had several 

appropriate associations for funerary contexts and were commonly sacrificed at a 

number of rites (see subsection 3.3.1.5). Henig (1984: 193) suggests that dogs, 

particularly black dogs, were appropriate sacrifices to the ‘divine shades’ at Roman 

funerals.    
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Element representation data is very limited for the Early Medieval dogs (Table 8.41). At 

least one dog from Sancton I, East Yorkshire was complete and a second included at 

least a forequarter or ribs and a limb. At Spong Hill, Norfolk at least one dog was likely 

to have been complete but two others also contained limb, spine and cranial elements. 

Four Spong Hill individuals were only identified from dog-sized ribs or vertebrae (Bond 

1994b: 132-4). The Sutton Hoo, Suffolk dog was identified from a single mandibular 

fragment. The Early Medieval dog skeletal distributions, like those of the Romano-

British period, were not distinct from those identified for horse, sheep/goat and pig pyre 

goods, the only exception being the one leg and thorax dog pyre good. It is unlikely that 

the dogs were intended as food as there is no evidence for their consumption in the first 

millennium in Britain (see subsection 3.2.2.1.6). In Scandinavia, dog sacrifice to Odin 

(the equivalent to Anglo-Saxon Woden) was known. Early Medieval dog pyre goods, 

like horse and bear pyre goods, may relate to him.  

 

The Viking dog pyre goods from Heath Wood, Derbyshire comprised a complete 

individual, one including only elements of the left hind foot and possibly head, and one 

which only included cranial elements. The foot and possible head burial is intriguing. 

This element distribution could suggest a dog skin, and examples are known from 

earlier periods including a Romano-British inhumation (Booth et al. 1996) and Late 

Iron Age descriptions (see subsection 3.2.3.4). Alternatively, these dog elements are 

suggested to have had amuletic properties in at least the Anglo-Saxon world, with dogs’ 

heads used to aid sleep and black dogs’ feet used to prevent illness (Meaney 1981, see 

subsection 3.3.4). These properties are not identifiable from the remains themselves. 

Alternatively, the head and feet may represent the identified portion of a larger offering, 

but again, it is unlikely that they were intended as food.  
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8.5.1.5.9 Summary 

Dog pyre goods were found in Romano-British and Early Medieval crematory deposits. 

Dog pyre goods included complete individuals and portions, often including cranial 

elements. As dogs were not commonly eaten during this time in Britain (see subsection 

3.2.2.1.6), they are unlikely to represent meat offerings. Dog sacrifice is suggested by 

literary sources and dogs are suggested to have had divine associations. Therefore, the 

dog pyre goods may represent sacrifices, or alternatively, may be included as 

companions or working animals belonging to the deceased.  

 

8.5.2 Birds  

8.5.2.1 Frequency of bird pyre goods 

Bird pyre goods were identified in 24 Late Iron Age, 132 Romano-British and 24 Early 

Medieval crematory deposits. The variation in their prevalence is statistically significant 

when testing with 99% confidence.  

 

8.5.2.2 Bird species representation 

The majority of birds for which species could be determined were identified as domestic 

fowl, but the Romano-British sample also included a crow family specimen (from Great 

Dover Street 1, London), an indeterminate bird recorded as smaller than domestic fowl 

(Lodge Hill 38, Gwent), goose (Brougham, Cumbria, St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire and 

Eastern London) and a single burnt mallard specimen from Eastern London. Early 

Medieval deposits from Spong Hill, Norfolk contained goose, possible duck and pierced 

raptor phalanges.  
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8.5.2.3 Bird minimum number of individuals 

The Romano-British sample Great Dover Street 1, London contained a minimum of two 

birds: one domestic fowl and one crow family. Lodge Hill 38, Gwent also contained a 

minimum of two individuals: one domestic fowl and a fragment from a smaller bird.  

 

8.5.2.4 Bird sex determination 

Although three deposits contained galliform tarsometatarsi (King Harry Lane 412 and 

414, Hertfordshire and Puckeridge A A1, Hertfordshire), which may have indicated 

their sex by the presence of spurs, this information was not recorded. Medullary bone 

was identified in some domestic fowl limb bones from St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire 

indicating that they were female.  The sex of birds is significant to ritual association and 

utilisation. Often it was male domestic fowl that had divine association in the Romano-

British and Early Medieval periods (see subsection 3.3.1.7), although it might be that in 

some cases this is due to inaccurate terminology (whereby ‘cock’ was used to indicate 

domestic fowl rather than specifically male individuals).  

