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Then the warriors began to kindle the greatest of funeral fires on the hill; 
woodsmoke ascended, dark over the flame, the soaring fire mingled with 
weeping – the raging wind subsided – until it had broken the body, hot at 
the heart. Depressed in soul, they lamented their grief, mourned the liege 
lord. Likewise the Geatish woman lamented for Beowulf, with bound hair, 
sang a sorrowful song, said often that she greatly feared evil days for 
herself, many slaughters, fear of the foe, humiliation and captivity. Heaven 
swallowed the smoke. 
Beowulf 3143–3155 (Owen-Crocker 2000: 91, 93) 

 
INTRODUCTION 

Four dramatic funerals punctuate the tenth- or eleventh-century Anglo-Saxon poem 
Beowulf; two involve the burning of the dead. While a Christian work to its core, the poem 
draws upon far older stories and at its very conclusion the poet provides a striking vision of 
an early medieval open-air cremation ceremony. Having died by the fire and poisonous bite 
of a dragon dwelling in a stone mound, the king of the Geats is cremated with treasures: 
helmets, swords, and coats of mail (Owen-Crocker 2000: 89). Before the raising of a burial 
mound upon a headland overlooking the sea, Beowulf ’s cremation is a focus of more than 
personal loss by mourners. Burning his body and the raising a mound containing the 
dragon-guarded treasure marks the end of the king’s protection for his people and 
foreshadows their own doom. As such, the cremation constitutes the scorching and 
fragmentation of body and things with fire. Cremation is a memorable spectacle created at 
a prominent location between land and sea, between earth and Heaven. The burning is also 
an emotional outpouring: grief and fire are intermingled (Owen-Crocker 2000: 91). 
Furthermore, as the culmination of the hero’s life and the poem, the burning is the lynchpin 
between the poetic past and the poet’s present and manifest in an ancient landscape 
populated with prominent earthen and stone monuments (Williams 2015a). The hero’s 
cremation in Beowulf is thus heroic, performative, emotive, and apocalyptic: linked to the 
changing of the world, times past, mourning, and the creation of memory. 
 
This description might seem diametrically opposed to the experience of cremation in 
Europe, North America, and elsewhere in the world today. Cremation as a widespread 
modern means of disposing of the dead is a process of technological transformation which 
is usually concealed from mourners. Moreover, the dual process of cremation means that 
burning the body is followed by the machine-grinding of the bones in a ‘cremulator’, 
reducing the ashes still further to grains of comparable size and shape (McKinley 1994a). In 
the poem, we find cremation as public, spectacular, and ritualized; today, it might be 
caricatured as secular and secretive. However, this contrast between early medieval poetry 
and modern practice is a false one. Even if the funerals in Beowulf were typical of cremation 



in past societies, which is extremely unlikely given the scale and character of the practices 
involved, between Beowulf and the modern crematorium there are many similarities too. 
Cremation across cultures is a process of dehydration and oxidation of the body’s organic 
elements, yet can be also a complex multistaged ritual process. In both past societies and 
the modern West, cremation can be varied in its manifestations and technologies in 
seeking to transform human cadavers into bone fragments and ash (or ‘cremains’) that 
are inherently about the transformation of the body, memory, and emotions.  
 
Just as cremation past and present share themes, so there are also parallels between past 
and present in terms of archaeological research themes. The conflagration of the cadaver is 
open to investigation by archaeologists and bioarchaeologists through the burnt human 
remains recovered from a range of archaeological contexts. Meanwhile, the landscapes, 
places, monuments, burial grounds, and material cultures and substances connected to 
these remains are all legitimate avenues of research alongside human bone itself (McKinley 
1997a). Cremation is incredibly varied and the term itself is a useful but deceptive catch-all 
for both past and present (Oestigaard 2013). This is because cremation can involve many 
different architectural and monumental settings and stages, various topographies and 
environments, locales and pathways, varied social actors (human, animal, vegetal, and 
material), participants and witnesses, complex and varied fuels, material, substances, 
layers, and artefacts. Into this mix we can add that cremation employs fire in varied 
degrees of intensity and longevity. 
 
Therefore, when approaching the often modest and humble remains left behind by 
cremation ceremonies, whether in the distant and recent past, archaeologists need to 
consider fiery technologies as widespread and varied processes, simultaneously technical, 
social, and cosmological (Oestigaard 1999; 2000; Williams 2004a; 2008; Quinn et al. 2014). 
Burning the dead is a process incorporating different conceptions of the body as well as 
complex eschatological and cosmological principles (Oestigaard 2013; Williams 2013). 
 
The archaeological study of cremation takes us across a wide span of the human past, far 
earlier than the modern world, far earlier indeed than Beowulf. Cremation can be found 
deep into human past, found in innumerable prehistoric and historic societies around the 
world. For example, one of the earliest documented cremations dates from around 40,000 
± 2000 years ago in Lake Mungo in Australia (Bowler et al. 2003). A 9500–9000 cal. BP 
cremation burial has been identified in the Philippines (Lewis et al. 2008; Lara et al. 2013). 
In China, one of the earliest cremations comes from the Shipeng tombs of Shuangfang, 
Xinjin County, dating to around 10,000–8000 years ago (Fengming 2005). One the earliest 
cremations in the western Pacific has been found in a cemetery at Teoma, Vanuatu, dating 
from 2850 BP (Scott et al. 2010). In the New World, cremation practices have been 
dentified from Alaska around 11,500 years ago (Potter et al. 2011; Potter et al. 2014). Later, 
and in Mesoamerica, a cremation dating from 3000 years ago has been identified from 
Oaxaca, Mexico (Duncan et al. 2008). 
 
In Europe, disposal of the dead by fire is known from at least the Upper Palaeolithic. Other 
cremations date from theMesolithic (Gray Jones, Chapter 2, this volume) and Early 
Neolithic period 4000–3000 BC through to the Middle Ages (Davies and Mates 2005), when 
eastern European cremation persisted in some regions into the twelfth and thirteenth 



centuries AD. Within this spectrum, cremation seems to predominate in the Middle Bronze 
Age (1500–1100 BC), but decreased in the Late Bronze Age (1100–700 BC) (Davies and 
Mates 2005; Harvig, Chapter 12, and Rebay-Salisbury, Chapter 3, this volume). 
ubsequently, cremation is a fluctuating dimension of mortuary practice during the 
European Iron Age, Roman period and the Early Middle Ages. Since the late nineteenth 
century, cremation has spread worldwide as a modern disposal method leading to a wide 
range of further traces and architectures in the landscape. This varied history and complex 
significance of cremation makes it a key dimension of understanding human engagements 
with mortality and ourning in the past, present, and also the future. 
 
Cremation may seem a commonly and widely practised technology for the disposal of the 
dead yet the social, economic, political, and religious environments in which cremation 
occurs also vary considerably across the globe from prehistory to the present. In some 
times and places, archaeologists can show that cremation can become the predominant 
disposal method over long durations of time and large geographical ranges. Yet cremation 
is no less interesting to archaeologists when it is an intermittent or rare practice, adopted 
for only select and special mortuary procedures, or in particular circumstances. Between 
these two extremes, in many past cultures and communities, archaeologists regularly find 
that cremation operates in long-term interplay with other disposal methods. It seems that 
the choice to cremate was not only fashioned in relation to multiple options to inhume, 
expose, fragment, and preserve the dead, but also that the dead could involve infinite 
variety in how funerals are archaeologically visible, including stages before, during, and 
after the act of cremation (e.g, Appleby 2013; Oestigaard 2013).  
 
