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INTRODUCTION 

Given its inherent nature as fiery transformation, the archaeological traces of past 
cremation practices are always partial and fragmentary. However, recent advances in 
archaeological excavation and osteological analyses, and novel theoretical investigations of 
cremation’s variability, character, and context, have enriched and developed the 
archaeology of cremation in prehistoric and early historic societies (for a review, 
seeChapter 1, this volume; see also;Williams 2008, 2015b; Wessman 2010; Cerezo-Román 
and Williams 2014). For the later first millennium AD, archaeologists persist in 
underestimating the potential for investigating cremation practices, and this is particularly 
true of the study of mortuary structures and monuments associated with cremation burials 
(see also Chapter 4, this volume; Chapter 13, this volume;Williams 2013, 2014a). 
 
To some extent, the impoverished archaeological investigation of the architectural 
dimensions of cremation in particular is understandable. Archaeologists are well 
acquainted with the fact that burial monuments can be multiphased and become subject to 
uses and reuses over millennia, and indeed, many early medieval cemeteries focus on, 
reuse, and adapt, far older monuments (Williams 1997;Wessman 2010). There are also 
examples of large monumental barrows built over cremation burials, as in the late sixth and 
early seventh centuries at Sutton Hoo, Suffolk, showing that cremation ceremonies could 
be utilized to make enduring, prominent monuments to commemorate the dead and 
project remembrance down the generations (Carver 2005). However, the more ephemeral 
mortuary architectures of the late first millennium AD which characterize the majority of 
cemeteries in most regions—mounds, ring-ditches, stone-settings, post-holes, and the 
like—are often damaged or destroyed by postdepositional processes. 
 
When burial monuments are identified they often appear to have been inherently modest 
structures that defy familiar explanations as status-markers and landmarks to project the 
commemoration of the dead across the landscape and through time. It is often all too 
tempting for archaeologists to dismiss these structures and refer to cemeteries in which 
cremation burials occur as ‘flat cemeteries’ or else to kaleidoscope these monuments into a 
single chronological phase and portray them as ‘collective’ structures. Hence, many 
archaeological accounts, emphasizing the spectacle and fragmentation of open-air 
cremation in the human past, wrongly imply, or explicitly stipulate, that cremation is 
counter-architectural. Another misguided perspective is to regard the raising of memorials 
and mounds as discrete from, and subsequent to, the funerary process itself and little to do 
with the mode of disposal selected. 
 



We propose these approaches are not only pessimistic but actively misleading. Past 
cremation processes can be considered technologies of remembrance, inherently 
concerned with the reworking of social memories in fashioning personhood through 
selective remembering and forgetting, and thus mediated by practical and performative 
acts (see Williams 2011b, 2013). In this sense, commemoration did not reside simply in the 
acts of burial, but through the complex mortuary process itself, during which bodies and 
things were accumulated, arranged, circulated, fragmented, and redistributed as well as 
deposited. In these processes, structures were fashioned, built, adapted, and destroyed. 
Hence, the human cadaver, whilst a key subject and object of the mortuary process, should 
not be isolated and detached from the material, elemental, and architectural elements of 
cremation practices themselves. Through a sequence of choreographed engagements with 
the dead body, structures and buildings were afforded a mnemonic agency through the 
sensory transformation of cadaver to ‘cremains’ (Williams 2004a). 
 
Cremation is thus profitably considered a mnemonic process of selective remembering and 
forgetting of the social person (Wickholm and Raninen 2006). However, we should not 
regard cremation as inherently or exclusivel ‘body-centred’ and ontologically enmeshed 
with a singular cosmology or ‘belief ’ in the human body per se (cf. Graham 2011b; Rebay-
Salisbury 2012). The form of personhood invested in the dead body is not represented by its 
final treatment and dislocation, it is generated through staged material and corporeal 
dialogues between living and dead actors in which the final form of the body may, or may 
not be, particularly significant. Through its transformation and fragmentation, bodies 
might be washed, clothed, displayed, contained, transported, consigned, and 
scattered/deposited as well as conflagrated during past open-air cremation ceremonies. 
During these processes, a range of living human agents (Graham 2011a); animals (Williams 
2001), material cultures (Williams 2005b; Wessman 2009), surfaces and layers (Nugent 
2011; Nugent and Williams 2012), and architectures (Wessman 2010) might have key roles 
in transforming the dead and reconstituting their identities in relation to the living. The 
result need not be a single conception of the body in death, but a shifting set of allusions 
and practices involved in managing mourning and staging memory. 
 
Amidst these many components, architectures have been completely neglected in recent 
research into cremation practices, or merely regarded as places were ashes are deposited. 
Yet, interleaved with acts of fragmentation and destruction, building new structures were 
key stages in cremation procedures that preceded and facilitated, as well as succeeded and 
memorialized the corpse’s fiery destruction. Williams (2004b) espoused the key importance 
of such acts of building for understanding cremation as a mortuary process of memory 
work. However, we can go further, suggesting that, in past open-air cremation 
technologies, dissolution and fragmentation were poised in tension with a range of building 
acts, whether modest or monumental, producing ephemeral or enduring structures. This 
chapter contends that these acts cannot be regarded according to a clear division between 
incorporating and inscribing memories; they were about incorporating memories through 
action but also about inscribing through both ephemeral and enduring traces on the 
landscape. 
 
In this approach, the emotions constructed through funerals were a key component of 
memory work. The tension between construction and reconstruction created a sequence of 



environments which staged engagements with the cadaver and the emotive tempo and 
intensities of the funeral through the cadaver’s transformation. This created what Harris 
and Sørensen (2010: 150–1) profitably refer to as affective fields: dynamic and generative 
environments that involve networks of spaces, things and actors enmeshed by which 
emotions, and social memories in this context, are produced. Like Harris and Sørensen 
(2010), we would suggest that acts of construction and deconstruction were key strategies 
for creating emotive engagements between people, things, and spaces. For past cremation 
ceremonies, such engagements were achieved through the ways architectures created a 
sequence of emotive tempos by which the dead were honoured and selectively 
remembered and forgotten. Furthermore, it was particularly through architectures that the 
staging and transformation of assemblages of people and things took place during 
cremation ceremonies.  
 
