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Abstract

This thesis develops and tests an analytical method of delineating ritual styles within
the context of a particular type of ritual sequence: Roman period cremation and
associated deposition. Part one deals with theoretical issues, initially discussing the
inherent problem of seeking ‘monolithic’ meanings for ritual sequences, focussing
attention on the reconstruction of ritual action from the archaeological record, and
developing diagnostic indices (selection and modification of objects, temporal and
spatial features) along which ritual sequences might be compared, and profiles of
ritual styles at regional, local, site- and burial- level produced. A method that will take
account not only of homogeneity but also diversity at these levels is proposed. Current
theoretical debates on cremation and associated deposition are then re-evaluated.
Finally the methodology used is outlined and discussed, with particular emphasis on
transparency of analytical criteria. Parts two and three report findings, developing
profiles of cremation and associated cremation burials from east Kent case studies
focussed on Canterbury and comparative case studies from Colchester, Essex, and
east London respectively. Part four compares the profiles generated in previous
chapters, delineating homogeneity and diversity in ritual styles and meaning.
Cremation practices appear to have been quite uniform, governed by the need for
specialist knowledge and skill; there is some evidence however that pyre side ritual
could be more diverse. The data suggest an overall increase in cremation burials in the
second and third centuries, and while general traditions in certain components of
burials are clear, so too is considerable and increasing diversity at local, and
especially burial level in terms of accessories. Each ritual sequence seems to have had
the capacity to incorporate region wide references, as well as many more diverse
meanings contingent on the locality and even personality of ritual participants and
those whose remains were afforded such treatment.
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Part one: theory and method

1. An approach to ritual styles and meanings

Ritual might be described as rule-governed behaviour with an overall and pre-
determined purpose. However, as recent anthropologists have noted (Parkin 1992;
Baumann 1992, 99), this definition fails to take improvisation, development and
variability of ritual behaviour into account. Moreover, it seems to entirely over-
simplify the manifold meanings that a ritual action might have, both for the actor and

for the audience (Turner 1977 [1967], 50—51; Baumann 1992, 100—102).

A single ritual action or object, then, might allow for the representation of collectively
constructed ideas through ‘rule governed behaviour’ associated with a particular ritual
and its perceived purpose, ' while still allowing room for personal expression, as well
as other contingent ‘meanings’, such as identities relating to familial, occupational,
local or regional groupings etc; indeed, personal expressions and group
representations might be seen as key factors in the introduction of new types of ritual
action to existing ritual sequences, and in the creation of particular ‘ritual styles’.
From this point of view we might look for the general form of a type of ritual (such as
cremation and associated deposition) to be reflected in an archaeological record, and
at the same time allow for much diversity in the style in which various components of
each ritual sequence are carried out, arising from improvisation during separate

performances (see below).

Variability in the Romano-British period cremation rituals and associated deposits in
south-east England is examined here through the development and testing of a
systematic approach to the archaeology of ritual action, whereby particular
performances of ritual can be profiled through a combined study using four main
diagnostic indices (temporal features and spatial features of ritual action; selection

and modification of ritual objects; see below). Variability along these indices can be

' Ethnographic and historical analogies seem to show that even this ‘meaning’ is itself frequently
contingent upon whom the informant is, or indeed on when, during the ritual sequence itself, the

information is given (Weekes 2002a, 19=21).
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said to constitute particular ‘styles’ of ritual. Such a study will provide an increased
understanding of which components of a given form of ritual sequence remain
relatively uniform from performance to performance, and which allow for diversity;
this in turn may throw new and alternative lights on the potentially complex array of

meanings associated with such practices.

Ritual Styles and the interpretation of Romano-British cremation and

associated deposition

‘Burials are not mirrors of life: if anything, they are a hall of mirrors of life providing
distorted reflections of the past.” (Héirke 1997a, 7).

Hérke’s analogy admirably presents the mortuary context as one wherein various
levels and types of meaning can co-exist. Indeed, a more ‘multilateral’ approach to
the potential meanings of Romano-British cremation and associated deposition is
surely called for. In this way we might begin to realise the potential for each ritual
sequence to encompass and promote multiple meanings, and move away from

reductive views that present oversimplified reasons for regional or local variation,

cemetery and burial level diversity.

A broadly systemic approach to the ‘meaning’ of cremation burials for example might
lead to the generalising interpretation that distinct groups of ‘elaborated’ and ‘non-
elaborated’ burials represent the social class of the deceased in some way. Yet this of
course fails to see the mortuary context as a context in itself, with its own scope for
expression and representation of variant ideas. We should avoid the generalised
classification of ritual sequences as of ‘high or low status’ simply on the basis of
number and types objects in a given burial, for example, bearing in mind the many
potentially archaeologically invisible ritual acts that may have contributed to the

sequence as a whole.

Indeed, Rick Jones was perhaps already ‘fighting a losing battle’ in this regard in the
early 1980s, in the face of increasing criticism of such a processualist stance, when he

argued that ‘mortuary practices, insofar as they are reflected in archaeological

15



remains, can be related to the patterns of the living somehow’ (1982, 19 [not my

italics]). As Pearce points out, a post-processual response in this area is rather the

contextual approach perhaps most notably advocated by Hodder (1991):

‘...the contextual position is this, that different treatment at burial does not directly reflect the
position of an individual within the burying society but represents a transformation of it, dependent

on contextual attitudes to death and the dead’ (Pearce 1999, 1).

Even so, comparatively recent writers on Romano-British cremation and associated
deposition do not altogether seem to have heeded the warnings from ethnography

instigated by Ucko (1969; see for example Williams 2004, 421, and Biddulph 2005,
27 [despite caveats]). We can certainly see that ideas of status in life and death may
have partly informed the meaning of mortuary ritual for participants, but should not

be expected necessarily to have defined it.

Another generalising approach, a relevant example being Philpott’s ‘romanisation’ of
burial practice (Philpott 1991, 218), is basically deterministic. Philpott’s interpretation
incorporated the suggestion of a ‘top down’ policy to bring about change from
‘native’ to ‘Roman’, citing Tacitus, Agricola 21 as possible evidence of official
dissemination of a type of ‘Romanitas’ in the mortuary sphere. Millett (1996 [1990],
69) successfully criticises this understanding of ‘Romanization’, which after all is
derived from but one source, which itself was written by Roman writer from a
dominant colonial viewpoint. Millett and more recent writers increasingly put the
‘native’ contribution to ‘Romano-British’ culture to the fore. For example, Webster
(2001) argues for a process of ‘creolization’, which can broadly be described as a
two-way mixing between cultures, producing a third, unique blend, as opposed to the
perceived one-way process of acculturation implied by ‘Romanization’. As
encapsulated by Harke’s reference to “a hall of mirrors of life’ (above), the mortuary

context is likely to add yet another ‘filter’ for such a referent (Pearce 1999).

Philpott’s approach also highlights the fact that ‘Romanization’ has tended to be
conceived as a process of change from one objectively defined ‘archaeological
culture’, i.e. ‘native’ in this case, towards another, i.e. ‘Roman’ (1991, 218-224).

Moreover, from this standpoint such archaeologically defined human groups in the
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past are seen to be reflected in a straightforward way through use of ‘native’ or more
‘Roman’ objects (S. Jones 1997, 36-38). This very basic connection between
supposed human groups and material culture is not reflected ethnographically and is
generally no longer accepted archaeologically (see Shennan 1994 [1989], 5-14 for
cffective critique of such a view). As S. Jones argues, ‘(T)he case of Romanization
illustrates that abstract cultural and ethnic categories remain a fundamental part of the

conceptualization of the past in archaeology despite critiques of culture-history’
(1997, 38).

From an economic perspective, Philpott suggests that:

‘(Dn part the change in furnishing of cremations in the 1% and 2™ century is due to the greater
availability of manufactured items in the Roman period, while the gradual development of the
economy particularly in the south east brought such objects within the purchasing power of a far

wider section of the population...’ (ibid, 219-220).

In the sense that people were able to choose objects for ritual purposes from a wider
selection of types, this is a truism; it focuses our attention on the passive availability
of materials, rather than the active selection of materials by people for ceremonial
purposes. Bearing availability in mind, we should perhaps more reasonably ask why
some objects were considered ‘suitable’ for the mortuary context, and some plainly
were not. Why are there apparently no examples of increasingly available mortaria in
cremation burials in the south-east, for example (as Biddulph notes, 2005, 36)?
Examples of samian mortaria from the recently published Brougham cemetery appear

to evidence a cemetery level, localised or even smaller scale tradition in the north
[Cool 2004a, 348]).

Biddulph takes issues of pottery supply and selection for mortuary ritual to a more
specific level in his recent paper (Biddulph 2005, 36-38), through application of the
type of comparative analysis pioneered by Going (specifically Going 1987, focussing
on Roman period Chelmsford) to correspondence analyses. Biddulph approaches the

1ssue of selection of vessels ‘intended for burial’ through

‘... three models of acquisition...

1. Reserve vessels within the household
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2. Purchase of specific pottery at the time of the funeral
3. Burial societies’ (ibid, 37).

This classification (although reductive and embodying clear assumptions around
‘reserve vessels’ and ‘purchase’ of vessels for example) is certainly worth considering
as a starting point in terms of the availability of certain materials for ritual purposes.
Yet to apply unqualified economic notions of supply and demand, and even (by

implication) so called ‘market forces’ (ibid, 23) to the mortuary sphere is once again

to ignore the significance of specialised selection of objects for a ceremonial context,
where issues other than availability have surely to be accounted for. Moreover,

comparison of broadly defined mortuary and non-mortuary ‘assemblages’ (1.e. whole

datasets derived from diverse archives and excavation circumstances, see Biddulph
2003, 27f7) will also highlight the prevalent in archaeologically bounded groups of
data at the expense of the specific selection of objects in particular ritual sequences.

Availability of objects is yet another possible contributor to the overall profile of a

given ritual sequence.

A deeper understanding of the complex relationships between objects in the mortuary
context and in other spheres requires a more concerted contextual approach to the data
(e.g. Pearce 1999). Such is beyond the scope of this study but can be suggested as a
potentially fruitful area for further, related research (see Chapter 11).

From a slightly different viewpoint, Philpott’s earlier study also relates sporadic
selection of certain types of object (for example coins, lamps, glass phials) to a
broadly defined ‘Roman’ influence on afterlife belief (1991, 237-8). Such an
approach seems to be a reflection of contemporary scholarship, which suggested that
direct associations between various objects found Romano-British burials and ideas
concerning the afterlife derived from Classical sources might be viable (Alcock 1980;
Black 1986). While recognising the possibility of Classical influence on Romano-
British afterlife beliefs and rituals through cultural contact, such an influence can
again be reconsidered as a potential contributor of meaning to a multivocal ritual

context.
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Moving from the ‘etic’ to the ‘emic’, the concept of ethnicity as a self-conscious
expression of group identity is less deterministic and might be considered with regard
to regional variations in the data. However, various objectivist and subjectivist uses of
the term ‘ethnic’ in diverse academic and other discourses have generated multiple
definitions (S. Jones 1997, 56—65). The main problem with its application to the
findings of this study concerning cremation and associated deposition is that it only
generally refers to conscious expressions or representations of relatively large-scale

group identities.

No matter how relative, situational or ‘multidimensional’ (ibid) our perception of
ethnicity (i.e. we might argue that actors are likely to project different statements or
symbols of group identity depending on levels of interaction with ‘other’ groups, and
even on circumstance, see S. Jones, 1997, Chapter 5), ethnic identity still focuses on
expressions of group identity, at the expense of any other facets of the life or
‘personality’ (however defined) of the particular actor, or agent. To treat regional,
local, site- or burial level diversity in cremation and associated deposition only as
possible ‘ethnic’ variation would seem to be a highly reductive hypothesis, dealing

with but one potential facet of meaning in what is surely a multivocal medium,

Another generalised view of ritual and belief worth reassessing concerns the use of
vessels with apparent food and drink associations in cremation burials, and therefore
the supposed symbolic provision of an afterlife meal (see Black 1986). Such a
definition is perhaps implicit in Philpott’s ‘typical’ suite of vessels in burials (1991,
35), and certainly informed his later discussion of ‘nourishment for the dead’ (ibid,
237). Pearce also sees the provision of such objects as symbolically representing at
least funerary feasting (1999, Chapter 8).

Williams has taken the idea of ‘association’ between food preparation and
consumption and cremation ritual in general in a novel direction in a recent article,
suggesting a connection (broadly psychological) between memory, funerary food
preparation and feasting and the act of cremation itself: ¢... food and drink also
provided a multi-sensual mnemonic and metaphorical link between the cremation of
the body and consumption ...” (Williams 2004, 421). Williams goes on to posit the

continuation of such food/memory associations in the burial pit (ibid). This is an
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Interesting viewpoint, although Williams rightly points out that ‘(A)dmitedly, the
argument. .. offers only one... reading of the role of ceramics and social memory in
early Roman cremation rituals’ (ibid, 424). The latter can be taken as an
acknowledgement of the necessity of allowing for a variety of meanings in the ritual
context. Once again, then, a generalised ‘meaning’ of the ritual of cremation and
associated deposition can be put forward as a possible contributor to the overall
experience of a given ritual sequence (incidentally, Williams does not appear to tackle

the issue of how conscious of such allusions various ritual actors might have been).

In a 2002 article focussing on the burials at Each End, Ash (one of the case studies
considered in detail below) Biddulph rejects the ‘common interpretation’ of symbolic
connections between deposited vessels and food preparation and consumption
(Biddulph 2002, 1011t; see Hicks 1998, 115), on the basis that spatial arrangement of

objects in burials should be considered as significant as vessel types and associations.