Whether rare, predominant, or somewhere in between these extremes, archaeologists find 
that cremation practices almost always overlap and interleave with a range of other 
disposal methods, some of which share themes and associations with cremation, such as 
fire-use or the disaggregation of the cadaver, others to which cremation appears in stark 
contrast. What marks cremation apart is not only the application of fire to rapidly transform 
the body into a range of constituent elements often labelled ‘ash’ or ‘cremains’, but also 
that it renders human remains readily malleable spatially and temporally and integrated 
into a range of locales and architectures. The dry and shrunken, distorted and fragmented, 
containable and transportable, divisible (each cremated body might have multiple 
destinations) and combinative (cremated bodies can be readily mixed together) nature of 
cremated remains and associated material culture together facilitate their creative 
treatments within and beyond the grave (Oestigaard 2013). 
 
Archaeologists also explore the process of cremation, and this takes us far beyond the pyre 
itself. Cremation could be a private ritual only performed in front of a select group and/or in 
an isolated location. On the other hand, cremation also could be a public spectacle of 
procession and fiery transformation and a sequence of embodied interactions with 
cadavers both before and after the burning of the body (Downes 1999). Either way, 
cremation not only transforms the body by fire into a complex set of constituent elements 
(heat, smoke, light, aromas, sounds, ash, burnt flesh, and burnt bone), it serves to extend, 
combine, and distribute human bodies over time and through space down trajectories and 
tempos that often relate to, and can contrast starkly with, treatments afforded to unburned 
human remains. 



 
To date, there have been innumerable archaeological reports discussing discoveries of 
cremation in the archaeological record and numerous specialist and technical studies of  
remation both in ancient and modern samples. However, studies in mortuary archaeology 
tackling cremation in an interpretive sense are far fewer and most are very recent (see also 
Kuijt et al. 2014; Schmidt and Symes 2015; Thompson 2015). Furthermore, those studies 
that have appeared tend to be regionally or chronologically specific and hence cremation—
in all its manifestations—rarely receives the attention it deserves within broader syntheses 
in mortuary archaeology. Hence, while the theoretical and methodological tools for 
archaeologists to investigate cremation in the human past are now well advanced and 
developing rapidly, this represents one of the first volumes of interpretative studies 
exploring a wide range of periods and selected regions but with a strong European focus. 
 
This book therefore aims to offer a valuable tool for students, scholars, and professionals 
by compiling a range of original studies from selected areas of (mainly) Europe’s prehistory 
and history set in a wider context. The book sets out to show the varied ways in which 
cremation has operated in the human past in different environments, social, economic, and 
ideological contexts, but also to showcase the current approaches adopted for the study of 
past cremation practices by archaeologists. The various contributing chapters expand 
and refine archaeological and anthropological method and theory. The results have 
broader social and anthropological impacts on a global scale by moving towards a better 
understanding of the social significance of these types of highly complex funerary rituals 
through time and space. 
 
This book’s introduction takes three parts. First, we identify the tension between cremation 
as theatre and cremation as disposal in the study of cremation past and present. Second, 
we outline how our book explores the variability and significance of cremation in the 
human past. Third, we identify principal themes shared by the individual contributions to 
the book. Together, these sections serve to introduce key dimensions and directions for the 
archaeology of cremation across the world through studies conducted in North America, 
Central, northern, and western Europe, and Fennoscandia. 
 

CREMATION IN THE DISTANT PAST 
Cremation has been recognized across prehistory and early history through a variety of 
cultures and contexts, and revealed regularly by antiquarians and early archaeological 
studies where it has been reported and interpreted since the Renaissance with increasing 
precision and detail (see Williams 2008; 2015b for a brief review of the history of cremation 
studies in archaeology). Yet the archaeological interpretation of cremation practices has 
remained fraught with challenges, not only because extracting information from the burnt 
artefacts, materials, and bones is far more difficult, but also because archaeologists often 
find themselves influenced and embroiled in dealing with stark dualities in popular 
erceptions of ancient cremation practices. This seems to have perpetuated flawed 
caricatures and metanarratives for cremation in archaeological discourse. This is in spite of 
the potential value of cremation for archaeological interpretations: in many periods and 
regions, cremation might be the only bone material left to study; unburnt bone, and bone 
not contained within an urn, might have disappeared owing to taphonomic and other 
factors (e.g. Wessman 2010; Annaert et al. 2011). 



 
The first dimension to this interpretative challenge is the intellectual straightjacket of using 
select historical sources: cremation has often been steeped in romantic heroic fantasy 
funerals—from Homer’s Iliad to the Anglo-Saxon poem Beowulf that introduced this 
hapter—and accounts that are ‘historical’ but brief and charged with a raft of biases. 
Examples include the accounts of the cremations of early historic elites (e.g. Roman 
emperors) and those portraying the otherness of the barbarian (e.g. Tacitus’ Germania or 
Ibn Fadlan’s Risala). These sources are often used as analogies in interpreting the 
archaeological record and often to good effect, despite their limitations and innumerable 
biases. For example, Price (2010) deftly deployed Ibn Fadlan to explore the drama and 
process of Viking-Age funerals. Meanwhile, Høilund Nielsen (2009) used both Roman and 
early medieval written sources—historical and mythological—cautiously (and without 
imposing parallels that are too specific) to assist the interpretation of the process of 
cremation found at the well-preserved Merovingian and Viking-Age cemetery at Lindholm 
Høje, Jutland, Denmark. 
 
However, akin to the frequent use of ethnographic analogies (see Williams 2004a; 2008, 
Cerezo-Román and Williams 2014), these sources offer only partial insights at best in 
considering the contexts and long-term dynamics of cremation technologies and rituals 
across large geographical and chronological sweeps of time, as well as the interaction of 
cremation in different historical conditions within particular sites and localities. Historic 
accounts are recorded subjectively depending on the context where they were written, 
the intended audience, and biases of the writer. Moreover, accounts of cremation customs 
may not present all the different stages of the funeral rituals within a society, as some parts 
of the rituals could be more private and restricted to only particular sectors of the society. 
The risk of relying on ancient written sources too greatly is the potential kaleidoscoping of 
complex and varied practices across millennia and vastly different societies into a singular 
vision of how past cremation practices operated and what they meant. It is the challenge of 
the modern study of past cremation to query such views and be aware of several limitations 
inherent in written records and oral accounts (e.g. Vansina 1985; Wylie 1985). 
 
Therefore, the challenge is not in the use or disregard of written sources per se, but in the 
manner we use them to draw analogies to inform our interpretations of archaeological 
evidence for past cremation practices. Both cremation myths and cremation realities have 
the potential to profitably inform our archaeological interpretations, but should not be 
prioritized in creating normative, ahistorical accounts of cremation’s meanings and 
processes in any period of the human past. This is important, since even for prehistoric 
societies, cremation is often reduced to a chain of operations and a normative set of 
practices defining particular periods and places that, even in the absence of literary and 
historical sources, take on mythological proportions as defining metanarratives for the 
significance of past cremation. Retaining a sense of historicity and variability in 
understanding cremations in the past should always take priority over cross-cultural 
generalizations (e.g. MacGregor 2008; Rebay-Salisbury 2012). 
 