 

8.5.2.5 Bird butchery 

Indeterminate butchery was noted on Romano-British domestic fowl bones from Great 

Dover Street 1, London. The pyre good was described as near complete. Butchery was 

also noted on Early Medieval bird pyre goods from Spong Hill, Norfolk: cut marks were 

recorded on large bird long bone shaft fragments and two raptor terminal phalanges had 

been pierced, presumably for suspension as pendants or amulets.  

 

8.5.2.6 Bird pathology 

There is no evidence for pathologies in bird pyre goods. 
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8.5.2.7 Element representation in bird pyre goods 

The Late Iron Age, Romano-British and Early Medieval bird pyre goods predominantly 

comprised limb bones (Table 8.42). This is not surprising given the size of bird bones 

and the excavation procedures followed. Only one bird cranium was recorded (from St 

Stephen’s Hertfordshire). The lack of identified cranial elements could be due to post 

depositional fragmentation rather than absence. Experimental cremations have shown 

that bird crania can survive cremation (subsection 6.6.3.1), albeit in a fragile state. Only 

five Late Iron Age domestic fowl appear to have been complete, although those 

containing leg and wing bones and/or axial elements may also have originally been 

complete. The limb-only burials may, alternatively, represent butchering units.  Bird 

grave goods occasionally comprised half carcasses (see 5.3.1.5.4).  

 

A total of 44 Romano-British individuals were recovered from Eastern London. 

Although no specific element representation is available for these birds, Reilly (2000: 

74) comments that no crania or phalanges were represented, and that five of the birds 

were relatively complete apart from this. This conforms to bird pyre good distributions 

from throughout the millennium, although again this may have a taphonomic cause. 

Great Dover Street 1, London can be used to consider this; as a possible bustum it is the 

least likely form of deposit to have been subject to token deposition. Unfortunately, 

individual skeletal elements are not listed in the report and only a proportion of the 

deposit was excavated. However, the bird pyre good is described as a near-complete 

butchered chicken with a crow family tarsometatarsus. No details of the butchery are 

given. Perhaps in this case the domestic fowl was burnt complete/near complete but 

single elements were also included, maybe as amulets. This idea is supported by the 

inclusion of pierced raptor terminal phalanges at Spong Hill, Norfolk, and perhaps also 

by the inclusion of isolated distal wing and leg bones (carpometacarpi and 

tarsometatarsi) in late Iron Age, Romano-British and Early Medieval deposits. These 
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elements hold little meat and so are unlikely to have been included as food. The 

morphology of carpometacarpi would make them easy to suspend without the need for 

mounting or working, and their association with flight might have been significant. 

Alternatively, the identification of carpometacarpi and tarsometatarsi in cremated bone 

assemblages might be due to their distinctive morphology, even after cremation (for 

example see subsection 6.6.3.4).  

 
Number of pyre goods Percentage of pyre goods Period Bird minimum skeletal 

distribution L R U Total L R U Total 
DF legs - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
DF complete - - 5 5 - - 21 21 
DF leg 3 1 1 5  4 4 21 
DF wing 2 1 - 3 8 4 - 13 
DF leg and wing - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
IB wing and vertebra - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
IB wing 1 - 1 2 4 - 4 8 
IB leg 1 - 1 2 4 - 4 8 
IB no data - - 4 4 - - 17 17 

L
at

e 
Ir

o
n
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g

e 

Total 7 2 15 24 29 8 63 100 
          

DF ?complete* - - 5 5 - - 5 5 
DF half carcass** 3 1 1 5 3 1 1 5 
DF front quarter 1 - 1 2 1 - 1 2 
DF both legs - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
DF leg 4 2 3 9 4 2 3 10 
DF wing - 2 1 3 - 2 1 3 
DF leg/wing - - 4 4 - - 4 4 
DF indeterminate  - - 7 7 - - 8 8 
DF body - 1 2 3 - 1 2 3 
IB ?complete - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
IB body and leg/wing - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
IB leg - - 2 2 - - 2 2 
IB wing - - 3 3 - - 3 3 
IB leg/wing - - 17 17 - - 19 19 
IB legs/wings - - 4 4 - - 4 4 
IB no data - - 20 20 - - 22 22 
C tarsometatarsus - - 1 1 - - 1 1 
G leg - 1 - 1 - 1 - 1 
G wing - 1 1 2 - 1 1 2 
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o
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Total 8 8 75 90 9 9 82 100 
          