This approach helps us to theorize mortuary structures as more than repositories or fixed 
landmarks. We can instead regard the engagement with architectures, their use and their 
active decay and/or fiery destruction, as creating not just a series of atmospheres and ritual 
moments (cf. Harris and Sørensen 2010: 152), but a powerful set of emotive forces by which 
memory was mediated and transformed (see Williams 2007b). This serves as a counterpoint 
to body-centred approaches to cremation. Further, this architectural focus counters an 
equation of ephemerality with incorporating practices of memory, or else a failure to 
deploy materials and structures capable of transmitting memory over the longer term. 
Instead, we can see destruction and decay as integral to the efficacy of cremation 
architectures; transferring the dead to memory through incorporating through embodied 
action and inscribing in space (see Küchler 2002; see also Connerton 1989). The 
architectonics of cremation can be conceptualized as creating emotive forces, intimate 
spatial citations, and corporeal connections, not only within each funeral, but binding 
connected funerary episodes to inhabited and experienced locales of memory (see Williams 
2007b). We contend that these spatial and architectural strategies created and maintained 
different dialogues with the dead by which personhood was commemorated and links with 
ancestors were maintained and replenished. The emotive intensity provoked by complex 
sensory stages of the cadaver, including the use of architectures, were inherently 
dramaturgical but also catalytic for their memory work to be efficacious (contra. Graham 
2011b; see Williams 2013). Hence architectures were not stores for memory, or foci for 
inscribing memories alone, but the medium and outcome of successive practice and 
performative means of negotiating remembering and forgetting and forging identities 
through this process. 
 
To sum up the argument so far, we regard acts of building, and the tempos of uses and 
reuses for mortuary architectures, as important means by which social memories and 
identities were created in the mortuary arena through practice-based and ritualized 
dialogues with the cremated dead. Before applying this approach to a pairing of case 
studies from the cremating communities of the later first millennium AD, it is important to 
hone more closely our understandings of the potential range of architectural practices 
involved in past cremation practices. 
 
  



CATEGORIES OF CREMATION ARCHITECTURE 
While we do not propose their universal application, it is profitable to identify and 
distinguish between four broad categories of architectural construction pertaining to broad 
stages in past cremation practices. Each of these categories can involve ephemeral (‘quick’, 
temporary and readily destroyed) and enduring (intended to serve as semi-permanent 
and/or enduring) architectures, as well as structures with both ephemeral and enduring 
components. 
 
Pre-Cremation Architectures 
For the pre-cremation storage, preparation, and transportation of the corpse, enduring 
domestic architectures of the settlement might be employed, or else temporary spaces (or 
spaces temporarily reused for the purpose) including above- or below-ground structures 
built for the purpose (see Williams 2004b). This stage therefore shares much in common 
with other disposal strategies in which the cadaver might receive a succession of built 
spaces prior to the funeral. Architectures might be also utilized to traverse, and to 
punctuate, the route to the site of cremation. Architectures might themselves be mobile: 
such as ships, tents, beds and biers which creating dwellings for the cadaver on its route to 
the pyre. 
 
Peri-Cremation Architectures 
Cremation becomes more distinctive from other disposal strategies in the second stage, 
not only through the decision to employ fire to transform the corpse, but through the 
architectural dimensions of this transformation strategy. Supporting, framing and 
surmounting the cadaver, the pyre will often have been a complex, composite architectural 
form in its own right (see Williams 2004a, 2004b). Components might include the newly cut 
timbers to provide fuel for the pyre, as well as the reused structures of buildings, fences, 
and boats. Meanwhile, beds, chests, ships, tents, biers, and coffins could become elements 
that both fuelled the pyre and staged the experience of transformation by housing the dead 
upon the pyre. We must also remember that catafalques and canopies could have 
surmounted and covered the dead in many societies. 
 
In addition to these ‘ephemeral monuments’ are more permanent structures, including the 
use of pre-existing burial mounds, platforms or ustrina upon or within which successive 
cremations might take place. These sorts of structure challenge the idea that architectures 
for the cremation process itself are only a feature of the modern world as crematoria. 
Hence, as with precremation practices, the ‘pyre’ comprises both ephemeral and enduring 
architectures facilitating the fiery transformation of the corpse. 
 
Post-Cremation Architectures 
If architectures can be regarded as integral to the pre-cremation and pericremation stages 
of any cremating society, they are particularly significant following cremation. The idea 
that cremation focuses only on fiery transformation and post-cremation rituals are an 
afterthought or of limited duration fails to recognize how cremation is conceptualized in 
many societies, as well as the architectural affordances cremation constitutes. Cremains 
are incredibly versatile in post-cremation architectonic terms linked to their reduced size, 
mobility, partibility, and dry, hard, and fragmented materialities (Williams 2008). They can 
be contained within diverse vessels, and again we can identify ephemeral and enduring 



monuments involved in commemorating the cremated dead, from memorials over burials 
to above-ground facilities within which cremains were stored and displayed. Memorials 
might commemorate the pyre site itself, or the pre-cremation dwellings of the deceased. 
Moreover, cremation facilitates through many varied ways of making cremains divisible 
into multiple locales. 
 