  



CREMATION IN THE RECENT PAST 
These challenges interact with another duality between ideals and practicalities of past 
cremation: the oppositional experiences of cremation in the recent past. Heritage sites, 
including burials and monuments and museums, display collections of cremated human 
remains, artefacts, and urns deriving from cremation graves (Williams 2016). In this way, 
ancient cremation practice is a part of our contemporary European cultural landscapes, 
through both direct and indirect tangible traces and intangible stories and images. 
 
There are further ways by which ancient cremation populates the modern landscapes of 
Europe and elsewhere in the Western world. The scattering of cremains at beauty spots and 
heritage sites, including ancient cemeteries and burial monuments, is a further way by 
which the modern cremated dead are connected to cremation from the prehistoric and 
early historic past. As Back Danielsson (2011) shows, through antiquarian and 
archaeological ventures, past cremation has frequently inspired the urns, memorials, and 
architectures in the modern era, from individual grave memorials, columbaria, memorial 
groves to crematoria themselves (see also Rebay-Salisbury 2012; Williams 2012). 
 
Inspired in part by archaeological and historical sources for cremation in the prehistoric and 
ancient past as well as exposure to cremation in India and the Far East, modern cremation 
arose in the later nineteenth century as a potential answer to the many challenges for 
disposing of the dead from Europe’s cities and towns in a hygienic, efficient, and space-
saving manner (Back Danielsson 2011; Rebay-Salisbury 2012; see also Parsons 2005). 
Hence, the rise in cremation is part of a wide range of shifts in European modernity: 
the sanitizing, medicalizing, secularizing of the organization of death, making funerals 
more affordable, and accommodating burials within increasingly dense and populated 
urban and suburban environments. Cremation has, by its modern advocates, also been 
viewed as a more environmentally friendly method for treating human remains. 
Furthermore, it is a method of disposal linked to new understandings of the human body in 
death.  
 
Yet cremation in the modern world attracts ambivalence too, which infects archaeological 
narratives. Just as cremation has risen as a modern disposal method, albeit to varying 
degrees, Europe became haunted by the use of open-air pyres and crematoria in the mass 
genocides of the Nazi regime. In more recent decades, too, cremation has been used as a 
means of disposing of the dead in different mass killings. For example, mass graves have 
been found in Nepal and most recently in Guerrero, Mexico (Haviland 2008; BBC News 
Latin America and Caribbean 2014). Cremation’s negative associations in the twentieth 
century reside not only with wartime atrocities, but also through acts of war itself, such as 
the fire-bombing of European cities and the use of chemical weapons such as napalm. They 
are also reflected in individual cases of murder victims being disposed of by incineration. In 
these variegated ways, cremation is simultaneously a widespread and popular twentieth 
and early twenty-first-century disposal method and yet is frequently depicted as 
antithetical to respectful, dignified obsequies. 
 
Interpretations of cremation by archaeologists inherit dimensions of these conflicting 
positive and negative modern associations in subtle and sometimes quite overt ways. 
These points might seem superficial for archaeological research, but they have profound 



and tenacious influences upon our interpretations of archaeological evidence, regarding 
what we feel cremation meant for past cultures. Moreover, in itself, the importance of 
cremation in modern European societies as a disposal method and as a part of European 
cultural heritage leads archaeologists to consider the importance and relevance of charting 
the early history of this disposal method. The tensions outlined above regarding how we 
envisage cremations present and cremations past sit behind much that is written about 
cremation by archaeologists; cremation is regarded as either mundane or spectacular, 
familiar or exotic, functional or esoteric. Archaeologists grow up with, and are assaulted by, 
a range of either romanticized or abhorrent images of cremation in contemporary 
European popular culture that challenge our attempts to look at past cremation with an 
objective gaze. 
 
It remains tempting to reduce the cremation practices revealed in the archaeological record 
to poor reflections of ancient literary and historical sources and/or modern engagements 
and popular experiences of transforming bodies by fire. We should be wary of the 
influences, biases, and parameters of our studies of ancient cremation and the analogies we 
select to form our interpretations and in theory-building. 
 
Rather than destabilize the interpretative apparatus available to archaeologists in the study 
of the materialities and spatialities of burning the dead, recognizing the prominent and 
complex intersections of texts and material culture, and between past and present, in our 
work should embolden our quest in the study of cremation as part of human societies both 
past and present. As Tim Flohr Sørensen (2009) eloquently illustrates, archaeologists’ 
sensitivity to space, landscape, and dealing with both presences and absences, brings 
distinct attentions to cremation as a complex, varied, but distinct treatment of the body in 
both past and present. Therefore, the expertise of the archaeologist in dealing with 
cremation across cultures, and the importance of cremation’s materialities and spaces 
across Europe today, makes modern cremation as legitimate an arena for archaeological 
scrutiny as prehistory and early history. Hence, this collection advocates that the 
archaeological theories, and some of the methods, used to explore prehistoric and early 
historic cremation practices are equally relevant to the study of cremation in the recent 
European past and contemporary European landscapes (Back Danielsson 2010; Sørensen 
2009; Williams 2011a; Cerezo-Román and Williams 2014). 

 
THE SCOPE AND AIMS OF THE BOOK 

Seeking to challenge simplistic narratives of cremation in the past and present, the studies 
in this volume seek to confront and explore the challenges of interpreting the variability of 
cremation, by contending with complex network of modern allusions and imaginings of 
cremations past and present, and tackling ongoing debates regarding how we identify and 
interpret cremation. Using a series of original case studies, the book investigates the 
archaeological traces of cremation in a varied selection of prehistoric and historic contexts 
from the Mesolithic to the present. The book shares many of the same concerns and issues 
as those to be found in three other books (Kuijt et al. 2014; Schmidt and Symes 2015; 
Thompson 2015) but the contributions to this book deploy contrasting emphases of theory 
and method, exploring a different set of periods and forge a distinctive focus to the 
investigation of cremation.  
 



This book’s chronological and geographical span incorporates the Mesolithic (Gray Jones, 
Chapter 2) and Neolithic and Early Bronze Ages (Saipio, Chapter 11) in Europe, dovetailing 
with recent contributions elsewhere (Brück 2014; Cooney 2014; Larsson and Nilsson Stutz 
2014; Sørensen 2014). Moreover, this book contains a raft of studies considering the Middle 
and Later Bronze and Early Iron Ages from Ireland, Continental Europe, and Scandinavia 
(Cooney, Chapter 7; Harvig, Chapter 12; Rebay-Salisbury, Chapter 3; Röst, Chapter 8) 
without compare to other recent complementary collections. When moving into the proto 
historic and early historic eras (Late Iron Age, Roman, and medieval), this collection 
contains a range of studies (Cerezo-Román et al., Chapter 9; Nugent, Chapter 4; Squires, 
Chapter 13; Wessman and Williams, Chapter 10) that again finds no parallel in other recent 
studies (although see Williams 2014b). Moreover, this volume includes two further 
publications dealing with cremation in the modern world as a source of analogy (Ubelaker, 
Chapter 6) and as a focus of archaeological scrutiny in itself (Williams and Wessman, 
Chapter 14). There is also a study in North American archaeology addressing global themes 
applicable to Europe (Goldstein, Chapter 5). Therefore, this volume provides contrasting 
yet mutually supporting contributions in the archaeological study of cremation together 
with other recent collections. 
 