Unfortunately, Biddulph’s own approach in this regard is not as helpful as it initially

promises to be, when interpreting the ‘function’ of vessels that have been inverted in

the burial pit, or apparently deliberately mutilated:

‘(S)ince the idea that vessels carried food offerings depends on the vessels retaining both function
and form in the burial, it is reasonable to suggest that if the primary function of a vessel could no

longer be carried out in life, the vessel could not function in death...’ (ibid, 105).

Such a position plainly fails to take into account the potential multivocality of
symbols (Turner 1977 [1967], 50, 52) and multi-layering of meaning in ritual. In the
ritual context, because symbols can be multivocal (even to the same person), a dish
can be representative of the sort of offering that might have been placed on it (as
Biddulph also argues in the same paper [ibid, 104]!), and at the same time be inverted
to act as a lid over another vessel. Even then it can retain the connotations of its
function ‘in life’, as well as other meanings. All such meanings can co-exist ‘within’

the same symbolic object and are not mutually exclusive.

A ‘unilateral’ approach to the meaning of ritual objects and actions can lead to some

quite obscure yet apparently generalising conclusions:
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‘...we can impose meaning on the vessels. So, an inverted wide and shallow vessel placed over the
mouth of the urn is labelled a dish, but in functional terms it is a lid, because the vessel no longer
functions as a dish. At once, the food connotations are disregarded. Similarly, a beaker placed
inside an urn should now carry no explicit drink-related meaning, but a purely conceptual one

based on its placement. Perhaps it should be classified as an ‘insider’...” (ibid, 109).

Quite apart from the epistemological problems inherent in ‘imposing meaning’, it
would seem clear that multivocal symbolic objects such as ‘dishes’ and ‘beakers’ can
sustain their ‘dish’ or ‘beaker’ reference, along with many other associated meanings
including ‘food’ or ‘drink’, even if also used in a way that invokes other concepts,
such as ‘lid’ (‘insider’ is arguably far too abstract, and fits more easily into

Biddulph’s ‘archaeological’ classificatory bracket, than the mind of an original ritual

actor).

Pearce has offered a more multivalent interpretation with regard to the ‘meaning’ of
objects such as food and drink vessels, as well as ‘toilet sets’ and gaming counters,
and so on in Roman period cremation burials, arguing that the overall symbolism
‘invokes a cluster of recurrent associations, of dining, the world of hygiene, and

appropriate leisure {that] suggests the central themes of social reproduction’, and

remarking that:

‘(IDn this regard the most important aspect of burial assemblages is that they reveal the broad adoption

of a Romanised lifestyle...(I)f burial represents equipment for an afterlife of pleasure, then pleasure

had been Romanised...* (1999, 8.4).

We can see that as such the mortuary context may allow for the construction and
display of perceived forms of mortuary ‘Romanitas® whether or not this reflects the
‘lifestyle’ of ritual actors. Yet once again this is a potential generalised meaning for
this overall form of ritual, and should not preclude concurrent alternative readings of

the ceremonial sequence for original participants.
A single ‘logic’ or a uniformity of meaning would not seem to be fundamental to the

ritual context. It is not at all nonsensical, for example, that informants might describe

the act of cremation as the point where the soul of the deceased is ‘driven out’, and
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yet still bury a token amount of the burnt bone retaining continuing associations with
soul of the deceased, complete with ‘grave goods’, perhaps symbolically provided for
use of the deceased. Thus we again cannot agree with Biddulph, who seems to
endorse the idea that a final deposition of cremation related objects is a somehow
redundant exercise: ‘unburned goods placed within the burial pit were deposited too
late to accompany the spirit to the afterlife. A purpose of cremation was to release the
spirit from the dead body’ [2002, 107]. Such ‘eminently practical’ {ibid, 108]
understandings of the ritual are at odds with the reported thoughts of literary,
historical and ethnographic informants (for Homeric, ethnographic and historical
examples, see Weekes 2002a, 19-21) and are most unlikely to be identical to those in

the minds of original actors, ancient or modern.

I recently observed an interesting example of this phenomenon. During a cremation
(March 2004) the cremator operator and I noticed, some way into the firing, that the
‘charge’ (corpse being cremated) had been placed in the coffin wearing spectacles.
Yet the spectacles would obviously be destroyed along with the corpse and the coffin
through cremation, so what should we make of the rather impractical and illogical
inclusion of this object? Several suggestions can be intuitively offered: perhaps the
glasses were so much an integral part of the appearance and identity of the person in
life that they continued to be so ‘in death’ so to speak, or it might be that the glasses
were symbolically provided in order that the ‘soul’ might be able to ‘see properly’ in
the afterlife, or that no further use was seen for the glasses, or that ‘ownership’ was
seen to continue ‘beyond the grave’ or whatever. Actually, in the ritual and
ceremonial context, all such meanings might be held concurrently by different or even
the same participants. The ‘logic’ that the soul was held in Roman Britain to be

released by cremation, and that grave goods therefore have nothing to do with

symbolic nourishment of the deceased is at least equally fragile.

Conversely, not even a practice of revisiting and of continuing deposition at the
‘grave’ in Roman Britain would necessarily have precluded ideas that the ‘soul’ of the
person whose funerary event the burial represented had already ‘moved on’, either at
death or through being ‘released’ by the act of cremation. It is possible, for example,
that to some at least, cremation burials did not merely represent the ‘resting place’ of

the dead, but just a significant place of connection, through which some form of
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contact or influence on the ‘afterlife’ of that person might be maintained. From such a
viewpoint, the deposited human remains, modified almost beyond recognition, might
retain, like saint’s relics, a symbolism through association. Of course, seeing the

burial site as ‘simply’ a place of commemoration is also a potentially reductive view.

Most importantly, we should be careful to avoid the trap of large-scale generalisation
in this area. Biddulph’s more recent comment on the ‘Roman-ness’ of ceramic
assemblages in Essex burials is a case in point. Referring to depictions of a jug, a dish
and a bowl on a Trajanic tombstone from Rome by way of comparison with the
ceramic vessels that make up his Essex assemblage, Biddulph asserts that ‘(T)he
meaning behind the vessels is the same, whether in Rome or Great Dunmow; it is just
the medium of the message that differs’ (Biddulph 2005, 42).

Evidently ‘meaning’ can be far more localised than this, as attempts to interpret ritual
sequences in particular places (see Cool’s more recent detailed reconstruction of the
sequence at Brougham, Cumbria: Cool 2004a) appear to demonstrate. Pearce’s
interpretation of the overall ritual practiced at King Harry Lane, St. Alban’s, is one

that attempts to delineate various scales of meaning in terms of the construction of

1dentities:

‘... (Dt is possible that the sequence of processes represents the way in which the individual was
transformed into one of the homogenous dead. Age, gender and individual identity were referred to
in the earlier stages ... of the ceremony. In the later phases, however, age and gender are not
distinguished, and individuality is expressed only within the norms of a fairly homogeneous
common rite. Although at different stages certain individuals were isolated by the wealth of
objects placed with them ... it was not always the same individuals who were accompanied by the
largest number of objects. Nevertheless, some assertion of individual identity in the final stages of
the rite may represent a contradiction between establishing the identity of the homogeneous dead
and the remembrance of the dead individual’ (1997, 178).

This apparent ‘identity crisis’ might be more understandable if we allow that
expressions and representations of different types of identity might be afforded by and

within the same ritual sequences. Each ritual, even if participants attempt to follow
given ‘rules’ governing behaviour, is still a separate, original and creative event. So

rather than a single, all-pervasive hieros logos, or general meaning underlying the
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entire ritual, there is room for much deviation from the perceived traditional ‘norms’
of ‘rule governed behaviour’; it is such improvisations that might emphasise,

factional, local or even personal preferences.

Rather than thinking only in terms of general meanings of a given form (in this case
Roman period cremation and associated deposition) or aspect of ritual, we need an
approach that will allow for and perhaps help us to clarify various scales of reference
and the potential for diverse and plural meanings of symbolic actions and objects
within each ritual sequence. Such a view might elucidate general aspects of the rite as

a tradition, and also suggest a spectrum of more regional, local, situational, and even

personal aspects.

A helpful concept in this regard is that of style, as opposed to what we might call
content (symbols) and overall form (relating to the general tradition, such as
cremation and associated deposition). As Shennan has pointed out (1994, 18-20),
recent developments in theoretical approaches to style, principally through the work
of Wiessner (1983; 1989), offer a much more accommodating approach to variability
in material culture, which, I suggest, has the capacity to reflect and provide
interpretive frameworks for general aspects of the rite and improvisation through

actions and objects within specific ritual sequences.

Wiessner’s delineation of ‘emblemic style’ (1983, 157), as a conscious reference to
group identity, would evidently incorporate ‘ethnic’ referents (e.g. “Roman™), and
possible membership of other groups (such as a priesthood), while ‘assertive style’
(ibid, 258) may be conscious or unconscious, and ‘has no distinct referent as it
supports, but does not directly symbolise, individual identity’. Later work on the same
theme has recognised the conditional status of stylistic referents, and the operation of
‘identification by comparison’ whereby certain potential stylistic components might
become more or less significant (or ‘emblemic’) as a result of changing
circumstances: ‘(I)f during times of change an item takes on new social and symbolic
value, its profile of variation may change radically’ (1989; as quoted by Shennan
1994, 19). Overall, a “stylistic’ view of variability in ritual is most useful because of
the fluidity it allows in terms of meaning and action in relation to both general and

specific contexts.
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Hirke points out that there is an inherent conflict between interest in the meaning of

symbols in the past and the maintenance a relativist stance to culture:

‘...50 we can never, with any certainty, decipher the meaning of symbols we are told make up the
archaeological evidence’ (Hirke 1997b, 194).

However, bearing in mind the limitations of our own cultural conditioning, the
multivocality and probable layering of meaning in each ritual sequence might be
approached through controlled application of various theories of ‘meaning’ to a given
ritual form. Such an understanding would be multidimensional and inclusive, rather
than unilateral and reductive. Treatment of the ritual form in question from the
perspective of style (as outlined above) allows for more, as well as more complex,
nuances of meaning to be suggested and explored. Such an approach to interpretation,

therefore, calls for a delineation of styles of Romano-British cremation and associated

deposition.
Components of ‘ ritualisation’

It is through specific emphases of temporal and spatial aspects of action that an action
is ritualised (see Bell 1992; 1997; Weekes 2002b); we can deduce a temporal feature
of a ritual action when that action ‘must’ be performed at a certain time within the
ritual sequence, or when it should be performed for a certain length of time, or be
repeated a certain number of times, etc. (ibid, 76~77; see van Gennep 1960 [1909];
Turner 1977 [1967];% 1969; Humphreys1981; Metcalf and Huntington 1992; Parker
Pearson 1999, 142—144, Pearce 1997; 1998; Fitzpatrick 2000). We can deduce a
spatial feature of ritual action when it emphasises a certain “place’ or movement
between ‘places’, through positioning, patterning, procession etc (ibid, 75; see Tumer
1969; Hodder 1984, Parkin 1992; Parker Pearson 1993; 1999, Chapter 6; Pearce 1998;
Williams 1998 etc). |

h—-—“—-—_m

* ‘aritual, like a space rocket, is phased...” (Turner 1977 [1967], 52).
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We should also recognise two further types of specialisation that serve to ritualise
objects, and that provide further indices for variability in ritual style.

First, it is important to take account of the particular selection of materials for ritual
purposes, to assess variability in exactly which types of object are chosen for the
ritual, and are therefore ritualised. This is perhaps the area that has been most covered
in the archaeology of Romano-British funerary ritual (e.g. Philpott 1991), although
the reason for interpreting a given object as ‘ritual’ in nature has perhaps too often
been based on an intuitive assessment of find context, rather than a systematic

evaluation of the suggested combination of selective and spatial components.

Second, specialised modification of an object is of course an emblemic characteristic
of ritualisation. It is important to evaluate evidence that objects have been deliberately
modified (e.g. burnt, broken, bent, or in fact changed in any way) during the ritual
process, as well as any variability in such modification. Again, this is a factor that has
long been recognised (see Merrifield 1987, 30-31; 91-93; 186-187), although
perhaps also too quickly conflated with constructions of ‘meaning’ (the ritual
“killing” of objects, for example, see Biddulph 2002). The degree and type of

modification of objects, then, are other ways in which ritual styles might vary.

As has been noted, temporal and spatial components of ritual actions, as well as the
selection and modification aspects of ritual objects, have often been considered betore
(although the analytical need to treat stylised actions as separate from constructs of
meaning has more generally been overlooked). However, rather than looking at all
these ritualising factors separately, I suggest a combined method, taking all four areas
into account. It is this articulated approach to ritual variability as evidenced by the
archaeological record that is formulated and tested here in relation to Romano-British

cremation and associated deposition.

As John Pearce and others have shown, evidence for the entire mortuary ritual
sequence leading to the deposition of cremated remains and beyond can and should be
classified and interpreted (see in particular Pearce 1997; 1998; see also Fitzpatrick
2000; Weekes 2002b). Pearce’s approach to the data, introducing temporal

considerations and isolating the types of evidence that can be used to reconstruct
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various stages in the sequence, is best summed up in his table ‘Table 1. Death to

Deposition’, reproduced here by kind permission of the author:

Stage Sources of evidence

Pre-pyre rituals Cemetery structures, cremated bone

Pyre-location, orientation, construction, | Pyre and bustum sites, pyre debris,

efficiency, pyre goods cremated bone

Pyre-side ritual Pyre debris, Aschengruben

Collection from pyre Cremated bone, presence/absence of pyre

debris

Cemetery and grave plan, grave goods

Grave-size, orientation, arrangement and

deposition of grave goods

Marker Tombstone, mausoleum, barrow,

enclosure and other markers

Commemorative feasting, sacrifice etc. Aschengruben, animal deposits, ceramics,

coin hoards etc.