While one could argue that these processes also might be afforded to unburnt human 
remains, cremains allow this to take place far sooner after death. Moreover, ashes can be 
installed in closer proximity and intermingled in fashions that unburned fleshed cadavers, 
and even unburnt disarticulated human remains, cannot readily be accommodated. 
Between these extremes, cremation can be associated with a series of modest monuments 
and architectures that serve a short-term purpose in memorializing the burial site of single 
or successive cremation deposits. In addition, the significance of postcremation 
architectures may draw off the fact that they represent the last in a succession of 
architectural spaces employed to transform and commemorated the dead. 
 
Cumulative Architectures 
This final category is a sub-set of post-cremation architectures, but deserves separate 
consideration because it relates to architectures built for multiple and successive cremation 
burials. This might include the focus of early medieval burials upon a pre-existing 
monument of earlier times, such as a prehistoric or Romano-British burial mound. 
Alternatively, cumulative architectures might be created de novo to receive multiple 
burials. They might also be architectures that only garner their form and significance by 
successive cremation deposits or by citing pre-existing monuments. While sometimes 
afforded the gloss ‘collective’, such architectures might be better referred to as cumulative 
repositories for the cremated dead through which communities and genealogies of the 
dead were mapped through citations and associations. Although these architectures might 
be shared with other disposal strategies, cremation deposits in these architectural settings 
are afforded distinctive options and materialities for commemoration. The implication is 
that cremation facilitates not only many more ways of dispersed and integrating the dead 
into architecture, it enables many more ways of placing the dead in relation to earlier 
burial events and monuments. It is these post-cremation and cumulative architectures that 
are most readily visible to the archaeologist for the later first millennium AD. Yet because 
they often involve multiple cremation deposits and can involve many stages of 
construction, they are regularly overlooked as ‘architectures’ at all. We argue, however, 
that cumulative architectures providea rich and diverse field for further archaeological 
research. 
 
This approach provides a new framework for understanding the variability in architectures 
associated with cremation in different regions and cemeteries during the later first 
millennium AD. In some regions, cremation may have utilized comparable architectural 
spaces and interactions during the mortuary process to those employed for cadavers 
destined for burial unburned. In these cases, cremation was but one option amidst early 
medieval mortuary variability that offered many different solutions to preparing, posturing, 
orientating, transforming, transporting and placing the dead in architectural settings. 
Firing the corpse evidently marked distinctions between socio-economic, political, and 
religious individuals and groups but both unburned and cremated cadavers might be 



marked in the same locales by comparable memorial architectures creating, if not parity 
then certainly a close relationality between cremation and inhumation (see Chapter 4, this 
volume; Williams 2014a). Yet in other late first millennium AD regions and sites, cremation 
could and did involve different mortuary architectures and monumentalities during the 
funerary process, not least the pyre itself, while cremation created opportunities to 
transport and install the dead within very different architectural and monumental spaces to 
those available for the inhumed dead. Therefore, cremation, in architectural terms, 
involved sequences of acts of construction that related to, but could be markedly different 
from, those employed for the inhumed dead. This might have allowed cremation to create 
a distinctive sense of place, memory, and identity-construction for those employing this 
mode of disposal via both acts of related construction and destruction. Let us now explore 
this argument through two case studies in which the uses of architecture reveal themes, 
but also differences, in their role in cremation practices from the later first millennium AD. 
 

ARCHITECTURES OF CREMATION IN EARLY 
ANGLO-SAXON ENGLAND 

During the fifth and sixth centuries AD, cremation became a widespread practice in south-
east Britain, utilized with varying frequency and form across southern and eastern England. 
In some areas, cremation appears to have operated as a minority practice amidst 
populations who rapidly adopted inhumation, as in Kent and Northumberland. Elsewhere in 
southern and eastern England, cremation operated in ‘mixed-rite’ (bi-ritual) cemeteries, 
used alongside inhumation for many generations and presumably by the same 
communities. Forming part of multi-pathway mortuary traditions rather than constituting 
oppositional ideologies in death, in mixed-rite cemeteries cremation may have marked and 
negotiated social distinctions between families and/or households (Williams 2011a, 2014a, 
2015c). Yet in eastern England, large cremation cemeteries such as Spong Hill (Norfolk) and 
Cleatham (North Lincolnshire) reveal hundreds and thousands of cinerary urns representing 
the dead of multiple farmsteads and settlements (Hills and Penn 1981; Leahy 2007; Squires 
2012, 2013; Hills and Lucy 2013). Burials are often found in close proximity, sometimes 
within communal burial pits or in straight or curved lines of successive burial pits. These 
large cemeteries could have operated as cultic ‘central places’ for disparate Germanic 
immigrant pagan communities and those who became subject to their socio-political 
influence (Williams 2004d). In these contexts, cremation may have been a commemorative 
‘glue’ that afforded socio-political and religious cohesion in the mortuary arena and in the 
creation of an enduring collective burial space at a time of considerable social upheaval 
and mobility (see also Williams 2015c). 
 
The significance, variability, and context of cremation in fifth- and sixth-century southern 
and eastern England has been rapidly enriched in recent decades by a series of studies 
focused upon the below-ground evidence from cinerary urns (and a few un-urned deposits) 
containing cremated human and animal bone and a range of pyre- and grave-goods (Bond 
1996; McKinley 1994a; Richards 1987; Williams 2000, 2001, 2011a, 2014a, 2015c; Ravn 2003; 
Squires 2012, 2013). However, these studies have neglected evidence for the architectural 
and monumental components of early Anglo-Saxon cremation practice (but see Chapter 4, 
this volume). Indeed, most have regarded early Anglo-Saxon cremation as a counter-
architectural fiery transformation, encouraged by the fact that cremation graves are almost 
always shallow, usually contain only a token or fraction of the cremated human and animal 



material, rarely reveal evidence for grave-markers or associated structures, and because 
most early Anglo-Saxon burial sites have been subject to subsequent disturbance and few 
or no above-ground traces survive.  
 