The chapters in the book might also be considered in terms of geographical scope. Much of 
the British Isles, Fennoscandia and Central and north-west Europe is explored. Four 
chapters, wholly or in part, relate to cremation practices in the British Isles (Cooney, 
Chapter 7; Nugent, Chapter 4; Squires, Chapter 13; Wessman and Williams, Chapter 10); 
three chapters to Continental Europe (Cerezo-Román et al., Chapter 9; Gray Jones, Chapter 
2; Rebay-Salisbury, Chapter 3); and five more chapters, wholly or in part, consider 
Fennscandia (Harvig, Chapter 12; Röst, Chapter 8; Saipio, Chapter 11;Wessman and 
Williams, Chapter 10; Williams and Wessman, Chapter 14). Goldstein (Chapter 5) and 
Ubelaker (Chapter 6) bring their contrasting perspectives from North American case studies 
to bear on European themes. 
 
The book covers a significant temporal and spatial range, demonstrating the wide and 
diverse range of past societies in which cremation is practised in different degrees and 
contexts. While the chronological and geographical range serves to illustrate the wide 
application and significance of individual studies and the collection as a whole, it is the 
thematic themes which connect individual chapters that enhance their benefit for the study 
of cremation. The application of archaeological theories and methods to this range of case 
studies demonstrates the originality of this collection and the exciting potential of studying 
cremation in past societies. Furthermore, the themes, ideas, and methods explored in the 
study of cremation in the European past and present have global implications for 
anthropological, historical, and archaeological research. 
 

DEVELOPING ARCHAEOLOGIES OF CREMATION 
In a recent paper, Cerezo-Román and Williams (2014) advocate that the future of the 
archaeology of cremation is to explore a more overtly holistic, rigorous, and 
interdisciplinary approach. This ‘archaeology of cremation’ is far more than the study of 
burnt human remains per se but a thorough exploration of the materialities, spatialities, 
and interactions with other disposal strategies (see also Williams 2004a; 2008; Gramsch 
2013; Oestigaard 2013; Brück 2014; Cooney 2014; Larsson and Nilsson Stutz 2014; Sørensen 



2014; Williams 2014b; Thompson 2015). Moreover, we identified the themes of personhood 
and social memory as particularly pertinent in theorizing the form, content, and variability 
in the use of cremation in past societies (see also Cerezo-Román 2015 and Wessman 2010). 
We proposed six principal foci to achieve this and each of the chapters presented here 
drives forward these arguments in different ways as follows: 
 
1. There is a need for the greater and more sophisticated integration of science and theory 
in cremation research: regarding scientific techniques as integral to the research questions 
being posed, and closer dialogue between physical anthropologists and archaeologists in 
the interpretative process from field to lab to publication to foster more analytical, creative, 
and grounded interpretations (Cerezo-Román et al., Chapter 9; Ubelaker, 
Chapter 6). 
 
2. It is necessary to enhance our exploration of cremation in theory and history through the 
development of dialogues with sociologies, anthropologies, and histories of death and 
dying. This involves a more critical and cautious use of analogy to underpin cross-cultural 
themes and the specific historical contexts in which cremation was adopted, employed, and 
abandoned (Cooney, Chapter 7; Röst, Chapter 8;Williams and Wessman, Chapter 14). 
 
3. It is important to consider cremation not as an extreme form of corporeal dissolution, but 
as a complex rite de passage and, on occasion, with a secondary funerary ritual component. 
We advocate the interpretation of cremation as transformation involving human bodies 
living and dead, but also a wide range of materials, architectures, and spaces (Cerezo- 
Román et al., Chapter 9; Harvig, Chapter 12; Röst, Chapter 8; Wessman and Williams, 
Chapter 10). 
 
4. Investigating cremation as technology, we proposed that cremation should be 
understood in relation to a range of daily activities and technologies—from cooking to 
smithing—within the societies in which it was deployed (Cerezo-Román et al., Chapter 9; 
Goldstein, Chapter 5). This will help situate cremation in relation to the habitus of past 
societies and the discussion within more specific cultural contexts. 
 
5. It is necessary to analyse the variability in past cremation practices, both in terms of the 
stages of cremation procedures and their relationship to other, contemporary, disposal 
strategies, including those involving fire and corporeal and material fragmentation 
(Goldstein, Chapter 5; Gray Jones, Chapter 2; Harvig, Chapter 12; Nugent, Chapter 4; 
Rebay-Salisbury, Chapter 3; Saipio, Chapter 11; and Squires, Chapter 3). 
 
6. Studying the archaeology of modern cremation is a key component to studying past 
cremation. Modern cremation can help build theory and be a source of analogy. In addition, 
it can allow us to interpret and/or disregard taphonomic changes that could resemble 
burned bones or accidental burning. As we discuss (Ubelaker, Chapter 6), different 
scenarios can lead to burned human remains. Therefore, cremation should be explored in 
its own right, and the rise of cremation in the context of global capitalist societies as a key 
phenomenon merits archaeological scrutiny (Williams and Wessman, Chapter 14). 
 



This approach is practice-orientated and historically situated (Wessman 2010; Cerezo-
Román 2014a; Quinn et al. 2014). It is therefore sceptical of attempts to regard cremation 
as a focus for purely technical and osteological study, but incorporates it into broader 
research questions regarding mortuary variability and mortuary change (McKinley 1997a; 
Ubelaker and Rife 2009; see also Thompson 2015). The osteological analysis of burned and 
cremated human remains are essential to interpret and reconstruct cremation funeral 
rituals. The osteological analysis will allow for reconstruction of the biological profile 
including sex, biological age-at-death, pathological conditions, and height, among others 
(Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994; Cerezo-Román 2014b). In addition, different analytical 
techniques can be used to reconstruct diet, such as isotopic analysis (e.g. Schurr and Hayes 
2008; Schurr et al. 2008), biological affinity using DNA (e.g. Pusch et al. 2000; Imaizumi et 
al. 2014), and chronologies and changes through time using different dating techniques 
(e.g. Lanting et al. 2001; Van Strydonck et al. 2005). There is little doubt, however, that the 
degree of thermal alteration and fragmentation, and percentage of bones of an individual 
represented in the deposit, among other factors, will influence the successful or failed 
application of any of these techniques and reconstructions. At the same time, the 
information that could potentially be obtained will aid in the reconstruction of different 
social practices related to gender, age, and other dimensions of social identity 
intersections.  
 
Our approach is also critical to attempts to regard cremation as an index of social structure, 
cosmology, or ontology, and attitudes towards the body exclusively. While these 
approaches have profitable contributions to make to the study of past cremation, they risk 
being as reductive as normative equations made between cremation practices as ‘customs’ 
inherent within discrete archaeological ‘cultures’ or even more reductive still, regarding 
cremation as identical in terms of structure and meaning across widely different historical 
contexts. In both past and present, cremation can instead incorporate multiple, overlapping 
social identities, world views, and attitudes towards the living and dead body and it is 
simplistic to reduce the choice to cremate to any single one of these dimensions. Hence, 
while cosmological principles can be profitably considered for individual contextual 
perspectives (MacGregor 2008; Williams 2013), they need a fine-tuned contextual 
application rather than crosscultural imposition. 
 