Figure 1.10: Pearce’s table ‘Death to Deposition’ (1998)

The reconstruction of the cremation ritual sequence developed in this thesis augments
and re-articulates this type of framework according to the diagnostic indices of
temporal and spatial features, selection and modification of materials as outlined
above, the focus here being on delineating levels and types of ‘homogenising’ or

‘diversifying’ of ritual styles at each stage of the sequence.

‘The homogenous dead’”’

In order to deal with the complex nature of overall ritual profiles it is necessary to
look at traditionally separate datasets in synthesis. Simply carrying out a quantitative
analysis of different components of burials in turn (see critique of Philpott’s method
below) often seems to outline broad trends in the data (that we might associate with

localised traditions or regionalisation, for example) at the expense of a realisation of

* The term used by Pearce in his interpretation of late Iron Age/early Roman burials at King Harry
Lane, St. Albans (Pearce 1997, 178).
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diversity at site and individual burial level. Again, by looking simply at numbers and
types of objects, rather than combinations of objects at the same and different stages

of the sequence, we are more likely to notice the uniform rather than the particular.

A good example of the generalising view is provided by Philpott (1991), who initially
attempts provide a ‘broad outline’ of the cremation ritual in south-east England in the

Roman period, while admitting that such a model ‘obscures much detailed regional

and chronological variation’ (ibid, 8).

This generalised ‘template’ has remained popular among archaeologists and can be

paraphrased as follows:

1) Romano-British cremation ritual in south-east England was practiced from the
mid- first to early third century A.D.,

2) Most cremations were conducted on pyres away from the final burial site

3) After cremation, the bones were collected, and placed in either a pottery jar, or
other ceramic vessel, or less frequently a glass vessel, or a wooden casket, or
organic containers,

4) The newly housed remains were then placed within a usually oval, or
otherwise square or rectangular pit. The pit was also sometimes elaborated
with a lining of wood or stone slabs [or ceramic building materials] or a
basket; moreover, ‘(S)ome communities consistently placed their cremated
dead in a substantial container, such as an empty amphora or a wooden box.
Occasionally brick chambers or vaults were constructed to receive the mortal

remains’,

5) Cremation and burial ‘in situ’ (i.e. bustum burial, see below) was a relatively
rare practice,

6) ‘Pyre sweepings’ were not usually placed in the grave,

7) ‘many burials’ were ‘furnished’ with additional objects, most frequently
pottery vessels, which could exceptionally number up to fifty or more, but
more often numbered between one and three. Although specialised forms like
lamps or fazze were occasionally deposited, the range of additional vessels
was ‘in general’ limited, the apparent norm being *‘flagons or bottles, cups or

beakers, and bowls or platters’,
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8) Some cremation burials included ‘fragmentary objects which [had] been burnt
on the pyre’,

9) ‘The range of non-ceramic artefacts found with cremation burials is
restricted’, and generally includes ‘personal ornaments (brooches, bracelets,
pins, finger-rings, beads), toilet equipment (notably mirrors, tweezers), shoes,
coins, lamps and glass unguent phials...” and less commonly ¢...and probably
deposited on an individual basis... items such as styli, belt fittings, textile or

weaving equipment, and knives’ ... (Philpott 1991, 8).

This overall scheme of Romano-British cremation and associated deposition is a
helpful starting point in placing the variables of a particular site, for example, within a
bigger picture. But despite its apparent usefulness as a sort of typological index of
‘the sorts of things one might expect to find in a cremation burial’ there are obviously
inherent analytical problems in generating such a broad model (arguably only
partially solved by Philpott’s ensuing, more detailed analyses). Such an approach
might be used as a kind of shorthand, but the potential for extreme variability in ritual

action that it glosses over surely needs to be accounted for.

Indeed, Philpott’s model is so full of contingencies that it makes less and less sense as
a model. The range of non-ceramic artefacts does not sound very ‘limited’, for
example, and the list given by Philpott is actually far from comprehensive or
exhaustive. Rather than looking for ways of characterising the ‘typical’, perhaps we

should be asking why there is so much diversity, especially at the deposition stage.

At another scale, more recent syntheses have also attempted to ‘characterise the rite’
of a given site in a simplified form. Even Pearce for example, who pioneers increased
consideration of the selective, temporal and spatial aspects of ritual sequences in his

1997 analysis of the King Harry Lane, St Albans cremation and deposition rites,

initially describes the ©...‘typical’ burial... [which] consisted of a cremation contained
in a jar or beaker, local or imported, sometimes accompanied by one or more

accessory vessels, by one or more brooches, and occasionally by other articles of

decoration, dress or personal care...’(Pearce 1997, 174).
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Again, arguably, as the variables of such a characterisation build up, it increasingly
becomes less a definition of ‘typicality’ and rather a definition of diversity. Distinct
patterns of ritual associated with gender/age and local tradition might be delineated
from the evidence (as Pearce goes on to show), but even so there is often a degree of
variability in the evidence that defies rationalisation into such site level patterning,
and that consequently might result either from specialised, rare or unique ritual
actions at the level of each particular ritual sequence (each cremation and associated
burial(s)), or wider patterns such as horizontal or vertical social differentiation,

regional and/or chronological trends perhaps invisible to site specific analyses.

The amount of chronological resolution afforded by the data as well as degrees of
uniformity in dating methods between sites are obviously significant caveats here, yet
the actual contexts/causes of such patterns of stylisation (either in homogeneity or
diversity) might be more clearly delineated either by adopting a more qualitative
approach to particular burials, or by conducting a broader survey. The use of both

methods in tandem may lead to a better understanding of ritual styles in context.

To continue with ‘King Harry Lane’ by way of example, perhaps we should
reconsider the sporadic deposition of metal objects other than brooches at this site
(brooches were widely represented in the King Harry Lane sample) such as knives,
mirrors etc. Pearce points out that these ‘were much fewer in number; apart from
knives none of these categories were represented by more than six examples.
Likewise they show no association with any one age or gender group or location, but
their numbers were too small to argue this at a statistically meaningful level’ (Pearce
1997, 177—178). Yet the fact that a statistical method cannot account for the selection
of such items might point to deposition on a more particular basis in contradiction to
the homogenising factors evidenced by broader patterns recognisable in the data,
unless on the other hand such components belong to trends only visible beyond a site-

specific analysis.

Moreover, the comparison of more generalised profiles from study areas (see Pearce
1999), while useful in delineating large scale regional models of burial furnishing,
will evidently focus on the regional, at the expense of the local and the particular. And

yet the local and the particular burials can be seen to represent particular expressions
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of the more general ritual scheme, and are of at least equal significance in
understanding the nature and potential variability of that scheme. A homogenising
methodology will have an impact on interpretive flexibility, as Biddulph has recently
stated, specifically in relation to ‘pre-understandings’ as regards the perceived

functions of accessory vessels within cremation burials:

‘(I)n the desire to reach an understanding of the broad picture — in this case, the functional
character of a ceramic assemblage — we lose the significance of the ‘pixels’ on which that picture

is based... we are creating interpretative straitjackets. The homogeneity of resulting groups allows

for little recognition of variation within them...’ (Biddulph 2002, 106).

Homogenising methods

Major syntheses studying local and regional variation in Romano-British burial
practice (Jones 1982; Philpott 1991) have not surprisingly tended to focus on
cremation related deposition rather than cremation itself in order to make comparisons
between cremation and inhumation. Much subsequent work has developed theory and
methodology with regard to the diagnostic qualities of cremation deposits and the

reconstruction of pyre techniques, pyre goods, etc, and these are critically reviewed in
Chapter 2.

In terms of deposition of cremated remains and associated objects, methods (informed
by homogenising theory) have tended to have a homogenising effect on the data.
Jones’ 1982 survey of ‘Cemeteries and burial practice in the western provinces of the
Roman Empire’ for example was concerned with ‘broad systems of burial practice
followed by the bulk of the populations...” (1982, 17), and was written in an
atmosphere of established if faltering processual confidence in the direct diagnosis of
social systems from patterns in burial data. More significant for the moment however
1s Jones’ citation of Wheeler (who was himself apparently quoting Pitt-Rivers),
arguing that “‘common things are of more importance than particular things, because
they are more prevalent’ (ibid). This seems to form the tenet of Jones’ study, despite

an impressive attempt to codify a large number of types of object that have been
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found in burials in his study area as well as interesting spatial features as potential
variants to be included in a computer data base (ibid, 202203, Table 1.1).

When it comes to analyses, Jones appears to eschew complications of diversity that
must be held in such a database in favour of homogenising data in order to generate
less complicated models. For example, Jones attempts to rationalise Down’s
classification of diverse burials at St. Pancras, Chichester on the valid grounds that

Down’s sub-types are not mutually exclusive (ibid, 80):

Jones' Classification No. in group  Down’s Classification  No. in group

1. Cremations in urn 69 1. Cremations in urn 147
11. Cremations with 24 2. Cremations with
1 vessel food vessels -
II1. Cremations with rich 48 total 104
grave goods, but 2a. Box burials 33
no coffin 2b. Tile cist burials 3
IV. Cremations with rich 26 2¢. No box or cist 64
grave goods and 2d. Crescentric 3
coffin 2e. Inverted pots 0
2f. Coin burials 6
V. Inhumations 5 2g. Pipe burials 1
3. Inhumations 9

Figure 1.11: Jones’ rationalisation of Down’s cremation burial sub-types (Copied from Jones
1982, 80). ¢

Instead of increasing the capacity of classification in order to incorporate further
diversity at burial level, Jones’ answer is to fit all burials into broader categories

bounded by less complex criteria:

"What is gained in this new classification is a broader view of the overall pattern of burial practice
followed. Some of the minor variations picked out by Down... are masked in the new

classifications, which emphasises larger groupings with general similarities’ (ibid).

—_—
* Jones leaves out disturbed burials.
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With such a method it is perhaps not surprising that Jones later comes to the general

conclusion that ‘(H)omogeneity was the pattern of most sites...’(ibid, 198). Diversity

has been masked by method.

Philpott’s approach to data available from Roman Britain as a whole (1991),
categorised ‘grave treatment and furnishing’ first of all in terms of secondary
containers of the remains such as cists of various types, boxes, caskets and amphorae
(1991, 9-29), before going on to look at pottery both as container of cremated remains
and as accessory vessel (ibid, 30-44), and subsequently dealing with various other
types of accessories (ibid, 103ff). In each case the analyses consider the same dataset
purely in terms of a single category of component, with the result that the same
burials are discussed in different ways and diversity of overall assemblages within
each burial is lost. This fails to treat each burial as a separate event, and only gives a
generalised view of the sorts of objects that might be included in burials at any given

time, rather than the combination of objects (let alone spatial features and other

aspects such as modification).

The fact that three adjacent and contemporary ‘amphora burials’ have different
numbers and types of accessory vessels and/or other accessories, that may be
modified or placed in different ways, is not accounted for by this type of analysis, and
neither are variations even within the same category of object at site or local level, as

Philpott himself appears to acknowledge:

(A) simple comparison of furnishing levels over time between cemeteries from different settlements
may confuse chronological trends with other possible influencing factors such as local burial

traditions, social status or wealth, ethnic origin and so on (ibid., 30).

Apart from the need to more clearly acknowledge mortuary ritual as a specialised
context for display, expression and representation of the identity of the living (Pearce
1999), Philpott’s approach simply lacks the capacity to take improvisation and
diversity of ritual styles into account: we need to compare site level patterns with
regional and chronological patterns, and to compare the components of particular

burials with site level patterns.
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Even where Philpott does investigate combinations of certain objects in more detail,
he seems again to value the ‘prevalent’ above the diverse, and the generic above the
particular. For example, even a sample of Kent and Essex sites from Philpott’s ‘Table
11: Forms of Pottery in Cremations’ (1991, 34) seems to positively shout diversity of

vessel combination:

__|JFBD|JFDJFB|JBD [ FBD | JF|JB | JD | BD | FBIFD | J [ F | B|D A0 Totwl
Ospringe | 25 | 15 |30 ] 9 | 10 JI6] ]8]S |93 [BJUJ4] J6] |16
Camterbury | 4 |2 )2 3] Jryty o 1 JUqNOpTEOJtEol b2
Kevedn | 3 | | 1 1 P (3L 1 [ [ I8 j2]2] [°]*

Figure 1.12: Sample adapted from Philpott’s ‘Table 11° (1991, 34), comparing combinations of
vessel types in cremation burials (J= jar, F= flagon, B= beaker, D= dish, A= amphora only [the

latter correction of Philpott’s criterion]).

We can see that 17 categories of vessel combination (including category of ‘no
vessels’) are found in varying numbers at the different sites, and these categories are

themselves reductive (see Philpott’s own notes; ibid, 35), yet Philpott comes to the

generalised conclusion that:

‘(A)t least by the 2™ century, there is a distinct preference in the south east of England for grave

groups consisting of three or four vessels of different forms, a jar to act as a cinerary urn, a flagon,

a beaker or cup, and platter or bowl...’ (ibid).