As one might expect, pre-cremation architectures reveal no certain trace. Osteological 
evidence hints that cremation followed rapidly after death (McKinley 1994a: 83–6) but this 
does not rule out temporary storage in halls, sunken-featured buildings, or in temporary 
graves. Following cremation, ashes may have been stored in specially selected cinerary urns 
or other containers for days, weeks, months or even years before reaching the cemetery 
and receiving burial. Moreover, the dead could have traversed many kilometres to reach 
their burial destination as corpses and/or cremains. Hence, it is possible that many 
successive structures were implicated in the journey of the dead to the burial site, with halls 
and sunken-featured buildings being among the structures used as temporary repositories 
during the multi-staged cremation process (Nugent and Williams 2012). 
 
Cremation architectures are known indirectly via only a handful of possible pyre sites and 
residual pyre debris; in no case do they reveal any architectural features (see Williams 2000; 
see also Filmer-Sankey and Pestell 2001; Gibson 2007). A possible exception is proposed by 
Fern for the Tranmer House cemetery, Bromeswell, Suffolk, where ring ditches and a set of 
four postholes are considered to have been associated with both pyres and the subsequent 
burial of a portion of the collected ‘cremains’, although a one-to-one relationship between 
pyre and burial is inconclusive (Fern 2015: 170, 198). 
 
Osteological analyses (McKinley 1994a: 83–6; Squires 2012) certainly suggest that pyres 
must have been sizeable structures far exceeded the dimensions required to conflagrate a 
single cadaver. Often they must have been large enough to cremate multiple individuals, 
artefacts, textiles, food (including joints of sheep/goat and pig) and drink (indicated by 
drinking vessel fragments from many cinerary urns) as well as the horses, cattle, and dogs 
that leave their traces in the cremation burials (Bond 1996). 
 
Hence, pyres in early Anglo-Saxon England can be considered effective ‘ephemeral 
architectures’. Whether they took place on the burial ground, as indicated for the 
cemeteries of Snape, Alwalton (Gibson 2007), and Tranmer House (Fern 2015: 198), or at 
other locations in the landscape (cf. Williams 2004a), pyres were monumental dimensions 
of a highly organized technology of transformation involving time, labour, resources, and 
careful composition (McKinley 1994a; Squires 2012). Furthermore, these ephemeral 
architectures facilitated and choreographed commemoration not through their enduring 
presence, but through the memorable character of their brevity and their spectacular 
conflagration (see also Williams 2004b). 
 
The reasons for the difficulty in discerning pyre sites also applies for postcremation 
structures and monuments associated with early Anglo-Saxon cremation graves: even 
when subject to careful archaeological investigation, almost all early Anglo-Saxon 
cremation graves have been found on sites subject to medieval and post-medieval 
agriculture, industry, and habitation which have destroyed all above-ground traces of 
monuments. However, there is a range of archaeological evidence that suggest that 
structures and monuments were far from insignificant in the commemoration of the early 



Anglo-Saxon cremated dead. Ring ditches hint at the former presence of burial mounds or 
enclosures and excavations reveal they were employed in a variety of ways: (a) surrounding 
individual cremation burials (e.g. F3, Cook and Dacre 1985: 59; Newman 2005: 485; Fern 
2015: 41), (b) surrounding pairs or small groups of burials (Tyler and Major 2005: 10), (c) 
surrounding timberpost structures associated with cremation deposits (Down and Welch 
1990: 25–33), (d) built as monumental foci adjacent to clusters of cremation burials (F1, 
Cook and Dacre 1985: Fig. 13) or (e) constituting reused prehistoric mounds employed to 
serve as cemetery foci (e.g. Filmer-Sankey and Pestell 2001; Meaney 1964: 170, 177; 
Newman 2005: 485; Fern 2015: 23–4; see also Williams 1997). An example is the excavations 
of an early Anglo-Saxon mixed-rite cemetery at Tranmer House, Bromeswell, Suffolk. 
Situated just to the north of the late sixth- and early seventh-century burial mounds at 
Sutton Hoo, the excavations revealed a sixth-/early seventh-century mixed-rite cemetery 
containing widely dispersed inhumation graves (Fern 2015: 41–50). Some cremation burials 
were found without discernible monuments associated with them, but one was located 
within a four-post structure which, while possibly the remains of the structural supports of a 
pyre, it could also represent the parameters of a structure raised over the burial. Other 
cremation graves were found within primary ring-ditches as well as one placed within a 
Bronze Age burial mound (Fern 2015: 199–201; Fig 10.1). 
 
There are hints that mounds were among the monuments denoted by ring ditches such as 
those at Tranmer House. The antiquarian account of excavations at Earsham, Norfolk 
(Meaney 1964: 173) mentions a proliferation of small mounds, while Pitt Rivers’ excavations 
at Merrow Down, Surrey, revealed early Anglo-Saxon cremation burials covered by the 
surviving remains of low mounds (Saunders 1980). Indisputably, the high-status 
(‘princely’) cemetery of Sutton Hoo (Suffolk) (Carver 2005: 67–106), as well as the 
excavations at an isolated burial mound at Asthall, Oxfordshire (Dickinson and Speake 
1992), provide ample evidence that, by the later sixth and seventh centuries, sizeable 
mounds could be raised over cremation burials as well as contemporary inhumation graves. 
While the precise frequency with which mounds were placed over single urns or groups of 
barrows cannot be readily assessed, this fragmentary evidence strongly hints that early 
Anglo-Saxon cremation burials were regularly placed beneath or around modestsized 
mounds and enclosures, challenging the pervasive myth in Anglo-Saxon archaeology that 
there is a clearly defined distinction between ‘flat’ and ‘barrow’ cemeteries (Shephard 1979; 
Struth and Eagles 1999). Some of these structures might have been dug to demarcate 
pyres and subsequently came to mark graves: thus serving in multiple stages of the 
mortuary process (Fern 2015: 201–2). 