Our archaeological focus thus takes a practice-based and historically situational standpoint 
(see Barrett 1994), exploring the specific ramifications and contexts within which cremation 
is selected and performed as one chaîne opératoire for transforming and commemorating 
the dead and situating the present in relation to imagined pasts and aspired futures (Barrett 
1990; Williams 2004a). Understanding the formation processes of the archaeological 
deposits and critically applying theoretical approaches avoids preconceived notions of the 
past and present and are key to more accurately interpreting and reconstructing past 
practices. Cremation is thus a series of practical actions and applications that constitute a 
new material identity for the dead through the distribution, exchange, coalescence, and 
deposition of materials, structures, and spaces, by which personhood is constituted and 
commemorated (Williams 2004a, 2004b, 2008; Wickholm and Raninen 2006; Cerezo- 
Román 2014a, 2014b, 2015). This personhood is not transhistorical and ontological in an 
etic sense, but situated in particular situations and historical circumstances of dealing with 
dead bodies and emic engagements with cadavers in multiple stages of dissolution before, 



during, and after fiery conflagration. This book takes forward these themes and works 
through their implications for different dimensions of evidence revealed in past mortuary 
practices. It is to these frames of analysis—different dimensions of the evidence found in 
the archaeological record pertaining to cremation practices—that we must next turn. 
 

FRAMES OF ANALYSIS 
Having explored the principal agendas of this book, let us now consider some of the key 
results of the studies by theme. We delimit these themes to facilitate discussion and clearly 
illustrate through examples some of the highlights and contributions of each of the 
chapters. However, these themes also overlap and their boundaries are not always clearly 
defined. 
 
Relational Fiery Technologies 
A number of studies of cremation have sought to understand its relationship with other 
disposal methods. For example, Sørensen and Rebay-Salisbury (2008b: 56), in discussing 
the Middle Bronze Age of Hungary, emphasize the similarities between cremation and 
inhumation in the placing and orientation of material culture within inhumation and 
cremation graves in the Füzesabony culture. Meanwhile in the Encrusted Ware tradition, it 
is argued that bodies were cremated in a crouched position comparable to the posture of 
inhumation graves, while cremation graves were larger than required for the cremains, 
mimicking the shape and size, if slightly smaller, of the inhumation graves. Moreover, 
scatters of pottery over many graves suggests that they were conceptualized and protected 
as comparable spaces for the dead as contemporary inhumation graves. 
 
Another example of relationality between cremation and inhumation comes from the 
recent work by Annaert and colleagues (2011) at the early medieval (fifth- to early seventh-
century AD) cemetery of c.334 inhumation graves (including three horses) and sixty-five 
cremation graves at Broechem (Antwerp, Belgium). In this instance, the acidic soils meant 
that the cremation graves contained the only surviving human remains. Concentrated in 
the northern half of the cemetery in association with two four-post cremation house (see 
Wessman and Williams, Chapter 10), most were un-urned cremations likely contained in a 
leather or textile bag, some containing pyre debris. The cremation burials contained the 
burnt remains of artefacts comparable to the grave-goods found in the inhumations and 
that cremation and inhumation were used side-by-side from the second half of the fifth 
century through to the late sixth century AD. The contrasting technologies of cremation 
revealed by bone weights, fragment sizes, and anthracological investigations of the wood 
species utilized, together suggest against an indigenous continuation from Gallo-Roman 
cremation practice, but instead the influence of Germanic cremation traditions of the 
Continental Saxons and Anglo-Saxons (Annaert et al. 2011). However, while inhumation 
might persist longer than cremation at the site, this in itself does not explain their 
contemporaneous use for up to a century. Here, as in so many prehistoric and early historic 
societies, the choice to cremate or not to cremate must have related to intra-community 
social identities and/or circumstances. 
 
The relationship between cremation technologies and treatments of the dead is crucial in 
understanding its relationships. The complex and varied interplay between different 
degrees and organizations of cremation and other disposal methods is key to 



understanding the deployment of fire in Mesolithic cremation practices discussed by Gray 
Jones (Chapter 2). Likewise, in understanding the spread of cremation in eastern 
Fennoscandian prehistory, Saipio (Chapter 11) shows the varied ways by which cremation 
intersected with other ritual practices. Rebay-Salisbury (Chapter 3) is also interested in the 
varied tempos by which cremation is abandoned in different parts of the Hallstatt cultural 
area between the Late Bronze and Early Iron Age, and looks at networks of interaction to 
explain the themes and variabilities in the move towards a refocus on the body’s display 
and representation in life and death. Squires (Chapter 13) introduces a relatively under-
investigated component to early Anglo-Saxon mortuary variability—the potential of 
seasonality being, in part, behind the choice to cremate or inhume the dead. This theme is 
also addressed by Rebay-Salisbury’s contribution (Chapter 3). Nugent (Chapter 4) 
looks in detail at shared themes, as well as the differences, that help us to consider the 
dynamic interplay between cremation and inhumation in early Anglo-Saxon England in 
terms of managing the staged transformation of and microboundaries around, cadavers. 
 
A range of other fiery technologies from blacksmithing to cooking might inform the 
significance of cremation in past societies (Goldhahn and Oestigaard 2008; Sørensen and 
Rebay-Salisbury 2008b; Oestigaard 2013; Brück 2014; Williams 2008, 2014a), suggesting 
that Cremation can be profitably situated within an ‘elemental archaeology’ that considers 
the range of materialities and fiery transformations employed in past societies, from the 
hearths of houses and fiery technologies to elements of the environment such as the sun 
and lightning. Those controlling cremation might have been regarded as wielding 
elemental powers. For the late third and early second millennia BC in south-west Scotland, 
MacGregor (2008) looked at the varied elemental transformations involving fire that link 
mortuary practice to burnt mound traditions. Archaeological evidence of similarities in cist 
forms and the presence of features with fire-cracked rocks and bone at funerary sites 
suggested to him that these practices may reference each other through metaphorical 
associations and elemental transformations. MacGregor (2008) also suggested that these 
material expressions could aid in the understanding of how people understood their 
relationship to the world they inhabited. On the other hand, Arnberg (2005) focused on the 
pre-Roman Iron Age sites of Kräklingbo and Stånga on the Island of Gotland in the Baltic 
Sea. Through this work Arnberg discussed the altering character of fire in relation to 
cremation, clearing landscape for agriculture, and iron production. She also suggested that 
all these activities, though different, were transformative in essence and not only served a 
practical purpose but also formed group cohesion where social alliances were developed. 
 
In this collection, a number of studies address the ways in which the identification of 
cremation must be discerned from other means by which fire affects human remains. 
Ubelaker (Chapter 6) uses modern forensic case studies to illustrate the complex ways by 
which burnt human remains can be misidentified and misinterpreted without careful 
attention to context and scientific examination. His chapter reminds us not only that many 
taphonomic processes can mimic thermal alteration damage, but that there are many 
different circumstances other than funeral rituals where bodies are exposed to fires and 
burned. The role of fire in the complex transformation of the dead is also key in Goldstein’s 
North American case study (Chapter 5), in which fire rituals were historically meaningful 
through their connection with the magical significance of copper-working. She found that 
cremation at Aztalan occurs when a mound is ended with a ceremony that called for a fiery 



transformation. The cremated remains may be incorporated into the landscape and they 
can stand for the closing of a ritual or performative process and/or represent a 
technological transformation. Goldstein also points out that the use of burning must be 
examined in its nature, extent, and covariation with other fiery technologies to gain a wider 
and richer understanding of the past. Through these different case studies, the book 
contributes to an enriched understanding of the many contexts in which cremation 
operates in past societies. 
 