This presents a homogenised picture which confuses the functional fypes of vessels
most often selected for burial in a general sense, with the combination of such vessels
within particular burials. In fact the data presented by Philpott himself hardly bear out
his assertion, and the reality would seem to be that numbers and combinations of
vessels can be highly diverse from burial to burial, even within the confines of the
same cemetery site. The overall picture that one might derive from the table is that
there are significant groups, either with no accessory vessels (Philpott’s ‘J° group) or
diverse combinations (as this research elucidates further, see Chapter 11), although
phasing of such groups is also an issue not accounted for in this example.
Combination of vessels with other types of object would complicate the matter even
further.
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A proper comparison of ritual sequences would surely treat each entire ritual sequence
(as evidenced primarily by each cremation burial) as the primary analytical unit. This
would mean codifying the entire contents of each burial for comparison with other
burials, as well as taking other aspects of each ritual sequence such as cremation and
collection methods, modification of objects and spatial features into account. Only
through reconstructing and comparing individual ritual sequences in entirety can we

hope to understand broader trends and patterns of action in context.
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2. Cremation

Pre-pyre?

It may seem obvious that what would seem to be the primary material focus of the
cremation ritual, the remains of the deceased, is already ‘selected’ by death; yet
ethnographic evidence suggests that perceptions of the ‘type’ of person deceased
(status, gender etc) and also the type of death, are likely to be the cause of variability
1n ritual action (see Middleton 1982). Any profile of ritual style should attempt to
identify whether or not there is a ‘type of person’ who is given such ritual treatment in
any given family, community, circumstance etc, and a ‘type of person’ who is not.
Pearce, for example, analysing the late Iron Age/early Roman burials at King Harry
Lane writes: ‘(T)he most striking pattern remains the initial selection of
predominantly adults and males to receive this type of burial: the buried population
was not a ‘normal’ population’ (Pearce 1997, 178). It would however seem advisable
to reserve such judgements, given that the particular analytical criteria of different

specialists would appear to have an impact on their findings in this area (see case

studies, below).

It has been argued that some modification of the corpse prior to cremation can be
suggested by referring to two types of evidence, these being (as Pearce [1997,
176—177] notes): the existence or not of associated structures within or close to the
place of burial, that may have acted as ‘mortuary enclosures’ (several structures
associated with the Iron Age cemetery recorded at the Westhampnett site in West
Sussex were interpreted as ‘shrines’ [Fitzpatrick 1997; 2000; 22—24]), and patterns of

fracturing of cremated bone.

The presence of mortuary structures or enclosures might indicate, at least in some
cases, a period of ‘laying out’ (and perhaps display and associated ceremonial) of the
human remains prior to the cremation phase; this may reflect a choice (in some cases
at least) to carry out such a procedure in the area of the deposition site, as opposed to,
or perhaps as well as other ‘places’, like the home, or an equivalent to a ‘chapel of

rest’ or mortuary (for ethnographic and specifically Roman period analogies of such
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practices, see Metcalf and Huntington 1992 [Bara rites] and Toynbee 1971, 44
respectively). There are also of course more ‘specific’ spatial considerations here. For
example, at Folly Lane, St Albans, an apparent mortuary structure consisted of a
central chamber with a possible ambulatory for procession and viewing of the corpse
‘lying in state’ (Niblett 2000, 98—100). We might also take spatial and ritual
relationships between such enclosures/structures and possibly associated pyre sites,

deposition contexts, etc into account.

Certain patterns of fracture of cremated bone have also been suggested as evidence of
pre-pyre exposure of the remains to the point of excamation of the corpse. Pearce
states that patterns of fracture at King Harry Lane were ‘consistent with burning
whilst flesh still adhered to the corpse’ (Pearce 1997, 176, citing Stirland 1989, 241).
Stirland (1999, 45) recalls the application of this approach in relation to Bronze Age
cremations from Leicestershire (Stirland 1981). The original bone report on the
Leicestershire cremations reveals that the suggestion of excarnation was in that case
derived from several different types of evidence, relating to localised burning and the
possibility that disarticulated remains had been burnt *as bundles’ in situ. The bone
evidence offered for this interpretation specifically referred to ‘the case of F49, which
shows less [my italics] distortion and calcinations... than the others’ (ibid, 19)

Stirland cited Brothwell (1972, 19) as a precedent for this type of interpretation.

Contrary to this, McKinley (1989, 66) seems to have suggested that increased
dehydration of the bone through burning (diagnosed through high levels of shrinkage
of spongy bone, and twisting of compact bone) may indicate pre-pyre excarnation of
some sort, when she wrote that the ‘degree of alteration in the form of the bone may
well indicate both speed and completeness of dehydration, and reflect the height of
the temperature and possibly even de-fleshing or not of the bone [my italics].’
However, such an approach appears later contradicted by the same writer, who, in a
more recent synthesis of the types of evidence available from the study cremation
remains, clearly states that ‘(T)he earliest identifiable stage of the cremation rite
evident in the archaeological record is represented by the pyre site’ (McKinley 2000a,
38), and makes no mention of any diagnostic properties of cremated bone in relation

to suggestions of pre-pyre excarnation practice.
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On balance, and chiefly as a result of McKinley’s close observations of the processing
of human remains at ‘modern crematoria’ (1989, 65—66; 1994b, 72-76; as well as
drawing on personal observations, see below), it is perhaps more advisable to interpret
the shrinkage and distortion of well burnt bone as likely to result from increased
oxygenation during cremation, rather than excarnation at the ‘pre-pyre’ stage.
McKinley also records occasional instances when soft tissue residues have been
identified within cremation deposits, which again would tend to tell against pre-pyre

excarnation in some cases at least (see McKinley 2000b, 269).

The selection and use of certain additional types of objects at the pre-pyre stage of
Romano-British mortuary ritual is evidently difficult if not impossible to reconstruct
with any great certainty. Perhaps the only category of evidence that might help in this
regard is in the form of burnt material adhering to identifiable cremated bone
fragments (therefore burnt along with the human remains), recovered from the pyre
and subsequently deposited either in ‘cremation burials’ or in ‘pyre related deposits’.
McKinley (1989, 71; 1994a) has pointed out that it may be possible to identify at least
the material and perhaps even the type of ‘pyre goods’ melted to particular bones; the
location of this material on the body during cremation is inferred from the bones with
which it has fused, suggesting personal and group identity signifiers in the funerary
context, such as clothing, jewellery, or other dress accessories, that may have been
‘worn’ on the pyre in some cases. Moreover, we might categorise hobnails found as
part of cremation deposits as perhaps reflecting the wearing or placement of footwear
on the pyre in a similar way. Some of this material might have been introduced into
the ritual sequence at a ‘pre-pyre stage’. We might well think of discrete ‘offerings’
(such as animal, plant, or other items) on the pyre as ‘pyre goods’, but clothing etc
‘worn’ by the corpse, perhaps selected and displayed beforehand as part of some sort
of ‘laying out’ ceremony, arguably fit also into a ‘pre-pyre’ category of ritual object
(although we should be transparent about the fact that this is a matter of inference

based on contextual and depositional association).

And yet the consumption of such items on the pyre along with the mortal remains
does also represent another choice of action relating to the pyre. The same evidence
therefore suggests both ‘pre-pyre’ and ‘pyre’ related ritual actions, as well as

(perhaps) some articulation of the two phases; McKinley notes, in the case of traces of
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glass beads and bronze brooches adhering to bones of the neck/chest and shoulders
respectively at Spong Hill, that ‘one would expect them to have been placed over
during the laying out of the corpse’ (1994a, 133), but does not seem to recognise the
possibility that this action of adornment may have been carried out at a stage prior to
moving of the remains to the ‘pyre site’, and the making of spatial arrangements on

the ‘pyre’ or other cremation facility itself (see below).

From another perspective, the straightforward and more common identification of
such objects as ‘pyre goods’ might lead us to reconsider such ‘hard and fast’
categorisations as to exactly which ‘phase’ of the ritual sequence certain objects
‘belong’. It is important to separate the diagnostic categories of evidence from the
original ritual sequences that they hope to investigate. Overall, it is worth
remembering that concepts such as ‘pre-pyre’ and ‘pyre’ are themselves generated by
archaeologists in order to make sense of the evidence; such categories may bear little
relation to the phasing of ritual as perceived by the original actors. Actually, any
number of objects, including those found unburned within the final deposit, or objects
that we have absolutely no evidence of, may also have ‘accompanied’ the deceased at

earlier or later stages of the ritual sequence.

The Pyre: evidence and inference’

Much important work has already been carried out comparing the results of

archaeological experiments and ethnographic material, as well as literary, epigraphic
and archaeological evidence, in an attempt to reconstruct Romano-British ‘pyre
technologies’ (Wells 1960; McKinley 1989; 1994a; 1994b; 1994c¢; 1997; 2000, Pearce

1999, 2002). Several new points can be made, however, in relation to such syntheses
of evidence and inference (see also Weekes 20035, 16-22).

‘Technology’

The term ‘pyre technology’, while much used in this area and useful to a point, carries

with it an implicit emphasis on the technical qualities of the ‘pyre” itself, and seems to

;ggu;:h of the following arguments on ‘technology® and ‘busta’ have recently been published (Weekes
5).
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refer less to the work of human ‘technicians’. ‘Technology’ in past research has

perhaps been given an undue primacy over the work and experience of its human

agents.

We might argue that the attempted reconstruction of a particular ‘pyre technology’
rather objectifies the ‘process’, with perhaps the tacit assumption that all people at all
times would have used, thought of, and experienced a given technology in the same
way. This universalist approach can have significant interpretive implications. For
example, in an article by McKinley (1989) the writer, while admitting ‘a certain
amount of overlap’ (ibid, 71), nonetheless approaches ‘ritual and technology’ as
largely separate issues. McKinley’s fieldwork methodology also adheres to this
approach (1994b, Chapter 6; 1997, 65ff). Yet this division of labour certainly need not

have existed in the minds and actions of original ‘pyre technicians’.

Researchers interested in the archaeology of pyre technology are frequently faced
with only scant and often indirect evidence, consisting of cremated bone deposits that
have been removed from their ‘original’ context (the site of burning), sorted and/or
cleaned, and redeposited in the ‘grave’; unsorted bone and other pyre material in
‘graves’ or elsewhere (including any deposit of ‘pyre debris’) has generally only been
collected (and therefore made available to the researcher) in more recent excavations,
largely as a result of the pioneering work of McKinley (1989; 1994a; 1994b; 1994c;
1997; 2000a; see also Wells 1960) in this area.

Direct evidence, in the form of actual ‘pyre sites’, whether considered to be Ustrina,
Busta, or ‘one-off pyre sites’ (see below, where the typical evidence used to infer such
‘types’ is discussed), make up a comparatively small proportion of the available

evidence. Several main factors have contributed to this historic problem:

a) there have rarely been excavations of whole cemetery or mortuary areas,

b) there has, in the past, been little archaeological recognition of features
associated with burning in situ, a situation much improved by the recent work
of McKinley and others (see also Fitzpatrick 1997),

¢) cremation seems mainly to have been carried out in a place separate from

depositional sites.
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Seeking a practical solution to the undoubted problem of direct evidence of pyre sites

and of the ‘technology’ involved, researchers have therefore tended to have recourse

to reconstruction techniques from a broadly scientific standpoint, either through
observation or experiment (Wells 1960, McKinley 1989; 1994b). Arguably, one result
of this is that the possible variables of human input into the work have been largely
overlooked (see Weekes 2005).

Experiment and observation have variously shown the obstacles facing would-be
cremators in producing, as near as possible, the perceived ‘desired end result’ of
cremation, the latter being seen as the transformation of the human body so that ‘fully
cremated’, burnt bone is made available for collection and/or deposition of whatever
sort (we obviously should be careful not to project our own ideas of ‘full cremation’
or ‘pyre efficiency’ onto any criteria that may have been used by ‘pyre technicians’
themselves [see McKinley 1997, 66; 2000, 39]). The diagnostic qualities of such
material have been scientifically determined (see below for more detailed analysis): in
general, ‘cremated bone’ is characterised as significantly changed in crystalline
structure, and is mainly white/off white in colour, showing signs of shrinkage,
distortion and fragmentation (although, contrary to still popular belief, bone and other
residues require further processing in order to produce the ‘ashes’ in powdered form,

returned to relatives by agents of latter day crematoria, see below).

In order to re-examine the part played by human actors in the ‘cremation process’, it
may be helpful first to note the approximate proportions of constituents of the

‘average’ human body, as clearly set out by McKinley (1994¢, 339, citing various

authorities):

The process of cremation is one of dehydration, and oxidation of the organic components of the
body. About 34.2% by weight of the human body is composed of organic substances, mostly fats
and proteins, with water as the largest single component at 57.1% by weight. This leaves only
5.7% comprising the mineral content, the vast majority of which is within the skeletal framework.
Seventy percent [sic] of the skeleton is formed by the mineral component—-a calcium phosphate,
hydroxyapatite...(T)he other 30% of the skeleton comprises the bone matrix, which is largely the
protein collagen... (C)omplete cremation will result in full oxidation of the organic components of

the body, and dehydration, leaving only the mineralized skeleton.
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The most significant information here for our purposes is the fact that about 94% of
the body as presented is made up of water and organic substances that must be
removed in order to apply heat and oxygen to the bone. What is not made clear in this
description of ‘the process’ is the fact that the skeleton, which must be exposed to
sufficient heat and oxygen in order that its own organic and water components can be
burned and driven off (before mineralisation can be achieved, if indeed that is the
aim), 1s completely enveloped in material that will largely hinder such work. Ignition
of body fats at around 500°C-800°C (McKinley 1989, 65; 1994b, 72; 74) would
appear to be crucial for the successful destruction of the soft tissues and removal of
water content of the body necessary before the majority of the bone can be fully
processed (see below). Thus, if we consider the materials that need to be burned as
well as their relative location within the body, we can instantly see some of the major
problems inherent in any attempt to ‘consume’ the human body by fire. These are the

problems faced by, and which therefore inform the work of ‘pyre technicians’.