 
 
Fig. 10.1 The early Anglo-Saxon mixed-rite cemetery at Tranmer House, Bromeswell, 
Suffolk. C stands for cremation burials (redrawn by Howard Williams after Fern 2015) 

 
We can find further evidence of post-cremation architectures in the form of post-holes, 
post-arrangements, and gullies, although they are difficult to conclusively date, particularly 
at sites with multiple phases of burial and settlement activity (e.g. Tyler and Major 2005: 
11–13). For example, at Baston, Lincolnshire, grave F68 was much wider than the cremation 
burial it contained and, in section, shows a discolouration in the soil suggesting a post was 
placed next to the urn to mark the grave. F.69 shows a similar oval hole 910 mm wide in the 
section line at the base of which was an unworked block of oolite limestone. This seems to 
have been a deliberate deposit, because a similar sizeable chunk of limestone was inserted 
into the head end of the grave 1 inhumation close by (Mayes and Dean 1976: 22). 
Surrounding another grave was a stone-lined cist within which a cremation burial was 
placed with substantial room to spare, suggesting that the cist was simultaneously a 
container for the burial, but also a foundation for a grave marker of some kind, perhaps a 
timber post (Mayes and Dean 1976). The Baston cemetery is particularly interesting, since 
close to the cremation burials there are many more pits that did not contain cremated 
remains but formed two parallel lines of post holes that form three irregular sides of an 
open square. A similar feature is known from Spong Hill (Hills and Lucy 2013; Fern 2015). An 



optimistic interpretation would be to suggest this is some form of mortuary structure, 
perhaps even a hall building, associated with the burials or a series of memorial posts and 
deployed in mortuary or cultic practices. 
 
Post-holes P8–P12 at Portway, Andover (Hampshire)—another mixed-rite cemetery—
formed a line running through the centre of the cemetery. Meanwhile, further post-holes 
were found with the cremation burials singly (P1 and P2) and in pairs (P4 and P5; P6 and 
P7). At the Apple Down (Sussex) cemetery (Down and Welch 1990) there are at least four 
sets of ‘fence-lines’ that seem to have no practical function. A prosaic interpretation as 
fence-lines is difficult to sustain as they have little bearing on the arrangement of graves 
(Down and Welch 1990: 16). The posts form lines but equally they are placed at varying 
distances from each other, some too far apart to have functioned as fencing (I am grateful 
to the late Dr Martin Welch for commenting upon this observation) and three of the four 
‘fence-lines’ are close to timber structures containing cremation burials. If they did not 
function as fences, could they have had a mortuary function, perhaps used to either display 
cremains (stored in pots, satchels, bags or other containers upon posts, on niches within 
posts, or suspended from them) as an alternative to burial? 
 
Gullies were also potential mortuary structures associated with early Anglo-Saxon 
cremation burials. Slot F.33 forms part of the alignment of post-holes identified in 
association with the post-holes at Baston (Mayes and Dean 1976) and a similar feature can 
be identified in the cemetery at Westgarth Gardens (Suffolk) in association with a 
cremation burial (West 1988). At Portway Andover, there are two of these slots placed in 
parallel lines at the centre of the focus of inhumation graves in the cemetery (F17 and F18). 
A cremation burial (13) lies immediately west of the south slot, suggesting an association 
with cremation burial (Cook and Dacre 1985, Fig. 13). 
 
Unlike ring-ditches and post-holes, timber mortuary houses appear to be a form of early 
Anglo-Saxon mortuary architecture specifically connected to the cremated dead. They are 
found in cemeteries from East Anglia, the East Midlands, the Thames Valley, and south of 
the Thames, either singly or in groups (e.g. Hills et al. 1984; Green et al. 1987; Evison 1988; 
Down and Welch 1990; Boyle et al. 1995, 1998; Gibson 2007; Figs 10.1–10.3). These are 
unlikely to be parts of cremation pyres, given the lack of burnt earth or material in many of 
their post-holes or slots, although some are associated with cremation deposits and pyre 
material (see Fern 2015 for an alternative view). Evison (1988: 35–6) suggests these were 
tombs to ‘contain the remains from the funeral pyre which had been burned elsewhere’, 
suggesting they were likely temporary structures given that cremations overlay the 
example from Spong Hill (Hills et al. 1984). The same situation is suggested to explain the 
placing of later inhumation graves within four- and five-post structures at Apple Down 
(Down and Welch 1990: 25–33). While they might be short lived in terms of the cemetery’s 
duration, they may still have been an important part of the remembering and forgetting of 
the deceased and his/her network of social relationships and may have contained many 
dozens of bags and/or urns containing cremains for years after their disposal at the 
cemetery. Even if they were not repaired and soon forgotten, they could have remained 
markers for many years after the burial and accessible spaces where the cremated dead 
could be engaged with, both individually and collectively. Hence, these ‘houses’ were set up 
to be accessible and defined above-ground spaces for storing and commemorating the 



cremated dead. The examples of Alwalton and Berinsfield show how they might have 
operated as dimensions of cemetery topography within burial grounds seemingly 
dominated by inhumation graves (Figs 10.2–10.3). However, if these structures were 
established around single graves, and yet were also used to store many more urns and 
containers subsequently, they might have operated as miniature columbaria. Recognizing 
such ephemeral architectures might shift fundamentally our appreciation of the relative 
frequency of cremation to inhumation in many sites presumed to be ‘inhumation 
cemeteries’ and ‘mixed-rite’ cemeteries. 