DF half carcass - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
DF wing - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
DF indeterminate - - 3 3 - - 13 13 
G wing 1 - - 1 4 - - 4 
D wing - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
R phalanx  - - 2 2 - - 8 8 
IB vertebra - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
IB clavical - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
IB leg/wing - - 1 1 - - 4 4 
IB no data - - 12 12 - - 50 50 

E
ar

ly
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Total 1 - 23 24 4 - 96 100 
Table 8.42 Minimum skeletal distribution of bird pyre goods. DF = domestic fowl, IB = indeterminate 
bird, G = goose, D = possible duck, C = crow family, R = raptor (pierced). *includes near complete and 
“dressed”, ** includes wing and leg from same side. Note the 91 Romano-British individuals were found 
in 89 deposits.  
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The Romano-British and Early Medieval goose pyre goods comprised partial skeletons. 

However, given their scarcity in the assemblage and lack of butchery marks, it would be 

unwise to hypothesise on the form of their inclusion.  

 

8.5.2.8 Summary 

Birds were used as pyre goods from the latter years of the Iron Age. The identified 

species are usually domestic. Often, near complete skeletons are represented; the lack of 

heads and phalanges should not be given too much importance due to the potential for 

their taphonomic loss. The birds may have been included as food offerings in all 

periods. Domestic fowl and goose are suggested to have been eaten from the Romano-

British period onwards (and possibly in the Late Iron Age, see subsection 3.2.2.1.4). 

During the Romano-British period, birds were more commonly eaten in military and 

urban contexts, but by the Early Medieval period they were common finds on settlement 

sites (see subsection 3.2.2.1.4). However, birds, particularly domestic fowl, also had 

strong religious associations in these periods, including association with chthonic 

deities, and are suggested to have been sacrificial animals (see subsection 3.3.1.7). With 

reference to the pierced raptor phalanges from Spong Hill, Norfolk it is also interesting 

to note the medicinal motivation for curating vulture claws, and the association of 

ravens with the god Odin noted in subsection 3.3.1.7.   

 

8.5.3 Wild mammals  

8.5.3.1 Bear  

Bear was only identified in twelve assemblages: two Late Iron Age Welwyn graves and 

ten Early Medieval burials. In all cases, bear was only represented by terminal 

phalanges, with two to six terminal phalanges recovered from each context. As 

concluded elsewhere (Powers 1967, Schönfelder 1994, Stead and Rigby 1986: 53), this 
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element representation suggests bear skins. There is no age-at-death, sex, butchery or 

pathology evidence for any of these inclusions.  

 

Schönfelder (1994) discusses the Late Iron Age bear pyre goods in terms of the 

European distribution of the rite. He suggests that they imply a Germanic influence, 

although he does not consider the inhabitants of the graves themselves necessarily to be 

immigrants. While this argument is strong, it should also be noted that there were 

religious associations of bears in pre-Roman Britain (see subsection 3.3.1.8), although 

not known from the region practicing Welwyn burial.  

 

It has been argued that Scandinavian Early Medieval bear claw pyre goods reflect a fur 

trade (Petré 1980a), or possibly association with an Odin cult for a prestigious class of 

society (Ström 1980). The latter was also suggested for examples in Norway (Krüger 

1988/9). This is also strong argument for the Early Medieval British examples. 

Furthermore, bears were associated with transformation in Odin legends and sagas and, 

following Williams’ (2000) suggestion for other taxa, this may be an aspect of their 

inclusion in Early Medieval cremation burials. Although eighth century AD hunting 

laws imply the presence of bears in Wales and Classical sources suggest that Scottish 

bears were exported in the Romano-British period (Yalden 1999:111), there is actually 

little evidence for the presence of wild bears in Britain from the Romano-British period 

onwards (see Fairnell 2003 and Yalden 1999: 111-116). It is therefore likely that the 

probable bear skins found in Late Iron Age and Early Medieval cremation burials in 

Britain are imported.   

 

8.5.3.2 Beaver  

Beaver was only identified in one Early Medieval burial. Spong Hill 2350, Norfolk 

contained a left beaver forelimb comprising the humerus and possibly the radius. No 
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age-at-death, sex, butchery or pathology evidence was recorded. The meaning of this 

inclusion is not easy to interpret. Beaver teeth are known to have been worn as pendants 

or amulets and beaver fur was utilised for artefacts at Sutton Hoo, Suffolk (Clutton-

Brock 1976: 391), but a beaver forelimb does not fit either of these categories. Perhaps 

it was totemic, represented hunting as an activity, or perhaps it was from a larger beaver 

pyre good. 