I would argue, therefore, that ‘full’ cremation of any part of the skeleton (from the
scientific point of view of mineralisation, as definitions of the ‘completeness’ of
cremation are of course relative) must of necessity be seen as comprising the
accomplishment of two main goals (partly synchronic, but mainly diachronic). First
the removal through burning of the organic and water components of the body is
required so that sufficient oxygen and heat can be applied directly to the bone. Only
then can the organic and water components of the bone be burnt off and driven out
respectively, and (at least largely) uninhibited modification of crystalline structures be
achieved. Whether one considers such actions as ‘ritualised’ or not (by the very nature
of the material being burned I would incline towards the former definition), they
would seem to detail the true ‘work’ faced by and undertaken by cremators. Such

work surely requires specialised knowledge and skills.
The exact processes by which the human body is ‘metamorphosed’ in order to

produce cremated bone remain a matter of some debate, and even confusion on

particular points, among specialists.
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Scientific experiments have tended to investigate the effect of heat on bone (i.e. what
must be a later part of the ‘the cremation process’ as outlined above), and have, to an
extent, elucidated the nature of transformation of human bone as a result of sufficient
exposure to heat and oxygen. The X-ray diffraction work of Shipman ef al (1984;
cited and apparently accepted by both McKinley [1994b, 77] and Mays [2000, 207])
on the transformation of the crystalline structure of the mineral content of bone
(hydroxyapatite) during heating, indicates an overall increase in the size of crystals in
parallel with temperature increase; however, the critical temperature range has been
found to be between 525°C and 645°C, where results have showed a ‘fairly abrupt
transition to a much more highly crystalline structure with a larger individual crystal
size. Little further change occurs after 645°C...” (Mays 2000, 207).

We should note here with McKinley that ‘(E)uropean workers however, have reported
both changes in the mineral form and a reduction, rather than an increase, in crystal
size’ (1994b, 77); actually, in an article published in the same year McKinley, now
citing Lange et al (1987), appears to refute the proposed increase in crystal size
altogether: ‘(A)s the bone is heated the ~hydroxy bond in the apatite crystals breaks
down, resulting in reduced crystal size’ (1994c, 339).

Some variability in scientific results is also reported in relation to bone colour as a
diagnostic feature of burning: examination of the degree and type of colour change in
the material in line with increasing temperature. Mays records that, despite attempting
to imitate exactly the experiment conditions used by Shipman et al (ibid), his results
show quite different colouring in the mid-range temperatures, although the same
overall results, the bone colour moving from reds, browns and blacks at lower
temperatures, becoming lighter in the apparently significant 525°C-645°C range, and
becoming white/off white thereafter (Mays 2000, 216-217, including table 11.1
detailing comparative results). Mays is at a loss to explain the causes of the
discrepancies between the results of his and earlier experiments, but asserts that ‘the

very fact they exist shows that factors other than maximum temperature attained and

duration of heating must exert some influence on bone colour’ (ibid).

Whatever hidden variables may have caused such deviation in the results, perhaps the

most important point to make here is that these experiments were carried out in

43



controlled conditions quite unlike any of the controlled conditions of mechanised
crematoria or open wood pyres. The materials used were disarticulated de-fleshed
goat bones heated in muffle furnaces (McKinley 1994b, 77; Mays 2000, 216-218),
not fully fleshed, articulated (or clothed or covered for that matter) human bodies. The
undoubted significance of these and other such factors for bone colour has been
pointed out by McKinley from her observations of largely mechanised ‘modern
cremation’, where she found that bone colour could ‘vary considerably within one
cremation’; this as a result of variability of organic components different types of
bone, and in differing amounts of soft tissue surrounding the bone (1989, 66; 1994b,
75; 77). Once again I would suggest that, in actual cremation contexts, the knowledge
and skill of the ‘pyre technician’, who must control these more complex and difficult
conditions in order to successfully burn and therefore modify the skeleton (see

below), is a most significant factor, warranting deeper consideration.

In observing the more realistic circumstances of ‘modern cremations’ however, we
are evidently dealing with a highly mechanised (recently further automated) and
therefore more ‘indirect’ activity, obviously informed by modern western attitudes
towards both death and the disposal of human remains (Parker-Pearson 1999, 41-42).
The ‘cremator operative’ seems to be largely removed from his/her ‘charge’ (the
corpse to be processed) physically, technically and psychologically (this would also
apply to any scientific observers present). Thus it is perhaps not surprising that
theoretical frameworks based on evidence from such sources have tended to treat the
process as paramount, seeming to ‘play down’ the part of the operative. Before
considering in more detail the vital role of the operative in the process, an outline of
the effects of the process, again derived from the seminal work of Wells and of

McKinley, is illuminating.

Wells’ and McKinley’s research has informed archaeologists about the gas-fired
furnaces of mechanised crematoria in the early 1960s and early 1990s respectively,
and many of their findings remain current (although see below for the latest advances
in cremator automation). Furnaces tend to operate at 500°C—1050°C, the lower
temperature being the minimum required for ignition of body fats; gas jets are only
used until the fats are alight, after which the body continues to burn aided by the
regulated provision of oxygen (McKinley 1989, 65; 1994b, 72). Indeed, some
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cremations require only that the furnace is of sufficient temperature (approximately
800°C) when the coffin is placed within, and no gas firing at all (ibid). It takes
between 10 and 20 minutes for the coffin to ‘break open’ (1994b, 74), and ‘after about
45 minutes at 600°C-800°C most of the soft tissue has been removed, except for some
of the thicker layers of fat and muscle e.g. around the buttocks, which may have fallen
away from the body but would still be burning’ (1989,65; see also Wells 1960, 34 and
McKinley 1994b, 74; Wells took 900°C “as an average’, and today, higher

temperatures in the 900s are almost uniformly reached earlier in the firing).

At this stage the skeleton is still connected by the ligaments, which are the last to
burn, and can only do so when all other soft tissue has been removed (McKinley
1994b). Only after removal of surrounding soft tissue and ligaments can the bone be
exposed to sufficient heat and oxygen in order for the cremation process to be
‘completed’. ‘Cremated bone’ is seen as that which has been mineralised by heat after
dehydration and combustion of its organic content. Dehydration of the bone (and the
organic content of the bone being burned?) is the apparent cause of the shrinkage,

distortion and fissuring characteristic of the material (McKinley 1989, 66; 1994b, 77—
78: 1994c¢, 339; Mays 2000, 207).

My own crematorium observations (March 2004) have indicated that there have been
some highly significant developments in cremation technology in the ten years or so
since McKinley’s published findings. As might be expected, the crematorium that I
visited uses a now practically fully automated and computerised firing system, with
built in responses to the variability of human ‘charges’ (see below), and three “pre-

settings’ for ‘light’, ‘standard’ and ‘heavy’ cadavers.

Still, an overall ‘process’ of approximately 60-90 minutes duration can be described.
However, the suggested ‘homogeneity’ of this outline in fact glosses over much

diversity, both within and between firings.

As Wells and McKinley have each pointed out, there is a varied distribution of fats

and soft tissues in each body, so some parts will burn more quickly (although not
necessarily more effectively) than others (Wells 1960, 34; 35; McKinley 1989, 65; 66;
1994b, 72-75); in particular it would seem that the lower legs and skull will tend to
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finish burning quicker than other parts as a direct result of there being less soft tissue
to dehydrate and combust, although ‘complete combustion of the brain may prove
somewhat problematic’ (McKinley 1994b, 75). In the latter case the opening of the
skull vault 1s required for the brain to be fully combusted, a matter largely dependent,
for McKinley, on the age at which ‘charge’ was deceased and consequent degrees of
fusion of cranial sutures (ibid, or else, significantly, on human intervention in the

process, see below).

In fact, ‘state of the art’ automated cremators now reflect a response to this problem;
air jets appear to be automatically directed at the side of the head throughout the most
of the firing. In the three cremations that I observed at this stage of the process
(March 2004) a jet of air, apparently directed at the right sphenoid and temporal areas,
meant that the skull was in each case sufficiently agitated for the brain to be exposed
(or at least accessed) and combusted. In this way cranial sutures appeared to be
opened as a result of internal pressure, as much as anything else. Interestingly
however, each skull responded differently to this treatment, with one of the crania

remaining intact far longer than the others, the brain matter in this case erupting from

the disturbed temporal region.

Thus variability between different corpses is also a significant factor that the
‘operator’ or ‘pyre technician’, or automated cremator needs to be able to deal with.
Because different bodies tend to vary in terms of the quantity, quality and location of
the fat deposits required for cremation, general trends can be postulated: ‘females will
cremate more easily than males because of their slightly heavier and different fat
deposits; the very old and the immature are more difficult to cremate as they usually
carry less fat’ (McKinley 1994b, 72; see also Wells 1960, 35); techniques to respond
to and overcome such variables are therefore required of the cremator, whatever

technology is being used.

Fascinatingly, it would seem that no completely predictive model for how particular
bodies burn can yet be established. For instance, McKinley records one ‘unexplained’
case, ‘charge 5a’, ‘which was, in size, age and sex, equivalent to charge *5b’ but, for
some unknown reason, proved very difficult to cremate. Whereas 5b’ needed no gas

heat [i.e. furnace temperature was sufficient that ‘firing’ was unnecessary, see above],
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‘Sa had continuous heating throughout the process but still proved most difficult’
(McKinley 1994b, 74; 72-74). Even in the latter day automated cremators, a manual
override is available and still necessary on occasion. For instance, I am informed that
the cremation a particular ‘charge’ weighing more than ¢35 stone’ required
intervention on the part of the operator (Daren Caldicott, pers. comm.) who extended

the duration of this firing to nearly three hours, applying a lower and more steady

heat.

It is surely 1n dealing with such variability that the specialised skill of the ‘operator’
or the ‘pyre technician’ is so important. But in what way, specifically, must he or she
‘get involved’ in the ‘process’ (or indeed control it) in order to react to, and therefore
overcome, the problems presented by the varied nature of the human body? The
answer to this question may lie in a further paradox of the human body and therefore
the cremation ‘process’, arguably not clearly solved by Wells, McKinley or others
(see Anderson 1998, 120~-121, for example). This important ambiguity is inherent in
the fact that while certain parts of the body will have more fat which aid combustion
and dehydration, these same parts are also likely to have more soft tissue in general,
which will impede combustion of the bone: *(Df oxygen reaching the bone is impeded
by the presence of soft tissue, the bone will not burn’ (McKinley 1994b, 75).

Moreover, some bones, having a higher organic content, will intrinsically take longer

to burn than others (ibid).

The ‘operator’ or ‘pyre technician’ (or cremator designer) must know how to strike
and maintain a balance between utilising the heat generated by fat ignition in order to
remove water and combust non-fatty soft tissue, and concurrent and/or consecutive
exposure of the bone to sufficient oxygen as well as heat. Cremator operators and
designers, and pyre technicians, need to control conditions through actively modifying
temperature and particular application of the heat source and through deliberate

manipulation of the human remains.

As has been stated, the role of the operative in largely mechanised (and indeed
recently automated) cremation would seem to be as a result relatively reduced, but

this role should nonetheless be considered much more than merely a ‘further variable’
(McKinley 1994, 74). In the 1990s, operators not only controlled furnace
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temperatures, but also airflow around the chamber, to ensure that heat was applied to
all parts of the body (especially where it was needed most at any given point in the
cremation?), and were on hand to ‘provide turbulence to aid the breakdown of
remains’ (ibid, 72, my italics). This albeit indirect intervention (i.e. using air jets as a
tool), manipulating those parts of the body that require more than just heat, was surely
an important part of the work at that time; in fact McKinley stated that the *skill of the
operator, using the various air flows, will ensure complete combustion’ (ibid). In the
automated cremators now in use, control of airflow has largely passed to the computer

settings and built in functions, although, as has been stated, manual override is still an

option (Daren Caldicott, pers. comm.).

Further processing by the operator (as described by McKinley and still relevant today)

involves the raking down of remains to a

‘middle hearth, during which process the hot, brittle bone breaks along fractures developed in
cremation. On the middle hearth, they are subject to further heat and turbulence from reverse flow
air...and, if necessary, the after burners, which aid completion of bone oxidation, and break down
and remove any remaining wood ash from the coffin. The operator may then pull the remains
forward into an ‘ash residue’ compartment, in which they may cool and be removed. This

movement obviously results in additional breakage’ (ibid, 75).

The foregoing is less than explicit about the fact that all the acts described have to be
controlled by the operator. It is clear that the operator is responsible for further
processing of the remains, chiefly through agitation (‘raking down’ also results in
destruction of the skull vault [ibid, 74], see above). It is this agitation that causes the
bone to fragment along fissures produced through dehydration: ‘(T)he bone is
rendered brittle, especially whilst hot, when any movement will result in increased

Jragmentation along the dehydration fissures’ (McKinley 1994c¢, 339, my italics).

In a final consideration of the human element of mechanised and automated
cremation, we might note some critical observations (still relevant) by McKinley of

the role of the operator in further sorting of the remains in order to remove

... any extraneous material, e.g. coffin pins, prior to passing the bone through the cremulator

[machine that renders bone to granular state] ... (T)he amount of movement which may take place
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during this sorting varies greatly depending on the working practices of the operative. The
maximum fragment size noted by the writer at a modern crematorium was ¢. 250mm, a figure

much reduced by varying the amount of raking/movement of the remains...” (ibid.).

Manipulation/agitation of the human remains, then, formerly the province of the

cremator operative throughout the process, but latterly only in the raking down and

sorting stages, is chiefly responsible for fragmentation of the burnt bone.