 
 
Fig. 10.2 The early Anglo-Saxon cemetery at Wally’s Corner, Berinsfield, Oxfordshire. 
A four-post structure was identified on the edge of the cemetery surrounding an 
isolated cremation burial (redrawn by Seàn Goddard and Howard Williams after 
Boyle et al. (1998)) 

 
This survey demonstrates that early Anglo-Saxon cremation practices involved a range of 
architectures and monuments that were inherently ephemeral but also, in some cases, 
indelibly cumulative. Cremation created a temporary monument (the pyre) that was 
referenced in absentia by the collection of the ‘cremains’ and their installation below, upon 
or above ground. The display and destruction consigned the dead to memory, and afforded 



the opportunity to bury the dead in close proximity to each other, thus creating distinctive 
communities of the dead within cemetery spaces. This extends to instances where 
cremation burials were inserted into pre-existing inhumation graves (Williams 2014a). 
Indeed, in many larger cremation cemeteries such as Spong Hill, cremation burials appear 
to have shared burial pits, or were placed in lines and curves, suggesting close spacing 
within communal monuments or the augmentation of existing mounds with each new 
burial. Despite the lack of surviving traces of structures and monuments at most sites, the 
proximity of burials in itself was a form of cumulative architecture that made cremation and 
mixed-rite cemeteries distinctive spaces and striking places. In these environments, 
successive interments forged affinities between the living and the dead. Individually 
modest and ephemeral, subtle structures and architectures created a process of 
commemorative in which modest above-ground memorials sufficed to cite links with earlier 
graves and gradually become conflated with them.  
 

Fig. 10.3 The early Anglo-Saxon cemetery at Alwalton, Cambridgeshire. A four/five poststructure was identified 
around the distinctive male-gendered cremation burial 1296 (redrawn by Howard Williams after Gibson (2007)) 
 
In some cases, positive evidence of ephemeral architectures of varied form is sometimes 
identified, shedding further light on the importance of building within the cremation and 
post-cremation process. When interred below ground, modest grave-markers and 
monuments may have held important significations in terms of social memory in the 



months and years following the burial, allowing new interments to be placed to cite 
affinities and associations with earlier graves. Moreover, post-lines and ‘mortuary houses’ 
could have served as above-ground repositories for multiple graves, and mounds may have 
operated to cover multiple burials rather than single graves, creating senses of cumulative 
monumentality over time, enchaining successive funerary episodes to the place of 
deposition. In addition, the relative ephemerality of these structures should not be 
exaggerated; they might endure within cemetery topographies as locales attracting further 
burials over years or even decades. Yet in some cemeteries, the short tempo of 
construction and survival may have been a deliberate and key aspect of the 
commemorative practices that focused on the material forgetting of the dead. The 
mnemonics of installation and decay interleaved with the accumulation of successive 
structure which may have affirmed and perpetuated the burial site as a place of 
memory where ancestors were commemorated both individually and collectively. 
Therefore, it is not by considering the individual modest structures in isolation, but 
understanding how they punctuated cemetery space, that we can appreciate structures’ 
roles in commemorating the cremated dead in early Anglo-Saxon England. It might even be 
possible to consider this range of structures as evidence for many more destinations for 
cremains than those revealed in the archaeological record; while some were interred within 
urns or organic containers, others may well have been contained or suspended above 
ground from timber posts or in timber buildings. 
 

ARCHITECTURES OF CREMATION 
IN LATE IRON AGE FINLAND 

 
The second case study represents different evidence, but a similar tension between 
ephemerality and enduring monumentality through cumulative acts of cremation burial. 
From the end of the Migration Period in the mid-sixth century AD through to the end of the 
Viking period and the beginning of the Crusade period in the mid-eleventh century AD, 
c.250 cremation cemeteries are known from within the present-day borders of Finland that 
are called ‘Cremation Cemeteries under Level Ground’ (hereafter CCULGs: Wessman 
2010: 67; Fig. 10.4). Over two thirds—69.5 per cent—utilize small, natural moraine hills—
and thus today they are simultaneously visible and invisible within the landscapes of the 
time and since.  
 
Despite the lack of convincing evidence for pyre locations, the pyre sites were probably 
either adjacent to the cemeteries or close by in the surrounding landscape. Hence, the 
‘cemeteries’ might be the only visible element of wider mortuary geographies linked by 
stages in the transformation of the cadaver. Consequently, we need to theorize CCULGs as 
destinations for ashes that had traversed multiple locales and through many material 
forms. From what evidence survives, it seems that the pyre was constructed, the body lain 
upon it, sometimes wrapped in or lain on a bear or a seal skin together with artefacts, 
clothing, and ceramic vessels (Formisto 1996: 84; Purhonen 1996: 125; Hårding 2002: 217). 
Containers for the cadaver and/or artefacts might have included boats, sledges, boxes, 
chests or purpose-made coffins, serving as a part of, or in addition to, the fuel for the pyre 
(Wessman 2010: 55). Sacrificed animals included cats and dogs (perhaps whole animals) as 
well as sheep/goat, cattle, pig, and domesticated birds (as food-offerings: Wessman 2010: 
56). The pyre was then lit,maintained, attended or revisited, after which selected remains 



were removed and either buried or scattered at the cemetery. This was a process of fiery 
transformation followed by material selection, transportation, recycling, and deposition 
(ibid.: 49). Therefore, the deposition sitewas afforded significance through the chain of 
operations that repeatedly culminated at that place, not the elaborate memorialization of 
the place itself.While knives and other metalwork shows signs of fire-damage indicative of 
them being upon the pyre, seaxes, spears, and swords were deliberately bent and damaged 
in other ways prior to cremation1 (Schauman-Lönnqvist 1996a: 53; Karvonen 1998: 
8;Moilanen 2008: 20; Fig. 10.5). It appears that bone, material culture, and charcoal from 
funeral pyres conducted close by or elsewhere, were strewn over and into a stone 
pavement of one to four layers and up to 60 cm in height,making these collective disposal 
spaces where individual interments are rare. 