 

8.5.3.3 Deer  

Burnt deer remains were recovered from fourteen deposits. With the exception of a 

Romano-British example from Baldock Walls Field, Hertfordshire, all were Early 

Medieval. There is no evidence of pathology on any deer fragments. The Romano-

British deer and ten of the Early Medieval deer were identified as red deer, with the 

remaining four Early Medieval deposits containing roe deer remains. The vast majority 

of deer remains comprised unworked antler fragments (Table 8.43). As red and roe deer 

antlers are naturally shed, it is not necessary to kill the deer in order to collect the antler, 

and any antler pyre goods need not have been associated with the rest of the deer. Antler 

was commonly used as a raw material for the production of artefacts but may also have 

had amuletic value (see subsection 3.3.4), possibly signifying immortality, rebirth or 

regeneration (Meaney 1981).  

 

Number of deer pyre goods Percentage of deer pyre goods Deer minimum skeletal 
distribution L R U Total L R U Total 

Rd antler - - 8 8 - - 62 62 
Rd antler and poss rib - - 1 1 - - 8 8 
Rd metapodial* - - 1 1 - - 8 8 
Ro antler - - 2 2   15 15 
Ro astragali - - 1 1 - - 8 8 

Total - - 13 13 - - 100 100 
Table 8.43 Minimum skeletal distribution of Early Medieval deer pyre goods. Rd = red deer, Ro = roe 
deer, ID = indeterminate deer. * Possible red deer metapodial 
 

The possible red deer metapodial (from Caistor-by-Norwich N93, Norfolk) might 

indicate the inclusion of a deer foot, or this single element. Its function is unclear but it 
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is unlikely to have been a meat offering, as metapodials have a very low meat value (see 

subsection 5.3.5). As with similar single element inclusions of other taxa, it may 

alternatively have represented a skin or simply be the only element identified from a 

larger offering. Similar arguments can be suggested for the presence of a red deer radius 

in Baldock Walls Field 6, Hertfordshire. This pyre good is also significant as the only 

evidence for a hunted mammal in the Romano-British or Late Iron Age sample. Deer 

remains are rare in Romano-British sites, particularly in the early Romano-British 

period (see subsection 3.2.2.1.5). Where they have been identified, they tend to be at 

more ‘Romanised’ sites and have been interpreted as possible high status meats.  

 

Spong Hill 2041, Norfolk contained red deer antler and a rib fragment which may also 

have been red deer. If this was the case, the pyre good might have been a meat offering 

as ribs have high meat utility value. The roe deer astragali (one inscribed) included in 

Caistor-by-Norwich N59, Norfolk were in the same assemblage as a large number of 

sheep/goat astragali and have been interpreted as a gaming set.    

 

8.5.3.3.1 Summary of deer remains 

Deer were infrequently used as pyre goods in Britain. When they have been found, they 

usually only comprised antler and may have been amuletic or symbolic, possibly 

connected to rebirth. Occasional post-cranial elements might have represented high 

status meats, although the elements represented do not have intrinsically high meat 

value (5.3.5).  

  

8.5.3.4 Fox 

Fox or probable fox pyre goods were identified in Early Medieval deposits at Spong 

Hill, Norfolk and Sancton I, East Yorkshire. The Romano-British dog remains at St 
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Stephen’s, Hertfordshire might also have been fox. There is no data regarding the age-

at-death or sex of any fox remains, and no pathology or butchery was recognised. 

 

8.5.3.4.1 Element representation in fox pyre goods 

It is possible that all Early Medieval fox pyre goods represent fox skins based on their 

element representation (Table 8.44). Alternatively, the mandibles may have had 

amuletic properties. These suggestions are also proposed by Bond (1996: 84-5). 

 

Although no references to foxes in British mythology have been found, elsewhere foxes 

are sometimes seen as female counterparts to dogs and wolves (Golan 2003: 423) and 

so may hold similar connotations. Interestingly, three of the five foxes from Spong Hill, 

Norfolk were found with female or possible female human remains (the human bone in 

the other two deposits was not sexed) (Bond 1996: 185, Bond and Worley 2006).  

 

Number of fox pyre goods Percentage of fox pyre goods Fox minimum skeletal 
distribution L R U Total L R U Total 

F mandible - - 1 1 - - 17 17 
FD mandible - - 3 3 - - 50 50 
FD atlas n/a n/a 1 1 n/a n/a 17 17 
FD foot* - - 1 1 - - 17 17 

Total - - 6 6 - - 100 100 
Table 8.44 Minimum skeletal distribution of Early Medieval fox pyre goods. F = fox, FD = fox/dog 
probable fox. *other fragments from a similar sized animal suggest that this deposit may include at least 
the hind quarter of this animal.  