Also, the ‘modern’ sorting and collection of coffin nails etc from the material, last in
the cremation process before pulverisation of remains in the ‘Cremulator’ (I am
informed that before mechanisation of the process, this work was also manual, using a
brick; Daren Caldicott, pers. comm.), seems to represent an interesting inversion of
the actions of pyre technicians, who instead need to extract the cremated human bone
itself from pyre residues, or ‘abandon’ all material once cremation is complete, either

through mass deposition of pyre debris elsewhere, or covering over in situ.

McKinley has suggested methods of separating and sorting cremated bone from other
pyre debris, in the shape of flotation and winnowing techniques (1989, 73); however,
that sorting of water-cooled pyre materials after burning is a relatively simple and
effective method is evidenced by ethnographic reports (see below). It is not hard to
imagine that any such activity would result in further fragmentation of the bone.

The degree of manipulation/agitation of the human remains that ‘pyre technicians’

deploy during the cremation (in using their own forms of technology), however,

requires further investigation.

A ‘common sense’ reconstruction of the difficulties attendant on pyre cremation
shows (not unexpectedly) the requirement for a greater degree of involvement on the
part of the pyre technician in the firing process, if the work is to be successtul. The
open pyre obviously demands a manual control of conditions (and, as a result, a more
intimate experience of cremation?), requiring manipulation and agitation of both fuel

and human remains.
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McKinley reports an apparent uniformity of pyre construction techniques in different
contexts, and a general model, involving open, rectangular lattice like wood structures
with a shallow flue beneath to aid ventilation can be suggested (1994b, 79; although
actually princely and Brahmin Indian pyres, as well as certain Australian examples
cited by McKinley do scem to show some quite significant variation). Nevertheless,
the particular difficulties of pyre cremations are especially inherent in the need to use
solid fuel (wood, in the main), while at the same time maintaining a clear flow of the

oxygen required for combustion, in addition to dealing with the problems inherent in

the human body outlined above.

Thus coverage of the human remains, either with ‘pyre goods’ or as a result of the
need to add more fuel during cremation, will decrease air flow and increase the level
of difficulty; moreover, build up of fuel ash, premature collapse of the pyre structure,
parts of the body falling to less accessible areas of the pyre and being covered by
debris, considerable variability of temperature in different areas of the pyre (with the
centre more likely to have higher temperatures than the periphery), and even variation
in the weather at the time of cremation (an open firing may take seven or eight hours),
affecting degrees of draught available (as well as possible inhibitors, such as heavy
rain), have all to be taken into account (McKinley 1989, 66-67; 1994b, 78-79).

Bearing in mind such a long list of possible variables, the necessary human element of
pyre cremation 1is thus indicated as ‘tending’ of the pyre; ‘tending’ or maintenance of
the pyre can simply be defined as the pyre technician’s specialist response to the
inherent difficulties of open pyre cremation. Thus the work will of necessity involve
not only correct timing and placement of additional fuel, but also intervening in order
to “stir up the pyre occasionally, to allow oxygenation and to return any rogue bone or
wood, which would result in considerable movement of the bone’; in open pyre

cremations in the past, then, ‘much fragmentation would have taken place on the pyre
(McKinley 1989, 72), with bone being broken

“as the pyre collapsed in the later stages of the cremation or if the pyre was tended to any degree,

¢.g. reinstating bones which had fallen out of the main body of the pyre, or slight stirring late in the
process to re-oxygenate the pyre’ (McKinley 1994c, 340).
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We might argue however that the above description, by using such careful language,
once again rather underplays the degree of human activity in the process; even the
word most often used for pyre maintenance activity, ‘tending’, is loaded with
technical and cultural overtones, suggesting a largely supervisory role, a ‘careful’
mode of action. Perhaps as a result of such attitudes there would seem to be some
degree of (culture specific?) hesitation on the part of researchers as to exactly what
form such ‘tending’ might take, or what degree of ‘tending’ might be considered

acceptable in any given cremation context.

For although considerable and vigorous manual agitation of the pyre, in order to
maintain the required relationships between fuel, heat, oxygen and human remains,
would seem to be an obvious explanation for much of the fragmentation that

characterises archaeological cremated bone deposits, experts have historically avoided

giving such activity prominence in ‘the cremation process’.

It is important to note with McKinley that with archaeological deposits of cremated
bone ‘fragment sizes presented in the reports should be regarded as post-excavation
fragment sizes’ (1994c, 339), 1.e. that we need to remember the effects not only of the
‘pyre technology’ (ibid, 340), but also of ‘burial, excavation and post-excavation
treatment’ (ibid, 342, we should also add disturbance of the deposit and any other
post-depositional processes to this list). And yet the examples of apparently largely
undisturbed cremated bone deposits cited in support of this argument are surely still
fragmented to a degree sufficient to pose questions of the original cremation and/or
collection process; for example, does not a ‘majority’ of fragments being over 30mm,

and a maximum of 140mm (ibid, 342) still argue for rather profound fragmentation of

the skeleton during the original process (ibid, see figures 3 and 4)?

A culture specific approach to the definition of ‘tending’ may well have informed
experimental archaeology in this area. McKinley for example, occasionally citing her
own research firing experimental busta, reports no clear details as to the types and
levels of ‘tending’ deployed, or the degrees of fragmentation of bone recovered
(McKinley 1997, 65-67; 20004, 40). 1t is interesting to note that McKinley reports
‘large quantities of charred soft tissues — noticeably lung, intestine, bowel and spinal

longitudinal ligament — in experimental pyre cremations, remaining on the ash bed of
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the pyre up to eight to nine hours after cremation had commenced...’ and that ‘(E)ven
in next day recovery of material, some charred tissues may remain, particularly
ligament’ (2000b, 269): all of which strongly suggests that the body on the

experimental pyre in question was not rigorously ‘tended’ to any degree but largely

left to burn.

Gaitzsch and Werner, even though they express surprise that bones from
archaeological busta show such a high degree of fragmentation (1993, 59-60),
mention nothing about the degree of fragmentation of pig bones in their own
experimental pyre; moreover, no reference is made to ‘tending’, other than the need to
place more fuel around the more fleshy parts of the pig (ibid, 66). Arguably, an easier
way of dealing with the problem that such areas of the body pose would have been
more vigorous ‘tending’ or ‘stoking’ in order to separate the soft tissues from the bone

and allow the application and circulation of oxygen and heat.

The expectation of a broadly ‘laissez faire’ attitude to the pyre seems also to have had
implications for the use of ethnographic analogy in cremation studies. Once again
McKinley is the authority, concluding that, while ‘pyres may have been
tended...there is no indication of additional fuel being added once the cremation is

underway’, and that ‘(D)eliberate fragmentation of the bone is only documented in
some of the Aboriginal cases’ (McKinley 1994b, 81).

We need however to be more critical of the sources from which such general
inferences are drawn. The apparent omission of either the need to add extra fuel (or
the act of doing it) from the literary, historical or ethnographic sources, for example,
is only evidence of its omission from the sources, for which there may be many
reasons: a writer may not have observed the entire cremation, or may have taken the
addition of further fuel for granted or thought it insignificant, or found it distasteful,
or may have gathered the information from another source. Arguably, only ‘pyre
technicians’ might have the knowledge and skill required for the work, and therefore
only they are fully qualified to provide detailed description of what ‘needs to be

done’; yet we have no first hand accounts from “pyre technicians’ themselves.
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Moreover, McKinley’s assertion that ‘deliberate fragmentation of the bone is only
documented in some of the Aboriginal cases’ (ibid) is apparently derived purely from
an account given by the nineteenth- century traveller G.A. Robinson referring to the

practice of first leaving the body to burn on a pyre without tending. Yet Robinson

seems simply to state that:

‘If a corpse was not destroyed by the initial firing the remains were raked into a heap and refired...

or bashed so that they were more easily consumed by the pyre’ (quoted McKinley 1994b, 80).

Untended pyre cremations are highly unlikely to produce completely mineralised
bone; Robinson does not appear to be describing particular or ‘rare’ cases per se, but
rather a pattern of human intervention in the firing in order to be sure of its

‘compietion’. Actually, in more detailed descriptions of Tasmanian cremation,

Robinson shows himself to be far from squeamish:

‘... (They continued to apply fuel to the pile. The body was now seen on the pile, when one of
the men, HEEDEEK, got a long pole and broke the head. The brains was in a perfect state, but the
skull and flesh was burnt. Others of the men got long poles and poked the body until the whole
was consumed to ashes ...” (Robinson, 31 July 1832 [ed. Plomley 1966, 637-638]).

We should note the way in which the particular difficulty of the cranium was
overcome in this instance. The cranial fragments frequently analysed for possible
indicators of sex or age in archaeological cremation deposits might also be diagnostic
of such intrusive acts of cremation in the past. In fact, Wells long ago noted that the
type of fracturing of ‘... the medial part of the petrous temporal bones...’ in
cremation deposits that he had analysed ¢...does not seem to occur under modern

conditions of cremation...” (Wells 1960, 33; see Weekes forthcoming).

Significant new ethnographic comparison is now afforded by detailed accounts of
Hindu pyre cremations from India and Bali. Robinson’s account of ‘bashing’ of the
remains now has more weight. Consider, for example, this description of ‘tending’ in

Banaras on the Ganges in Northern India:

‘Mid-way through the cremation, the chief mourner performs kapal kriya, ‘the rite of the skull’, by

cracking open the cranium of the deceased with a bamboo pole...{this would actually seem also to
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have a practical purpose with older corpses, where cranial sutures are likely to be more fully fused,
see above]. Often kapal kriya in fact consists of a general breaking up of the partly incinerated
corpse, and a stoking of the fire so that it is more completely consumed’ (Parry 1994, 177).

Such evidence can be further corroborated. I am informed for example that a

particular group of chandala (‘untouchable’) pyre technicians, Dalits in the Southern
Indian states of Tamil Nadu and bordering areas of Andhrapradesh, are locally called
Kattiyakarans, meaning ‘men with sticks’, because of the way in which they actively
stoke the pyres, ‘bashing’ corpses, maintaining the correct position of corpses within

pyre structures, etc. (R. Peniel Jesudason Rufus pers. comm.).

Finally, a Balinese example of latter day ‘pyre technicians’ in action is clearly

recorded by Jane Downes:

‘one or two men assisted the body to burn more quickly by poking it with long sticks and lifting it
up to help the air circulate. The manipulation and fragmentation of the body during burning also
serves to aid the spirit to escape the body. When the flesh had burnt off and the bones had been
reduced through agitation to fairly small fragments, the pyre was quickly quenched with water
brought up in large buckets by the women... the bone fragments were rapidly picked out of the

ashes by the women...” (Downes 1999, 23).

It would be hard to find an account that more clearly shows how significant the
human action of ‘tending’ can be for the process of cremation (as well as informing
ideas about the metaphysical results of the process); the diagnostic qualities of
archaeological cremated bone deposits, even if the vicissitudes of deposition, post-
deposition, excavation and post-excavation are taken into account (McKinley 1994c¢),

frequently seem to indicate that just such actions were carried out by the modern pyre

technician’s ancient counterparts.

The quenching of the Balinese pyre, and rapidity with which bone fragments were
reportedly picked out of the ashes is also worthy of note; in the same way that small
“‘unwanted’ objects such as coffin pins can be manually removed from bone residues
in mechanised crematoria using a hand held magnet which causes further
fragmentation of the bone, so it would seem that (at least the well
burned/oxidised/white?) bone fragments are readily identifiable and retrievable from
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the quenched pyre residues in this example. Presumably, this might also apply to the

selection of recognisable pyre goods.

Before moving onto a consideration of evidence of pyre practice in antiquity, a final
note should be made of the much higher degree of ‘intimacy’ inherent in the tactile
experience of pyre cremation than we might see in the use of more mechanised and/or
automated technologies. In the latter situation, for example, ‘(D)iscretion requires that
modern cremation incinerates efficiently, without the production of smoke’
(McKinley 1994b, 72). On the open pyre, smoke, and with it the smell of burning
flesh, is an obvious function of the nature of the technology and its use; thus adding
perfumed oils to a pyre in India not only serves “to aid the initial combustion’ (ibid,
78), but also serves to disguise the smell (as do the addition of other spices, the use of

sandalwood etc, see Parry 1994).

Further aspects of the experience of pyre cremations would seem to suggest the
requirement of a special attitude on the part of pyre technicians to the burning of
human remains, perhaps very different from that which a ‘modern western’ observer
might assume. Quite apart from the action of stoking the pyre, the perceived results of

the work on the human remains must be a significant factor.

Some flexing of the limbs is to be expected early in the firing as dehydration affects
tendons and muscles (McKinley 1994b, 74; Mays 2000, 207). Then, as Mays points
out, there will sometimes be a swelling of the abdomen resulting from the expansion
of gases (Mays 2000, 207). This seems to be something like the effect reported by
Gaitzsch and Werner, who noted that the pig carcass they used on their experimental
pyre ruptured after about fifteen minutes, and the innards became visible (Gaitzsch
and Werner 1993, 64). Mays goes on to point out that the skin and muscles of the
corpse split (a contraction of skin and muscles through dehydration, perhaps
combining with gaseous expansion?), gradually revealing soft tissue and part of the
skeleton (Mays 2000, 207). Arguably, this part of the cremation is where the action of
actively stoking the pyre and agitation of the remains is of paramount importance.
McKinley’s report of viewing un-burnt internal organs and ligaments in her

apparently lightly tended experimental pyre is again of relevance (2000b, 269).
Finally, my own observations (March 2004) of intact brains rolling from ‘opened’
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crania, and of brain matter erupting from the side of the head during automated
cremation might be invoked, although, as we have heard, pyre technicians might have

recourse to more ‘involved’ methods for ‘dealing with’ brains.