 
Fig. 10.4 The Vainionmäki A cemetery in Laitila. Photograph by A. Wessman 
 
 
 

                                                 
1

 Experimental archaeology has shown that even swords can be bent without heating and also 

that when placed in a low temperature no patina traces are seen on the weapons. This indicates 
that not all of the broken weapons needed to be in the fire (Moilanen 2008: 29). 

 



Fig. 10.5 Weapon burial found in situ within the Vainionmäki A cemetery. Photograph 
by L. Söyrinki-Harmo/National Board of Antiquities 

 
Given their often close proximity to each other, it is evident that these cemeteries were 
intended as landmarks for the immediate locality and neighbouring settlements; each hill 
would belong to the dead of particular social groups (Wessman 2010: 24). Equally, the 
moraine hill itself, as a ‘natural monument’, fulfilled the desire for a cairn-like structure 
(ibid.: 69). The CCULGs are also monumental in their size: some are up to 2800m2 (ibid.: 
72). It is likely that their oral histories and relationship within a taskscape of hunting, 
fishing, farming and travel by land and water, would have made them important within the 
immediate surrounds of communities (ibid.: 69–70). Moreover, they may have been 
connected to a series of other ritual sites, including springs (ibid.: 70), part of a network of 
sites linked by pathways used in ritual practices. People buried their dead inconspicuously 
in a conspicuous place. The place itself was the monument. 
 
Equally pertinent is how CCULGs were interspersed with cemeteries of broadly 
contemporary datewhere earth-mixed cairns covering cremation burials were in operation 
(ibid.: 31). Some sites have produced both, including Pärkkö and Kylämäki cemeteries in 
Laitila, south-west Finland (Schauman-Lönnqvist 1996b: 132). Therefore, this was a choice 
of traditional disposal methods, and other options were available for the same or 
neighbouring communities that shared a focus on cremation technologies as a disposal 
strategy. 
 
What was perceived as a ‘cemetery’ clearly might have been very different from our 
conception as a ‘final resting place’ (Wessman 2010: 55) and indeed, we can but speculate 
whether CCULGs were one of a number of locations were parts of the cremated dead were 
interred, or whether different categories of person received contrasting destinations after 



cremation. They might have been places of both sanctioned and unsanctioned intercession, 
by which the integrity of graves were dispersed, if they ever originally had any (ibid.: 57). 
 
It is significant that the CCULGs frequently reused earlier burial sites and monuments and 
hence became sites of memory: timemarks in the landscape (ibid.: 40). But we also want to 
emphasize how the built space of the CCULGs facilitated this through a number of related 
but discrete categories of ephemeral monument. In this regard, the CCULG created a 
subtle and accumulative monumental presence in the Late Iron Age landscape, 
renegotiated with each successive ash-scattering. Just as the individual deposits are 
merged with the stone pavement, these kind of burial merge into the landscape, seemingly 
intentionally in the creation of an ‘invisible cemetery’ (ibid.). This is equally important when 
it is realized that these cemeteries may have been used for centuries by particular families 
or farms (ibid.: 23; Wickholm 2008). Rather than genealogy being mapped through 
successive, juxtaposed mounds and stone-settings, CCULGs fixed the dead in place and 
kaleidoscoped time. 
 
Therefore, as with early Anglo-Saxon cremation cemeteries, we must temper the emphasis 
upon monument reuse and collective integration as strategies for creating social memory 
through cremation and burial at CCULGs. This is because it seems there remains a range of 
potential ways in which individual memorials may have populated these cemeteries, at 
least for a short duration. In other words, we should not confuse the inevitable result of 
repeated burial for many generations on the same spot with the intentions of their users. 
During their use, each successive deposit was not achieving collective anonymity through 
addition to the CCULGs.  
 
It is possible that CCULGs were not covered by turf, but instead were retained as open 
areas of stone pavement (Wessman 2010: 73) and therefore not quite as invisible as they 
now appear. They could be regarded as platforms for ritual performance where the remains 
of the dead are transformed and accessible as much as ‘formal disposal areas’ into which 
the dead were consigned. Moreover, sometimes there may have been single of foci to the 
cemeteries, providing a collective node for successive commemorative rituals. At 
Vainionmäki A, a prominent stone served as a focal point for the cemetery (Söyrinki-Harmo 
1996: 104). Such ‘natural monuments’ might have been perceived as an ancient tomb or 
simply a lithic threshold to other realms, but most certainly as a point of navigation around 
which rituals and ceremonies might occur upon, and within, the stone pavements accruing 
around them. Other above-ground features may have constituted important spatial and 
architectural elements within CCULGs. On the stones, erratic boulders and on outcrops of 
bedrock associated to the CCULGs there are often cupmarks showing clear interference 
with these stone features (Wessman 2010: 87). Occasional post-holes are identified at some 
sites, as at Vainionmäki A (Söyrinki-Harmo 1996: 114). At this site, a kettle-like shape 40–50 
cm across and 20 cm deep pit was filled with stained soil, unburnt clay and pieces of charred 
wood, perhaps from an upright post. The pit, which was interpreted as an offering pit, 
contained a great number of whole and crushed seeds and grains and the remains of food 
(Purhonen 1996: 124). ‘Special’ burials are further features within the spatial organization of 
CCULGs. While most cremains seem to have been scattered, seemingly without pattern, 
individual weapon burials are known especially from the Merovingian period and they 



may have been marked in ephemeral ways. Rather than a contradiction to existing practice, 
this seems to indicate an evolution of the use of the burial grounds than to emphasize the 
identities of particular identities and their kin (Wickholm and Raninen 2006). At the 
Vainionmäki cemetery, stone circles were found around some of the weapon deposits, but 
not all the deposits were marked by stones (Söyrinki-Harmo 1996: 113). Therefore, stones 
may have marked burials, or simply been added to the cemetery as a commemorative act 
in its own right (Wessman 2010: 74; Fig. 10.6). Equally, we cannot rule out the possibility 
that trees, hedges, and other vegetation could have equally played a part in demarcating 
and defining the burial space (ibid.: 74). In addition, material culture could also have 
constituted above-ground memorials. Weapons and other artefacts might have been 
displayed above the cemetery (Wickholm 2006). One interpretation of the burnt clay found 
at many CCULGs could be the presence of temporary structures or markers for the dead, 
burnt down, perhaps at the anniversary of the cremation (Wessman 2010: 89). 
 