 

8.5.3.5 Hare and hare/cat 

The right humerus and possibly a vertebra from a hare were recovered from an Early 

Medieval burial at Spong Hill, Norfolk. No age-at-death data was recorded and no 

butchery or pathology noted. In addition, the Late Iron Age grave at Folly Lane, 

Hertfordshire contained burnt hare or cat bone (no further data was available).  The 

Spong Hill inclusion may be from a prepared hare carcass or a complete individual. It 

may represent a food offering, but wild species did not play a significant role in the diet. 

It may signify the activity of hunting. No ritual significance for hare has been identified 
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for the Early Medieval period but in the Late Iron Age and Romano-British period they 

were associated with hunting deities, transformation mythology and had a chthonic 

significance (see subsection 3.3.1.12). 

 

8.5.4 Fish 

Fish pyre goods were only recovered from the Romano-British sites of Eastern London 

(two deposits) and St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire, (one deposit), and the Early Medieval 

site of Spong Hill, Norfolk, (two deposits). There was no data regarding the fish 

elements identified at Eastern London but the burial from St Stephen’s and the two 

burials from Spong Hill contained only single vertebrae. The scarcity of fish elements 

might be due to a collection bias, either from the pyre in antiquity or during 

archaeological excavation. No age-at-death data was available for the fish and no 

butchery was noted. The taxa of fish represented at the sites include salmon or trout at 

St Stephen’s, whiting and plaice or flounder at Eastern London and indeterminate fish at 

Spong Hill. The salmon/trout may have been marine or freshwater. The Eastern London 

fish were predominantly marine species, although flounder can penetrate into fresh 

water (Bagenal 1978: 135). It is possible that these bones had become accidentally 

burnt, possibly by association with another pyre good, but at Eastern London further 

burials containing unburnt fish bones indicate that the animals were deemed suitable 

mortuary inclusions. Palaeoisotopic data has suggested that fish was a status food in 

some Early Medieval and possibly Late Roman communities (see subsection 3.2.2.3). 

The fish were probably included as food, but again there are suggested to have had 

relevant symbolic associations with death, healing and immortality in the Romano-

British period, and mentions of salmon in Iron Age mythology (see subsection 

3.3.1.11).   
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8.5.5 Summary of wild species 

Wild taxa were infrequently utilised as pyre goods in all periods. The only wild taxa 

identified in Late Iron Age deposits were bears and one cat or hare pyre good. The bear 

pyre goods comprised sets of terminal phalanges in two Welwyn burials. These may 

represent the use of bear skins associated with particular members of society. Unlike 

other aspects of Late Iron Age cremation tradition in Britain, this is unlikely to have 

reflected an association with the Roman Empire. Bears were not used as pyre goods in 

Roman Britain and this absence is statistically significant when compared to their 

presence in the preceding and following periods (see subsection 8.3).  The only wild 

taxa recovered from Romano-British cremation burials are fish vertebrae from Eastern 

London and St Stephen’s, Hertfordshire, and a red deer radius from Baldock Walls 

Field, Hertfordshire. It seems likely that the fish were included as food, but the status of 

the deer radius remains unclear. The infrequency of fish remains at Romano-British 

sites might be due to taphonomic bias. Many of the Romano-British deposits were not 

investigated using thorough collection strategies.  

 

The Early Medieval period shows a statistically significant increase in the number of 

sites with deer pyre goods compared to the preceding periods. Deer pyre goods 

predominantly comprised antler fragments and were therefore not included as meat 

offerings. As discussed in subsection 8.5.3.3.1, the antler might have been included as 

an amulet or a symbol of rebirth. A roe deer astragalus from Caistor-by-Norwich, 

Norfolk was part of a gaming set.  

 

The use of bear phalanges, probably from bear skins, as pyre goods remerges in the 

Anglo-Saxon period in Britain and on the continent. This is a statistically significant 

change between the Romano-British and Early Medieval sites. Hare, fox and beaver 

start to be used as pyre goods in the Early Medieval period; the foxes might also have 
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been included as skins or amulets, often associated with the burials of women. A beaver 

forelimb recovered from Spong Hill, Norfolk, may similarly have been amuletic and 

was associated with the burial of a possible female. Occasional hare and fish pyre goods 

in Early Medieval burials may have been food offerings. Like the prevalence of fish 

remains in Romano-British deposits, their scarcity might have resulted from the hand 

collected nature of many of the assemblages.  