Above all then, pyre cremation should be seen as a human, physical and conceptual
effort as well as technical; the specialised knowledge, skill and experience of ‘pyre
technicians’ should not be underestimated.

‘

‘Busta’, ‘one-off pyre sites’, ‘ustrina’ and ‘pyre goods’

Recent work has developed new terminology for the ‘types’ of pyre in the Roman
period (obviously relating to specific ‘types’ of ritual) that might be encountered in
the archaeological record, in the shape of ‘busta’, ‘one-off” pyre sites and ‘ustrina’
(Struck 1993; McKinley 2000a; Polfer 2000; Pearce 1999), as well as for the
provision of items for consumption with the human remains on the pyre: ‘primary
gifts’ (Pearce 2002, 374, reviewing European reports) or ‘pyre goods’ (McKinley
1994a). In all these areas, however, some questions need to be asked of the
relationships between evidence and inference commonly used to produce such
categories (see Weekes 2005, 22-26).

Identification of busta and ustrina in the archaeological record often seem to be based
on a frequently invoked passage from the Latin writer Festus (though not always
quoted/translated either fully or accurately, see Polfer 2000, 30, McKinley 2000a, 38).
It has been argued that Festus seems to draw a significant distinction between two

general terms referring to types of pyre facility:

Bustum proprie dicitur locus, in quo mortuus est combustus et sepultus, diciturque bustum, quasi
bene ustum; ubi vero combustus quis tantummodo, alibi vero est sepultus, is locus ab urendo

ustrina vocatur; sed modo busta sepulcra appelamus (Pauli ex lib. Pomp. Festi, De Verborum
Significatu;, Lindsay 1965, 29),

Which can be translated as:
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(A) Bustum is properly called a place in which a dead person is burned and buried, and it is called
bustum, as being ‘well burnt’; where however someone is indeed burned, but is truly buried

elsewhere, that place is called the ustrina from the act of burning; but we only call busta sepulcra.

The exact link between this statement and current archaeological theory relating to
busta (formulated by Struck 1993), and ustrina (delineated by Polfer 2000; further

explored in detail by Pearce 1999, 48-51) however, is actually somewhat unclear.

The prevailing assumption about the busrum is perhaps exemplified by the following
explanation from McKinley: ‘the inferred technique in this instance being to let the
pyre burn down into the pit then bury the remains in sity, i.e. the feature represented
both pyre site and the grave. This type appears to be that defined by Festus...’
(McKinley 2000a, 39).

But is this really what the Festus excerpt means? Leaving issues of provenance for
these ideas to one side, Festus’ perhaps rather too ‘aetiological’ derivation of ‘bustum’
being from ‘bene ustum’ may give some cause for concern (Tucker [1931, 38] and the
Oxford Latin Dictionary [1968, 245] give different etymologies, neither of which
agree with Festus). More significantly, however, what does the writer mean by
‘locus’? This word may indeed mean ‘exact same spot’, but could also, and perhaps
more sensibly, refer to a more general ‘place’ in which burning and burial constitute
separate and sequential acts (a ‘mortuary area’ designated for both the burning of
pyres as well as subsequent deposition of cremated bone?). Moreover, a further
fragment of Festus seems to link ‘bustum’ more closely with a place of burial, or
sepulchre, with no mention of burning (ibid, 456). To infer the ritual specialism of
letting the pyre burn down into a pit and burying the remains in situ from the Festus

excerpt is unwarranted.

In the wider literary context, an examination of the sources by Pearce has shown that
‘Festus’ distinction seems artificial in comparison to attested literary usage...’; Pearce
has found that pyres are most often referred to in the literature as a rogus, or pyra, or
ignis, and even ara (Pearce 1999, 48, ‘ara’ is particularly interesting in comparison
with some Hindu concepts of the pyre as ‘the last sacrifice’, see Parry 1999, Chapter

J). Moreover, Pearce could find no reference ‘where bustum in a literary source
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actually refers to in-situ cremation and burial’, the word tending to denote ‘the tomb

or ensemble of tomb and monument’ (Pearce 1999, 49; 48—49).

Several further observations by Pearce on alternative distinctions of busta and ustrina
in the epigraphic record are also worth noting: that (B)ustum more often refers to the
tomb than the pyre...’, for example, that ¢...(S)ome inscriptions explicitly contrast
the rogus as pyre...’ and that “...(A)n epitaph from Rome (CIL VI 10237) contrasts
ustrina and bustum as pyre and tomb’(ibid). Do these last points perhaps throw new
light on the final part of the Festus quote, that modo busta sepulcra appelamus: ‘we
only call busta sepulcra’?

From another perspective, uncritical application of bustum to mean ‘in situ burning
down into an under pyre pit’ in the archaeological record carries with it exactly the
same interpretive dangers as using other Latin terms in the same way. Past experience
should provide sufficient warning about the evidential weakness of uncritical
application of Latin terminology in archaeological contexts (think of villa, for
example, see Reece 1988, 80); such words are loaded with complexes of meaning that

may well be alien in, and a false projection onto archaeological contexts.

As a consequence, the term ‘busta’ , whether relating to ‘Grubenbusta’ (Struck 1993,
82-83: McKinley 2000a, 39-40; the main type, broadly defined as a feature resulting
from ‘allowing’ the burning down of the pyre into an under pyre pit and covering
over) or ‘Flichenbusta’ (Stuck 1993, 83-84; McKinley 2000a, 40; another ‘type’
resulting from the simple heaping of a mound over the remains of the pyre on the
ground surface) should be considered an archaeological concept, rather than anything
necessarily reflecting terminology, ‘typology’ or category in the thoughts and actions

of original pyre technicians or ‘mourners’.

By way of example, might we not consider at first glance the Homeric description of
heaping up of a barrow over the pyre of Patroclos to depict some sort of
Flichenbustum (Jliad, xxxiii, 255-7)? Yet immediately prior to this and apparently as
part of the same ritual sequence, attendants had already gathered the ‘white bones’,
for placement in a golden um (ibid, 252-3). Whether or not we treat the Homeric text

as an “accurate account’ (although remarkably careful observance of ritual sequence
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and detail is to be found elsewhere in Homer) the important point here is that the
actions of barrow building over the pyre site and collection of some of the bone for
alternative deposition are allowed to exist side by side in the text. (Incidentally, is the
‘white’ of the bones here merely an idiomatic adjective used like an epithet, or is it
also a technical term for bone which is more fully oxidised, and therefore

recognisable as ritually ‘suitable’ bone for collection, see above).

Of course, the raising of a mound over a pyre site (or, for that matter, the covering
over of a pit full of pyre debris) is not exclusive of first gathering at least some of the
human remains (and any identifiable ‘pyre goods’?) for separate deposition. Non-
removal of cremated human remains after bumning is surely a definitive element of the
‘bustum’ concept. Archaeological evidence for a ‘bustum’ of either sort therefore
would necessarily require, in situ, the practically complete cremated remains and pyre

debris from one cremation either in an under-pyre pit or on a buried ground surface.

We might argue that, without any real evidence for non- removal of human bone from
putative ‘busta’ (i.e. not even a ‘token’ amount) prior to back filling or mound
building, the whole ‘bustum’ concept becomes redundant as an archaeological tool.
The idea of a complete lack of removal from the ‘busrum’ of at least some bone for
deposition elsewhere is in fact entirely based on inference (informed by Festus?); this

inference 1s certainly not convincingly supported by the archaeological data to any
degree.

A decided lack of sufficient cremated human bone in several ‘bustum’-like features
from St Stephens, St Albans has suggested that an alternative interpretation of them
must be sought, leading both McKinley and Pearce to consider the possibility of these
features being ‘one-off’ pyre sites (see Pearce 1999, 48; McKinley 2000a, 40). And

yet it has to be said that ‘busta’ not infrequently are found to contain far less burnt

human bone than we might expect from an adult cremation where all the remains have

been ‘left’ in situ.

The weight of cremated human bone that we might expect from an undisturbed

“bustum’ burial (i.e. where all the remains as well as pyre debris had simply been

covered over in situ) of an adult, according to McKinley’s more recent estimate, is
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between 1000g and 2400g ‘with an average of ¢ 1650g’ (McKinley 2000b, 269;
although wetghts up to 3600g have apparently also been recorded). This accords quite
well with Mays’ citation of figures from Malinowski and Porawski (1969) who ‘give
average figures of 2004g and 1540g for weights of male and female adult corpses’
(Mays 2000, 220), and from Trotter and Hixon (1974), who give an average again in
grams of ‘1919 (males 2,288 [range 1,534-3,605], females 1,550 [range 952-2,278]
and lower figures for children (ibid, Table 11.2).

But it would seem that convincingly large deposits are not the norm in these contexts.
As Pearce points out: ‘the expected amount has rarely been recovered in the few busta
from which the human bone has been analysed and is often lower than in other types
of cremation burial...’(ibid, 43). Mckinley successfully questions many of the
recorded features designated ‘busta’ on just these grounds (2000, 40). Of course, it
should be noted that factors such as post-depositional processes, excavation technique
and methods of post-excavation and reporting have all to be taken into account
(Pearce 1999, 43; a point comparable with that of McKinley concerning degrees of
bone fragmentation [1994c]); given the nature of pyre cremation, it may also be

suggested that insufficiently burnt bone in these contexts has decomposed while the

mineralised bone has not.

Even so, without any firm evidence of a total lack of bone collection from these
features prior to filling in or covering over, the question remains: do ‘busta’ (in the
sense commonly meant by archaeologists) actually exist? Or are all these features
simply various examples of pyre sites, with or without under pyre pits for ventilation
purposes (and debris collection?), that have been ‘closed’ by being covered over after
the ‘right’ sort and/or amount of cremated human bone has been collected in each

case? It would indeed seem wise to retreat to Pearce’s conclusion that

‘(The archacological remnant of Roman period pyre sites comprises mostly the pits over which

the pyre would have been constructed to provide for ventilation and, if the pyre site was used only

once, as a repository for pyre debris’ (Pearce 1999, 51).

An interesting category of archaeological evidence for a given context representing in

situ burning and ‘grave’ at the same time, might be the deliberate and apparently
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careful deposition of un-burnt ‘accessory’ items, such as ceramic vessels, sometimes
encountered in such features. Even so, should such objects simply be interpreted as
‘grave goods’, demarcating the pyre site as also ‘burial’ site? With a more open-
minded approach, special deposits of this kind might indeed reflect either ‘pyre side’

or ‘pyre closing’ rituals, for example (see below).

If the perceived polarity of ‘bustum’ and ‘ustrinum’ is purely an archaeological
construct, what do archaeologists mean by ‘ustrinum’, and how does this definition
compare with the thoughts and actions of cremators in antiquity? If Festus is taken at
face value, the assertion seems simply to be that ‘ustrinum’ is a technically specific
reference to a place of burning (or pyre site?), where no subsequent deposition of

remains takes place:

‘ubi vero combustus quis tantummodo, alibi vero est sepultus, is locus ab urendo ustrina vocatur’

‘where however someone is indeed burned, but is truly buried elsewhere, that place is called the
ustrina from the act of burning’ (ibid).

This somewhat vague delineation of place accords reasonably well with Polfer’s
initial definition of ‘ustrina’ as ‘cremation areas, either individual or collective’ and is
also sufficiently unspecific as to be commensurate with current knowledge (Polfer
2000, 30). Polfer goes on however to argue for stricter categories of feature in much
more technical detail, distinguishing ‘permanent ustrina built in durable materials’
and ‘non-permanent areas used for a single or several cremations’ (ibid, 31). A scatter
of possible examples of the ‘permanent’ type of feature are known, generally from

‘urban cemeteries’ and ‘constructed in tiles or in dry stone walling and...quadrangular

or circular (often doubled and concentric)’ (ibid.).

Polfer describes the ‘non permanent’ type of ustrinum as being more obviously
associated with ‘smaller rural cemeteries’ and ‘(E)stablished on the ground
itself...they consist of simple depressions of shallow depth, filled with the remains of
pyre debris...” (ibid). Such features can be further sub-divided into small areas of two
or three square metres ‘used only for one or a very limited number of cremations’ or

‘cremation areas which are much larger... (T)hese areas, which were in for use [sic]
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up to 150 years, were formed in the course of time by the overlapping of a

considerable number of individual pyres’ (ibid).

Unfortunately no detailed evidence for such ‘overlapping’ (i.e. in situ burning upon in
situ burning) is given in the case study of Septfontaines, Luxembourg supplied by
Polter in the article in question, nor is any reference made to any amount of ‘residual’
cremated human bone, of which we would surely expect such a feature to contain a
considerable amount (consider the results of probable pyre techniques outlined
above). There is obviously a distinction to be made between “pyre debris’, which of
course may be redeposited, and ‘pyre site* which requires evidence of burning in situ.
The fact that ‘(M)ost of the material discovered in the ustrinum consisted of pottery
sherds’ (ibid, 34), without mention of the more diagnostic evidence, is not in itself

cloquent of a multiple pyre site of any sort.

It would seem that confident definitions of such archaeological features as ‘ustrina’,
(projections of literary and epigraphic evidence) are once again more a function of the
felt need for an archaeological terminology and categorisation of evidence, than a true

understanding of how such places were originally defined, or indeed how they were

used.

Pearce seems to come to a more realistic conclusion of what we know so far about

‘ustrina’

‘(O)f the epigraphically attested ustrina we know little. Their dimensions are likely to relate more to
the sizes of plot on which they were established. We remain ignorant of whether they were platforms
on which the temporary structure of the pyre was erected, with or without aids to ventilation, and

whether the term also applied generally to areas that were given over to the purpose of cremation rather

than for the establishment of tombs® (Pearce 1999, 51).