Even if no structures are present, feasting may well have taken place at the CCULGs, 
possibly reflected in some of the pits found in the Vainionmäki A cemetery (Purhonen 1996: 
124; Söyrinki-Harmo 1996: 114). Likewise, unburnt bones of horses, bovines, and pigs can 
be understood as evidence of feasting or the results of some kind of structure involving 
animal hides and/or amulets. Ceramics that are frequently found in the upper layers of the 
CCULGs can be regarded as the remains of vessels containing offerings of food for the 
deceased (Purhonen 1996: 126; Wessman 2010: 54). The unburnt seal bones found from the 
Vainionmäki A cemetery might reflect the presence of animal skins—either clothing or the 
elements of tents raised over the graves (Formisto 1996: 84). Iron slag, frequently found in 
large amounts in Finnish CCULGs leaves open the possibility of crafts performed by people 
visiting the cemetery and using it for metalworking and other activities. 
 
Therefore, cemeteries may have been sites of production and exchange as well as 
deposition where stones both sealed and facilitated access to the remains of the dead (see 
also Williams 2014b). All this hints that CCULGs may have been more than sites of burial 
and sites of ancestral rites. At these places a range of ephemeral structures may have 
resided linked to death and commemorative rituals. The possible simile of cremains likened 
to the scattering of grain in a field is intriguing in this regard (Wickholm and Raninen 
2006; Wessman 2010: 60); were these cemeteries or places where the dead were 
regenerated or even reincarnated drawing on the metaphor of the agricultural cycle, 
involving tempos of construction and decay with the seasons? 
 
Regardless of the precise appearance of these stone pavements, the striking presence of 
such sites in the landscape is made clear on attention to local topography (Wessman 2010). 
Since the CCULGs often situated on moraine hills and ridges they were as prominent as 
cairn cemeteries in being raised a modest height about the surrounding landscape, 
especially due to their different soil that made natural vegetation sparse. Moreover, the 
sites often reused earlier Bronze and Iron Age cemeteries, suggesting a reactivation with 
social memories of earlier times, either transmitted or invented through ancestors worship 
(Wessman 2009, 2010). In addition to the stones, the thick, sooty soil may have been 
significant, marking the burial space for generations and perhaps even being quarried for 
use through fertility rites during the agricultural cycle. 
 



 
Fig. 10.6 Circular arrangements of stones, post-holes, the ‘offering pit’ and prominent 
outcrops that constitute different elements of the architectonics of the Vainionmäki 
A CCULG (after Purhonen 1996) 

 
 
 
There is enough evidence to support our assertion that cemeteries were places of creating 
and maintain social memory. The destinations of successive cremation ceremonies 
involved the integration of the dead into a collective burial space. These sites created links 
to an ancestral past through the reuse of far older monuments. Furthermore, CCULGs were 
persistence places, used over many centuries. Hence, the hills themselves became natural 
monuments in the landscape in which the dead had a tangible presence for a time and yet 
were quite quickly diffused into the place. Yet within the cemeteries we can identify more 
close-knit tempos focusing on rituals of transformation and the construction of a range of 
ephemeral monuments, providing foci for intercession and dialogue with the ancestors. We 
contend that there are hints that CCULGs were striking above-ground forms, albeit 
ephemeral in the longer term. 
 
Therefore, as with early Anglo-Saxon cremation burials, CCULGs superficially appear to be 
counter-architectural, with only short-lived use of pyres during the funerals themselves as 
the principal structures constructed for the dead. Yet, through their successive use, 
CCULGs became concretions in themselves—ruined structures laid over one another. It 



prompts us to consider whether CCULGs were sites of forgetting, where the dead were 
integrated into a mythological structure through ephemeral and cumulative architectures, 
in contrast to mound and cairn-building that promoted a genealogical understanding of 
time and memory. 
 

CONCLUSION 
The case studies from early Anglo-Saxon England and Late Iron Age Finland clearly show 
how significant architectonic structures, both ephemeral and enduring, can be found within 
the entire transformative cremation process during the later first millennium AD. Building 
for the dead meant much more than erecting large monuments, especially within 
cremation rituals. Moreover, cases of large mound-building in this period must be 
appreciated against the complex backdrop of the ephemeral monumentalities discussed 
here. The variability in the architectures associated with cremation in the period is 
sometimes subtle in the archaeological record, yet varied, multi-staged and operating 
differently between regions and localities. 
 
We contend that these spatial and architectural strategies created and maintained social 
memories and identities. Even modest ephemeral architectures might, in time, have 
become significant for families, communities, and other social groupings, allowing new 
meanings and memories to become associated with them. Both the maintenance and the 
decay of, for example, timber structures, gullies, fences, and other ephemeral 
architectures, could have been staged deliberately in order to underline that some 
individuals were more important to remember than others. Thus ancestors were 
commemorated both as individuals and as part of a larger collective community as much by 
the building, fiery destruction and modest accumulation of structures as by building large 
mounds. It also means that, prior to each funeral, renegotiations of these structures were 
made. 
 
The architectonic structures were important features in the cemetery space, even though 
often cumulative or ephemeral. These places were often used and reused, accruing new 
meanings and new memories to them. Not only did the memories of the ancestors become 
stored in architectural features but memories also became embedded in cemeteries 
through the deployment of ephemeral and cumulative structures. 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
We would like to thank the referees and our fellow editor, Jessica Cerezo-Román for useful 
comments on our text. 