Transforming and Commemorating with Cremation 
A number of studies in this volume deal with the role of portable material culture, those 
accompanying the deceased on the pyre (pyre-goods) and either left at the pyre site, 
retrieved for recycling among the living or for burial with the ashes, and those artefacts 
added afterwards at some stage (grave-goods). Artefacts may have been significant 
through their display upon the pyre as well as their journey through it with the body. 
Whether heirlooms of the deceased’s family or household, or perhaps prestige gifts from 
mourners, particular items were rendered significant through their placing on the pyre and 
their fragments retrieved subsequently to communicate and constitute the idealized social 
identity(ies) of the deceased. The analysis of the third- and early fourth-century cemetery 
at Brougham, Cumbria is instructive in this regard, with different personal ornaments 
marking out males and females (Cool 2004: 438) while hobnailed footwear is largely 
confined to adults. Bodies may have been perfumed or anointed, indicated by the 
fragments of Dressel 20 amphorae (used to contain olive oil). Likewise, absences can be 
significant, for while hairpins in different materials are ubiquitous items from Romano-
British settlement sites, their complete absence in the cremation graves at Brougham 
might indicate that hair was loosened as part of mourning rituals (Cool 2004: 439). 
 
The Brougham cemetery reveals another category of pyre-goods, the placing of many of 
the adults on elaborate polychrome-painted and upholstered ash biers with bone inlays. 
Moreover, the sacrifice and cremation of whole animals, including horses and cattle, with 
the human dead was also a rare occurrence; this emphasizes how important the bodies—
whole or fragmented—of various animals were in cremation practices (Bond and Worley 
2006a: 311–32). 
 
In some cremating societies, the selection of specific pyre-goods (artefacts and materials 
placed on the pyre and burned with the dead) was clearly regarded as significant in the 
post-cremation rituals. Sometimes items were ritually killed to mirror the fragmentation of 
the cremated human and animal body, a point noted for Viking-Age Vestfold, Norway by 
Julie Lund (2013: 49–50). Yet when grave-goods—items added following the cremation—
are present, they might relate to food and drink and hence serve in ongoing relationships 
between the living and the dead through the grave. This is evident in the one or more 
accessory vessels accompanying urned or un-urned cremation burials at Brougham: 
sometimes animal bones indicated the presence of joints of meat resting on plates (Cool 
2004: 444–55).  
 
Other grave-goods might have more corporeal significances in the post-cremation 
practices. For early Anglo-Saxon cremation practices, Williams has suggested that selected 
artefacts—combs and toilet implements—need not have been significant in themselves, 



but were commemorative ‘catalysts’, facilitating the transformation of the dead into a new 
social, cosmological, and ontological status as ancestor (Williams 2003, 2007a). Social 
identity was expressed in varying ways within cremation practices through the deposition 
of sacrificed animals and a range of dress accessories and other items (reviewed in Williams 
2011b, see also Squires 2013); yet the emphasis was placed on affording a new corporeal 
presence for the dead through the deposition of items associated with hair management 
(see also Ashby 2014). Subsequently, Williams has extended this argument to consider the 
new kinds of ancestral identity created following cremation through the placing of iron 
Thor’s hammer rings with cremation graves in central Sweden (Williams 2013). 
 
Cremation practices evidently involved a complex circulatory system of materials and 
artefacts added and removed during the pre-cremation, pericremation, and post-cremation 
ceremonies. Cerezo-Román and colleagues (Chapter 9) identify the selection and interment 
of artefacts and sacrificed animals that may have held an important role in signalling the 
social identities and networks of the deceased, but others were gifts of food and drink 
related to the redistribution of relationships between the living and the dead at the funeral. 
 
Cremation facilitated a distinctive sequence of sensory engagements with the body during 
its transformation from cadaver to cremains and that this process might have facilitated 
the commemoration of the dead both individually and collectively in many past societies 
(Williams 2004a). While criticized as ‘overly dramatic’ (Graham 2011b), this approach helps 
to recentre corporeal transformation as key to understanding cremation as memory work—
a key mechanism by which the body is fragmented and recombined in a variety of different 
commemorative strategies. From this perspective, bodies and their transformation and 
handling as burnt bones were key mnemonic agents affecting emotions and memories of 
the deceased.  
 
A number of authors give the same attention to the post-cremation process of retrieving 
and containing, transporting and interring, a portion of the cremains, regarding it as an 
important means of controlling, communicating, and commemorating the dead (Williams 
2004a, 2013; Gramsch 2007, 2013; Sørensen and Rebay-Salisbury 2008b; Graham 2009; 
Rebay-Salisbury 2010; Appleby 2013; Cerezo-Román 2015). Cremains have shifting 
significances following cremation: ashes can neither be reduced to the ‘body’ nor to 
‘material culture’. Burnt bones and other materials transformed by fire might become 
powerful mnemonic agents that constitute and configure new social identities, and the 
social memories, of those subject to cremation. While taphonomic, post-depositional 
processes, and/or archaeological excavation and (or lack of) recovering techniques can 
explain low bone weights, well-preserved sites sometimes allow more confident 
suggestions that the ashes reflect only a fraction of the full body(ies) subject to cremation. 
The deliberate processes of crushing, and the division of cremains for multiple destinations, 
can imply complex processes, largely invisible, by which select human remains and 
artefacts were recirculated among the living or disposed of in multiple locales (Cerezo-
Román 2015; see alsoWilliams 2005b; Graham 2009; Wessman 2010; Oestigaard 2013). 
Indeed, in some examples of cremation burials from the Late Roman cemetery at 
Brougham, Cumbria, skull fragments were under-represented, leading to the speculation 
that, for select individuals, skull elements were deliberately collected as mementoes by 
mourners (Cool 2004: 443). At the same site, the minimal amounts of human remains, and 



grave-like deposits containing pottery and other artefacts but no cremated remains, might 
be seen as ‘memorials’ and ‘cenotaphs’ respectively (Cool 2004: 306–7, 459–60).  
 
The analysis of thermal alterations and posthumous treatment of human remains is critical 
for reconstructing some of these practices. One of the first steps is a detailed skeletal 
inventory of each burial, and its preservation condition (Buikstra and Ubelaker 1994; 
Cerezo-Román 2014b). These analyses allow for interpretations of body completeness and 
the number of individuals represented in each deposit. Other aspects that should be 
examined are bone colour, fractures and shrinkage caused by fire, and bone weights, 
among others. There have been many studies of bone colour changes due to thermal 
alterations (e.g. Gejvall 1969; Ubelaker 1978; Shipman et al. 1984; Buikstra and Swegle 
1989). Bone colour indicates the variation in heat exposure and oxidation related to the 
tissue shield of the body, anatomical region, and body position (Symes et al. 2008). In 
addition, it indicates temperature, duration, combustion circumstances, and fuel load (e.g. 
Gejvall 1969; Shipman et al. 1984; Buikstra and Swegle 1989; Fairchild 2005; Devlin and 
Herrmann 2008; Fairgrieve 2008). Many researchers have used time and degree of fractures 
and shrinkage as an indicator of whether bodies were burned with flesh, partially moist, or 
dry (e.g. Baby 1954; Binford 1963; Buikstra and Swegle 1989; McKinley 1989; Fairgrieve 
2008; Symes et al. 2008). On the other hand, cremation bone weights, in conjunction with 
the skeletal inventory, can inform inferences about the division and fragmentation of 
remains as a whole and by anatomical region in the pyre, or through removal to secondary 
deposit(s). Cremation weights can be used as a proxy to analyse how much bone belonging 
to a single individual was found in a single deposit. These values are used as 
approximations, as many factors can contribute to bone loss; post-depositional 
disturbances and cultural practices can result in bone loss and can obscure what can be 
understood from burials. Published procedures used to weigh elements vary. Some 
researchers weigh the complete cremation, while others weigh the elements by anatomical 
region (e.g. Trotter and Hixon 1974; McKinley 1989). In addition, bone weight value 
will differ based on sex, stature, ancestry, and the presence of pathologies, such as 
osteoporosis, among many other factors (e.g. Trotter and Hixon 1974; Sonek 1992; Bass 
and Jantz 2004; Van Deest et al. 2011). Post-cremation processes of how human remains 
are handled can be partially reconstructed from the osteological analysis, but of great 
importance is correlating and contextualizing the finding from the archaeological deposit. 
 