Finally, recent scholarship has raised awareness of the pyre stage of the cremation

ritual and the objects that seem to have been significant at that stage, ‘pyre goods’
(Mckinley 1994a, 1994b, etc), and little need be added here on this subject. In
deconstructing uncritical connections between evidence and inference, however, we

might reiterate the need to be careful about simply linking any apparently burnt
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material found within or in some sort of association with a mortuary area, to either a
specific pyre, or to ‘pyre side ritual’ in general (whether these burnt materials be
eventually considered ‘pyre goods’, ‘pyre offerings’, ‘pyre debris’ or ‘Aschengruben’,

see below).

In terms of burnt material (other than cremated human bone) found actually within the
apparent ‘burial’ context of a specific individual (the deceased apparently represented
in that burial context), it should be remembered that communal pyre sites may have
led to ‘residuality’ and accidental mixing of bone, and therefore of ‘pre-pyre’ or “pyre
goods’ etc (McKinley [1989, 69] and Pearce [1998, 103] draw attention to this factor).
Collection and deliberate or accidental deposition of such items would seem to
depend both on non-practical considerations relating to the exercising of choice on the
part of the collectors, as well as practical components; recognition of particular
parts/objects and ease of access to them after cremation, for example, need to be
accounted for, and whether or not re-used pyre sites were in each case fully cleared of
uncollected material after each ‘firing’. On top of this we need to accept the fact that
post-depositional processes are very likely to have had an impact on such fragile
evidence, with serious implications in terms of the contamination of particular
cremation deposits (McKinley 1989, 69).

The interpretation of any burnt material found not to be in direct association with
cremated human bone (e.g. Aschengruben: Wigg 1993), but simply within a general
‘area’ where cremated bone has been found, as being in someway ‘pyre related’ is
another inference, and evidentially weak, as such material may have been burned
anywhere and in total isolation from any pyre. Even if cremated human bone is

present within such a context, we cannot be certain that items were not burned

separately, and only subsequently mixed prior to or during deposition.
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3. Deposition

Inference of deposition relating to cremation rituals relies heavily on spatial
association of deposits with burnt human bone, either in direct association within the
same specific archaeological context, perhaps representing a single depositional
event, or within the same general archaeological context, or ‘mortuary area’,
representing ongoing and/or separate depositional events. Beyond this abstract level
of inference, however, lies a remarkably diverse field of depositional possibilities; not
surprisingly, archaeologists have tended to respond with a ‘typology’, (although
arguably neither a universally agreed, nor often explicitly stated ‘typology’). As a
result, associated terminology can be seen as often over particular, and somewhat
deterministic. I propose the following scheme of five general types of Romano-British
cremation related context (with respective sub-types) in order to articulate and clarify

archaeological definitions of cremation related deposits.
1) Pyre sites

A reasonably secure interpretation of an archaeological feature as probably falling
within a general ‘pyre site’ category (i.e. a category hopefully largely devoid of pre-
determined definitions; see forgoing analysis of pyre types) would seem to require 2
combination of three types of evidence: localised burning, ‘pyre debris’ in the form of
fuel ash/residues and/or charcoal, and at least some ‘residual’ cremated human bone,
These components should be present (although, as McKinley has noted, some

scorching of the sides of cut features, or of other deposits therein, may occur as a

result of the deposition of very hot pyre debris [1989, 73]).

Other objects might also be present in layered deposits along with fuel debris and
burnt human remains (Gaitzsch and Werner 1993, McKinley 1997), including charred
seeds (either from kindling, pyre offerings or resulting from the ‘background
environment’ of the pyre; Kreuz 2000), burnt animal bone (Gejvall 1963), or the
remnant of other objects apparently burned on the pyre (McKinley 1989, 71; 1994a,
133), although we should note that it is not impossible that such items have been
burned separately and added to the pyre context.



Evidence of further structural components, such as an under-pyre pit, post settings, or
an over pyre mound, might also add to the picture (Struck 1993; McKinley 1994b, 80;
1997, 65; 2000,39; Pearce 1999, 41); more permanent developments of sub-structure
and super-structure have also been recorded, ranging from relatively simple
installations of possible ‘hard standing’ platforms, or parallel walls between which the
pyre might be more easily constructed, to the apparently more sophisticated
concentric examples already noted in the above analysis of the ‘ustrinum’ concept
(Pearce 1999, 40-41; Polfer 2000, 31).

Even if the possibility of mass ‘clearance’ of pyre debris is taken into account
(McKinley 2000, 39), without the grouped and corroborative evidence of in situ
burning, burnt human bone and fuel ash residues, the interpretation of any of the latter
classes of evidence (burnt objects, or structural elements) as indication of the presence
of a pyre is relatively insecure. Indeed, the presence of ‘pyre debris’, burnt human
bone, or even in situ burning in isolation cannot be taken to indicate a ‘pyre site’; |
would suggest that 1f we are to infer a pyre site with any degree of confidence these
three types of evidence must be found in direct association with each other. Of course,
the nature of pyre construction (on the ground surface), possible clearing activities,
and more importantly post-depositional and excavation processes have tended to

make the survival of such dynamic evidence scarce (McKinley 2000, 39).

Some clues as to pyre construction and bone collection techniques might be dernived
from cremated bone deposits from other contexts such as cremation burials
themselves. Mixing of different human remains within the same cremation deposits
might suggest collection en masse from a communal pyre facility of some sort. Where
deposited cremated remains are devoid of pyre residues, some use of gravity to ‘filter
out’ items for deposition (such as the winnowing or flotation proposed by McKinley,
1989, 73) is certainly suggested by mixing of the cremated bone with small and
intrinsically heavy objects such as burnt hobnails, if these objects are indeed classified
as being from the pyre. A closer consideration of the skeletal elements in each
deposit, or association with pyre goods (footwear, for example) could possibly
indicate which part of the pyre bone was collected from,; alternative interpretations

might be that extremely meticulous collection of certain elements occurred in at least

65



some cases as a matter of ritual emphasis, or that any variability in parts of the

skeleton collected or mixing with pyre goods is simply a function of idiosyncratic

conditions of the pyre and in collection from the pyre in each case.
2) Alternative ‘pyre debris’ deposits

‘Pyre debris’ must be defined as pyre related primarily on the basis of its burnt human
bone content, as well as fuel ash residues and other burnt objects (see above).
McKinley argues for four separate classes of ‘redeposited pyre debris’ from the
perspective of find context (2000, 41-42). Once again, however, we need to separate
the biases of archaeological terminology from the events it hopes to reconstruct. Thus
the term ‘alternative’, rather than ‘redeposited’ for such deposits is perhaps more
definitive, since burning and leaving of the material in situ can hardly be described as
an ‘act of deposition’ per se. Similarly, ‘material’ is less value laden than ‘debris’,
although the latter is retained here in order to evaluate McKinley’s sub-types on their

own terms.

The first category of alternative ‘pyre debris’ deposit, ‘in grave fills’, arguably
constitutes a cross-over with another context type, the ‘Brandschuttgrab’, a category
which itself can be further subdivided; this is more fully dealt with below. The second
of McKinley’s categories of find context for ‘pyre debris’, ‘in pre existent features’
(ibid), seems to refer mainly to the discovery of pyre related material in
archaeological features such as ditches, which might most convincingly be interpreted
as having been already ‘open’ and in use at the time of deposition on the basis of
available evidence. However, it is worth noting further ‘forensic’ considerations in
this area, such as whether or not the ‘pyre debris’ can be shown to a be a discrete
deposit among other types of deposit in a given context. This would be especially
worthy of consideration if that context were itself a discrete feature, such as a pit. In
such a case, surely, the presence of deposits other than ‘pyre debris’ might give some
stratigraphic indication at least as to whether the feature was pre-existing or not. The

soil matrix, micro-morphology, inclusions within, as well as associated finds from

such deposits may also be worth testing.
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McKinley’s third category of ‘pyre debris’ deposit, ‘in spreads’, accounts for both
smaller spreads and more considerable layers of the material discovered at several of
the more fully excavated British and other European sites (ibid, 42, see Pearce 1999,
41). Interestingly, the larger ‘spreads’ in particular seem to represent whole areas
given over to ‘piling up’ of material from either successive cremations or mass

clearances.

Finally, McKinley’s fourth ‘redeposited pyre debris’ context is ‘deliberately
excavated features’, presumably meaning either large features such as pits dug for the
specific purpose of ongoing redeposition of ‘pyre debris’, or small pits dug especially
for the inclusion of a token amount of such material from particular firings. The latter
case is again difficult to distinguish from certain types of ‘cremation burial’ or
‘ustrinatum’ grave (Pearce 1999, 41, see below). Indeed, Polfer defines these types of
feature as ‘Aschengruben’ (2000, 30), a technical term more generally taken to refer

to burnt deposits containing no human bone whatsoever (Wigg 1993).

Some further ideas might be advanced in this area. Do ‘pyre debris’ deposits
necessarily represent practical clearance of residual material from pyres, on a regular,
or ad hoc basis, as both Polfer (2000, 32) and McKinley (2000, 39) seem to envisage?
It is also plausible that at least some of these deposits represent more profound events
involving a change of use for, or ‘closure’ of a general pyre related area, for example.
Indeed, from an alternative perspective, such ‘dumps’ of ‘debris’ might in fact be the
remnant of what were considered ‘primary’ deposits, either (in the smaller examples)
in line with particular cremations or ‘sub-groups’ of cremations, or (in the larger
category) perhaps a more ‘communal’ scattering of token amounts left from the pyre,

where the further deposition of selected bone within a particular or personalised

‘grave’ was not to be carried out.

Yet such is the nature of multivocality, that even ‘dumping of debris’ might be seen as
having a special, ritual component, whether this be driven by religious ideas,
superstitions, or tradition or even personal viewpoint. Perhaps with further articulated
and detailed site research (micro-morphological analysis of layers of such deposits,
for example), we might elucidate an increasing variety of depositional practice, and its

possible correlations with a diversity of meanings.
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3) Cremation burials

The term ‘cremation burial’ is satisfactory to describe apparently deliberate and
structured deposits (or ‘formal’? see McKinley 2000, 41) of burnt human remains,
with or without other objects or materials. The use of ‘ustrinatum’ grave to describe
such a feature (Pearce 1999, 43) becomes unnecessary if we lack the historic certainty

of a distinction between ‘busta’ and ‘ustrina’ (see above).

The first area of subdivision to be made in this category revolves around whether
burnt human bone from the pyre has been sorted from other pyre related material at
‘completion’ of the cremation and prior to deposition, and whether pyre material has
been included within the burial. Pearce has shown that it is useful to adopt some of
the German terminology here (ibid, 43); burials with pyre ‘debris’ included can
generally be called ‘Brandschuttgriber’, a class of burial that can be further classified.
By this system, ‘Brandgrubengriber’ are designated as a sub-class of burials where
deposited burnt human bone and pyre material are unsorted and mixed (note here the

possible confusion of such features with “alternative pyre related deposits’, see

above); the presence or absence of additional objects would seem to indicate whether
we should place a feature such as this in the ‘cremation burial’ category or not.

Alternatively, ‘Brandschiittungsgriber’ are designated as burials containing sorted

and unmixed burnt human bone and pyre material.

A further important category of ‘cremation burial’ by this mode of definition is that
which contains sorted burnt human bone with no accompanying pyre material (this
‘type’ would appear at present to have been most common in Britain). However, it is
also worth noting another possible sub-group here of burials that might have all the
other ‘facets’ of a cremation burial, with ‘accessory vessels’ and other objects, for
example, but with very little or no burnt human bone or pyre material at all. Such
features, sometimes interpreted as ‘cenotaphs’, may have been altered by post-
depositional processes such as removal and redeposition, ‘bioturbation’, disturbance,
truncation etc, but may equally have been originally deposited with little or no burnt
bone or pyre material. As McKinley points out, such features are in need of further

examination:
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‘(S)ince graves are often classified depending on the quantity and quality of their associated
artefacts it seems somewhat absurd that the extreme paucity or even absence of human remains

should not be considered of more consequence’ (McKinley 2000, 43).

An extremely diverse range of depositional possibilities can be found to underpin and
further qualify the above classes of cremation burial. Such indices include the
function, quantity and typology of containers for cremation deposits and additional
(“accessory’ or ‘ancillary’) vessels and other objects often found to accompany burnt
human bone and/or pyre material in the burial. Further qualities of such objects,
including selection related to their perceived association with ‘status’, or the ‘age’
and/or ‘biography’ of the objects themselves (see Kopytoff 1986; Swift, 2003) at the

time of and prior to deposition need to be considered.

Other special qualities of objects have been associated with cremation burials, such as
perceived ‘faults’, like the use of pottery ‘seconds’ (vessels damaged or misshapen in
the production process, see Tuffreau-Libre 2000, 53). Deliberate modifications can

also be noted. Biddulph draws a clear distinction between ‘seconds’ and vessels ‘with

deliberate damage’ on the basis of the former retaining functionality (Biddulph 2002,
104).

Apart from the reductive nature of the latter qualification (many ‘seconds’ are so
distorted as to be plainly unusable for their apparently intended function), however,
the significant distinction between already ‘faulty’ objects and those that have been
deliberately modified (a less loaded word to use than ‘mutilation’) is a matter of
choice on the part of ritual participants, surely. The modification of objects is a more
active ritual component, compared with the selection of an object based on pre-
existing qualities. We should also note however, that while it is possible to infer ritual
‘killing’ of objects from ‘perforated bases or walls, broken handles or rims or entirely
smashed vessels’ (ibid), it is equa<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>