 

8.6 Summary of archaeological results 

This chapter has presented an integrated survey of first millennium AD faunal pyre 

goods from Britain, bringing together the results of primary analysis of crematory 

assemblages (Chapter Seven) and a previously segregated dataset of analysed 

assemblages (see Appendix B for gazetteer of sites).  The dataset comprised 1722 

deposits from 56 burial sites, spanning the Late Iron Age to Viking periods. The earliest 

sites occur in south and south-east England, their location probably corresponding with 

contemporary political territories, but their distribution expands to cover much of the 

Romano-British province throughout the first, second and third centuries, occurring in 

association with both military and civilian sites. The nature of many Iron Age and 

Romano-British faunal pyre goods are not distinct and, particularly in the cemeteries 

surrounding Verulamium, suggest a continuation and development of Late Iron Age 

traditions, although most likely also with novel influences. Anglo-Saxon faunal pyre 

goods have been identified in regions not previously implicated in the practise, which, 

together with statistically significant differences in the taxa utilised, suggests the 

development or importation of new ideas rather than the continuation of local tradition. 

 

The chapter demonstrates that faunal pyre goods have been identified with varying 

prevalence between sites of each period. However where faunal pyre goods are present, 
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the number of taxa represented in any one deposit is relatively consistent: 

approximately three quarters of each period’s deposits included a minimum of one 

taxon, 15-23% included a minimum of three taxa and the remaining deposits contained 

up to a minimum of five taxa each. Section 8.4 presented data indicating that in all 

periods a number of taxa were more associated with particular demographic groups, 

although the confidence of these associations is limited by the high number of 

indeterminate human and animal remains in the sample.   

 

The chapter has presented evidence for the frequency of inclusion of taxa as faunal pyre 

goods, any evidence for their age-at-death, health and sex. It has also presented 

evidence for the form of the pyre goods through the presence of butchery marks, 

minimum skeletal distributions, and where appropriate, through comparison with the 

skeletal extent of unburnt grave goods of the same taxa. Using these data, together with 

the archaeofaunal and historical evidence for animal utilisation (Chapter Three) and 

archaeozoological techniques for assessing meat utility (Chapter Five), it has provided 

suggestions for the nature of the pyre goods.  

  

This chapter has shown that the majority of Late Iron Age faunal pyre goods have been 

recovered from King Harry Lane, Hertfordshire and Westhampnett, West Sussex. Those 

from the former site largely comprised domestic fowl and pigs’ heads and/or legs, and 

are interpreted as meat offerings. There is no reason to suggest that Westhampnett 

represents the same funerary tradition as King Harry Lane, and this disparity is also 

present in the nature of the faunal pyre goods.  The final, distinct use of faunal pyre 

goods in the Late Iron Age was the presence of bear claws (probably representing skins) 

in Welwyn burials. This practice did not continue into the Romano-British period; a 

statistically significant difference.  
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The Romano-British sample included a range of domestic taxa (and occasionally deer 

and fish), utilised at differing frequencies between sites. Birds (usually domestic fowl), 

were the most common taxon utilised, followed by pigs and sheep/goat. Dogs were 

occasionally used at a minority of sites and the presence of horses at Brougham is 

currently unique in the Romano-British dataset. The assemblage from St Stephen’s, 

Hertfordshire includes a standardised range of pyre goods, with striking similarity to the 

neighbouring Late Iron Age site of King Harry Lane.  Sheep/goats, pigs and cattle are 

interpreted as probably meat offerings. The presence of domestic fowl could similarly 

represent meat or funerary sacrifices. The dogs are interpreted as either funerary 

sacrifices or companions for the deceased and the horses are interpreted as either 

associated eschatological or funerary transport. It is noted that they are found in the 

graves of both men and women, and do not necessarily have a martial association.   

 

In the Early Medieval period horses and sheep/goats were the dominant pyre good taxa, 

and occasional instances of bear claws re-emerge.  The sheep/goats were sometimes 

included as gaming sets of astragali, a form of pyre good not identified in any other 

periods. The prevalence of horse pyre goods in the Early Medieval sample is notable 

and reflects their utilisation as unburnt grave goods in inhumation and cremation 

burials. The Viking site of Heath Wood, Derbyshire contains a range of taxa more 

similar to those from Anglo-Saxon cremations, than the earlier traditions. This may 

reflect northwest European influence in both traditions.  

 