In this volume, a number of the authors that draw upon such osteological data see a key 
significance in the contrasting ways that cremains are treated post-cremation. For 
example, Cooney (Chapter 7) contends that many of the ashes in Irish Later Bronze Age 
graves were ‘token’ deposits and Röst (Chapter 8) questions what constitutes a ‘grave’ 
given the varied size and scatter of cremated human remains in her sites from Late Bronze 
Age Sweden. Cerezo-Román and colleagues (Chapter 9) also discuss the ‘token’ nature of 
some Gallo-Roman cremains, while Harvig (Chapter 12) notes the shift in emphasis away 
from retrieval and burial between the Late Bronze Age and Early Iron Age in southern 
Scandinavia. Equally, the scattering and/or integration of cremains within stone pavements 
in Late Iron Age Finland represents, according to Wessman and Williams (Chapter 10), a 
possible means by which corporeal dissolution is configured into the tempo of post-
cremation rituals as well as the cremation itself. 
 



A range of vessel types are used across past societies to contain cremated human remains, 
from wooden boxes and leather bags to containers of glass, horn, bronze, iron, and 
ceramic, among others. A particularly archaeologically visible form of post-cremation 
treatment is inurnment, a practice found across many past societies. Vessels might be 
made especially for the funeral or reused/selected from domestic cooking, feasting, and 
storage containers. In Finland shield bosses are used as containers for the cremated dead 
during the Late Iron Age. The shield bosses have been filled with cremains and placed 
inside a pit often covered with weapons. This can be explained as a sign of a dividual 
concept of personhood (Back Danielsson 2007) where the personhood of the male warrior 
elite is expressed in an explicit way (Wessman 2010). 
 
The significances of urns can vary enormously. Oestigaard suggested that exotic bronze 
vessels might have served in transporting cremains long distances in the Scandinavian Iron 
Age. Furthermore, he suggests that pots and kettles might have configured the dead as 
conceptually sacrificial offerings to the gods, especially in instances of low-fired cremation 
practices that might indicate bodies were ‘cooked’ rather than fully conflagrated 
(Oestigaard 1999, 2000). Nugent and Williams (2012) argue that cinerary urns in early 
Anglo- Saxon England facilitated a specific form of multisensory engagement between the 
living and the dead, a form of ‘body-building’ (see also Williams 2004a, 2011b). Following 
cremation, installing the dead beneath ground afforded a communal and communicable 
presence for the dead in the landscape. Here, the metaphor of storing, but perhaps also of 
fermenting, might be key to the conceptualization of the early Anglo-Saxon cremation 
grave as a miniature habitation for the dead. 
 
Sørensen and Rebay-Salisbury (2008b) for the Middle Bronze Age Vatya culture of Hungary 
discuss the careful anatomical ordering of cremated bones of single individuals with an 
urn—an act of storage of the dead comparable to the storage of food and drink in the 
settlement; the role of the pottery replacing the skin of the body post-cremation is 
reflected in the anthropomorphic elements of certain vessels as ‘male’ and ‘female’. 
Similarly, Alexander Gramsch for the Early Iron Age Lusatian urnfields (2007, 2013), 
discusses a different form of isomorphism between urn and body: ashes were selected in 
anatomical order from foot to head. Furthermore, there are hints that some urns from 
Lusatian urnfields were even dressed like people; in these Early Iron Age burial grounds, the 
urn was buried to constitute a new corporeality for the dead person. This idea has been 
taken up by Lund (2013: 50) with regard to a range of vessel types used as containers in 
Viking-Age Norway; the vessel replaced the skin of the deceased and functioned as a new 
‘body’ for the bones. Moreover, birch bark, with the colour and appearance of human skin, 
is identified as a wrapping for cremated human remains in graves (Lund 2013: 54). 
Conversely, deliberately changing vessels might also articulate mourning and memory. The 
deliberate holing of vessels, and their burning upon one side at Brougham, Cumbria, 
suggested that the vessels were ‘purified’ through placing next to the cremation pyre. 
 
Considering carefully the practices involved in selecting, containing, transporting, and 
burying cinerary urns is pivotal to many of the studies in this book. In particular, Nugent 
(Chapter 4) identifies the importance of parallel processes of containment within urns and 
coffins in understanding the relationship between cremation and inhumation practices in 



early Anglo-Saxon England. Urns and their lids as means of staging, containing, and 
reconfiguring the remembering and forgetting of the dead (see also Williams 2014a). 
Built structures, and acts of building, are key to understanding cremation in past societies. 
Not only is the collection and construction of the pyre key to the social relationships and 
cosmological principles that underlie cremation funerals, but the seemingly modest 
memorials raised over the site (or sites) of burial can be important media for 
commemorating the dead. Conversely, cremation can be connected and related closely 
with ceremonial monumental complexes, constructing and requiring specific architectonics 
to facilitate not only the cremation but also the disposal of the remains. 
 
The pyre was the key ephemeral monument of past cremation processes. In some 
instances, we can discern differences in construction relating to the social identity of the 
deceased. At the Late Roman cemetery at Brougham, Cumbria, birch seems more 
commonly found with female and juveniles, alder with males. Moreover, their destruction, 
as a sensory experience, was configured through the selection of fragrant woods, as 
indicated at Brougham by the presence of Prunus species (Campbell 2004: 267–70; Cool 
2004: 441). 
 
Cremation practices do not require graves. Indeed, there are many examples where traces 
of cremation are only known from redeposited pyre material in extant features (McKinley 
1997a). Larsson (2005), for example, re-evaluated two burial grounds, Bo Gård and Östra 
Bökestra, from the province of Östergötland, Sweden, to explore relationships between 
cremation, iron forging, and sacrifices. After the groups using these burial grounds ceased 
to bury their dead there, the areas were reutilized for iron forging and sacrifice. Larsson 
(2005) suggested that by returning to these sites and taking possession of them again, they 
also took possession of the site’s history and a reconnection with the past. Earlier 
generations may have given the right to use the place but older graves may have 
symbolized a connection with the ancestors as well as connections between the living and 
dead. By using these spaces for iron forging and ceramic ritual disposal, both 
transformative in nature, there is an emphasis on contact with the past and the dead, 
perhaps upholding social stability. 
 
When cremation deposits are identified categorically, it is important to remember that a 
wide range of grave-cuts can be utilized to contain cremated human remains. The complex 
subdivision of types of burial feature are innumerable, as Annaert and colleagues (2011) 
discussed for the Broechem cemetery; many cremation graves are simply layers of primary 
(in situ with pyre debris) or secondary (selected remains translated from a pyre site 
elsewhere) cremated remains, without evidence of an urn or other container. The same was 
true for the cremation burials at Lindholm Høje, as discussed in Høilund Nielsen’s study 
(2009). 
 
In contrast, enduring monumental structures, augmented and adapted over time, can 
evolve over decades and centuries through cremation practices (see Williams 2004b). For 
example, Noble and Brophy (2011) reveal how a later Neolithic monumental complex at 
Forteviot, Perth and Kinross, Scotland, began with the development of a cremation 
cemetery, seemingly an influential set of deposits, that set in motion a series of 
monumental building episodes over many centuries. Cremation burials of adults and 



children interred in postulated wooden flat-based vessels took place at the beginning of the 
third millennium cal. BC in an area that then attracted a nested sequence of monuments: 
first a large oval palisaded enclosure of up to 700 m in length, subsequently and 
surrounding the cremation cemetery was a timber circle of 45 m diameter. Within this 
perimeter, and again surrounding the cremation graves, a henge monument and then at a 
least one later inhumation grave cut into it by the end of the millennium (Noble and Brophy 
2011: 802–3). The burial site was thus increasingly elaborated through the third millennium 
cal. BC and perhaps accrued mythic status in a comparable fashion to the cremation burials 
of a postulated elite dominated by adult males interred with ceremonial artefacts in the 
Aubury Holes at Stonehenge (Parker Pearson 2012: 201–2).  
 
While the conflation of multiple cremations into a coherent, if evolving, architectural 
structure is one strategy of commemoration that Barrett (1990, 1994) would regard as 
creating a mythological sense of the past, then the mapping of genealogies through the 
performance of cremation and the deposition of graves is a feature of the European Bronze 
Age. For Late Bronze Age Ireland, Cooney (Chapter 7) considers how the spatial ordering of 
burial mounds, and the graves within it, marked out a social history for those groups using 
them, with the exceptional treatment of select individuals marking them out as ‘ancestors’. 
 
In this book, architectures are key to understanding all of the studies; in different ways the 
chapters show the variability and complexity of cremation architectures in specific 
archaeological contexts. The complex three-dimensional interplay between acts of 
construction and deposition is central to understanding the genealogies of cremation 
practice revealed in Middle and Late BronzeAge Ireland. Meanwhile, Röst (Chapter 8) 
considers the mortuary process of Late Bronze Age southern Sweden, focusing on 
problematizing our categories for monuments and graves and thinking about the 
boundaries and deposits that accumulated to create locales of mortuary practice we 
categorize as ‘burial grounds’.  
 
Wessman and Williams (Chapter 10) discuss of the complex dialogue between architectures 
as commemorative dimensions of cremation processes; they do this by looking at the 
tempo of individual funerals involving pre-cremation, peri-cremation, and post-cremation 
acts of construction and deconstruction, and also by considering the development of 
cemeteries as places of memory through successive and cumulative acts of construction of 
both ephemeral and enduring architectures. This approach to architecture as ephemeral is 
the focus of Wessman and Williams’ pairing of case studies: early Anglo-Saxon England 
(c.AD 425–575) and Late Iron Age Finland (c.AD 550–1150). In each case, they identify 
structures that might have facilitated the short-term transformation of the dead, rather 
than intended as enduring monumental landmarks in their own right. Moreover, they 
recognize ways by which modest mounds and structures might have cumulative 
commemorative functions, providing facilities for multiple interments or else becoming 
monumental through the accrual and actions of many successive funerary episodes. 
Cremation involves a sequence and range of complex interactions and engagements 
between living actors and cadavers, involving the deployment of corporeality, materiality, 
and space.  
 



Williams and Wessman (Chapter 14), on the other hand, examine recent and ongoing 
commemoration of the cremated dead from the contemporary urban cemetery of 
Hietaniemi, Helsinki, Finland. They suggest that this study reveals complex relationships 
between material culture and commemoration in which miniaturized, condensed, 
collective, and cenotaphic memorials depart and adapt from the traditional grave plot, and 
transform the cemetery memorials, and landscape. They also discuss the numerous 
connecting themes between modern and ancient cremation, and that archaeologists can 
explore cremation today to better understand cremation memorial spaces and materials 
in both the distant and the recent past. 
 
Space and Time in Cremating Societies 
The emergence, duration, and time of when cremation is used is an important theme for 
exploring ancient and modern funeral custom. However, if cremation is used by a group it 
also is important to explore whether components of cremation funerals change through 
time and possible social triggers. At the aforementioned Romano-British cemetery at 
Brougham, Cumbria, the unstratified pottery was of a different functional composition, 
possibly residues of commemorative meals taking place at the cemetery at the time of 
cremation and on anniversaries after death (Cool 2004: 457). Cremation, therefore, set up a 
sequence of actions that defined the relationship between monuments and embodied 
actions of eating, drinking, and other ritual practices. Cremation also could create 
fundamental shifts in the temporality of engaging with the burial process, engagements 
with human bones, graves, burial mounds, cemeteries, and landscapes. 
 
Studies also look to longer term trajectories in how and where cremation takes place. 
Saipio (Chapter 11), for example, explores the emergence of cremation in Eastern 
Fennoscandia from the Stone Age to Early Bronze Age. He explores Stone Age cremations 
variability in the area suggests that the practice of cremation derived from multiple origins. 
Saipio also questions the relationship between cairn-building and the adoption of 
cremation rituals, and suggests that this is more complex than previously thought and that 
these relationships may have multiple local roots that eventually become intermingled. 
 
Harvig (Chapter 12) considers the shift from Late Bronze Age to Early Iron Age cremation 
practices in southern Scandinavia, arguing that the change relates to a shift from a long 
post-cremation process to a shortened focus on the cremation as transformation, evidence 
within the funerary process identified by the detailed analysis of the size and spatial 
arrangement of cremation graves. Squires (Chapter 13), on the other hand, explores social 
implications of the seasons and weather on the use of cremation as funeral rituals in early 
Anglo-Saxon of England. She reminds us that in colder climates were heavy rains and 
frozen ground occur funeral rites may have been delayed, and some possible keys for 
successfully burning a body were advance preparation and social cooperation. She found 
that cremations were carried out in a very efficient manner probably owing to the 
organized and communal nature of this funeral practice. Squires (Chapter 13) also mentions 
that cremation could have a component of social obligation during harsh times that could 
act as a means to reinforce social positions within the communities. 
 
  



CONCLUSION 
In this introduction we have explored current approaches and perspectives in the study of 
cremation and both modern and ancient remains with examples from Europe. Many of the 
chapters in this book examine several themes in order to explore cremation from a 
practice-oriented and historically situated perspective. Among the diverse themes and 
approaches are a number of studies pursuing an understanding of cremation in relationship 
with other contemporaneous disposal methods. Other studies explore in depth 
relationships between cremations, fire, and different fiery technologies. The role of 
portable material culture added in each step of the cremation rituals is also explored in 
many of the chapters. Other chapters focus on the corporeal transformation of the body as 
key to understanding mechanisms by which bodies are fragmented, recombined and 
treated, how they can be studied as commemorative strategies and how they change 
through time. Another inquiry was the role of cinerary vessels as both containers and body-
building and the roles of both pyre construction and memorials which involve complex 
interactions between the living and dead. A final key theme was the examination of space 
and time among societies employing cremation as a way to understand how and why 
cremation was adopted, changed, and/or declined in use over time. The contextual analysis 
of cremated human remains is broader and more complex than normally envisaged. More 
accurate interpretation of the archaeological record and inference building on social 
practices requires an in-depth understanding of both specific social contexts and scientific 
understanding of thermal alterations of human remains, material culture, and 
archaeological deposits. However, the combination of these results could illuminate ways 
in which these complex rituals can be explored both in the present and in the past. 
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