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Programme 
09:45 Registration desk open 
10:20 Word of welcome 
10:30 Keynote address:  

Sofia Voutsaki 
(University of 
Groningen) 

Death, disembodiment and immateriality: some reflections on 
recent developments in mortuary theory and methodology 

   
Session 1: Excavation, publication and theory 

11:00 Kiki de Bondt  
(Leiden University) 

Human cremation burials and their secrets  

11:30 Kaja Stemberger (King's 
College, London) 

Old bones, new stories? 

12:00 Rica Annaert & Leentje 
Linders (Flemish 
Heritage Agency) 

Analysing the Broechem-cemetery finds: an interaction 
between archaeologist and conservator. 

   
12:30 Lunch  
   

Session 2: Integrating scientific methods 
13:30 Raphael Panhuysen 

(University of 
Amsterdam) 

United in a grave, analysing multiple burials in Late Roman 
and Merovingian Maastricht 

14:00 Sabina Ghislandi  
(University of York) 

Micromorphological analysis of sediments in mortuary 
archaeological contexts: case studies from Hungate and 
Haymarket (York, UK) 

14:30 Kristopher Poole  
(University of Sheffield) 

Sustaining souls or informing identity? Reassessing the roles 
of animals in human graves from Roman Britain 

   
15:00 Tea/coffee break  
   

Session 3: Anthropology: guidepost or decoy?  
15:30 Adrienne Frie 

(University of 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee) 

Animals for the Dead: Animal sacrifice in Iron Age funerary 
rites 

16:00 Ilona Bede (Université 
Paris 1 Panthéon-
Sorbonne) 

Role and sense of animal deposits in the funerary practices: 
horses of the early Medieval Ages in Central Europe 

16:30 Quintin Bourgeois 
(Leiden University) 

Identifying communities of praxis 

   
17:00 Closing remarks and 

drinks reception 
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Location 

 

Itinerary by foot:  
It takes about 15 to 20 minutes to walk from the station to the Van Steenis building. 

Exit the train station on the side of the city centre (Stationsplein).  

Turn right and walk parallel to the train track until you pass a small public garden and reach a large 
tunnel that runs under the train track. 

Enter the tunnel, there is a separate section for pedestrians, and continue walking along the same 
street (Plesmanlaan) when you exit it. 

At after about 200 meters, you’ll come to a crossing and there will be some sloping stairs that lead up 
from the pedestrian path to the main road. Go up the stairs and cross the side street. 

Keep walking along pedestrian path on the Plesmanlaan until you come to another side street with a 
bus stop. This side street is the Einsteinweg. 

Take the side path behind the bus stop and cross the Einsteinweg to enter the Van Steenis building. 

By Bus 
You can also take bus 221 to the Plesmanlaan stop or bus 30, 31 or 38 to the Verbeekstraat stop, 
which are on opposite sides of the street marked with BUS on the map. This takes 8 minutes. These 
busses leave from the Stationsplein on the city centre side of the Central train station.  
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Abstracts 
 

Keynote Address 
 
Death, disembodiment and immateriality: some reflections on recent developments in mortuary 
theory and methodology 
Sofia Voutsaki (University of Groningen) 
 
The study of death has been the field par excellence where archaeological theory has been debated, 
shaped and contested. The last two decades have seen exciting new theoretical developments in the 
study of mortuary practices: the critique of earlier social reductionism; the emphasis on facets of 
personal identities other than social status, e.g. on age, gender or kinship; the move away from the 
detection of general patterns to the study of agency and micro-traditions; the discussions on 
personhood and materiality; the emphasis on bodily practices, etc. etc. At the same time, there have 
been important methodological advances in the excavation and recording of burial data (e.g. 
photogrammetry), the analysis of burial contexts (taphonomic observations, soil micromorphology, 
phytolith analysis), and especially the analysis of skeletal remains (osteoarchaeological analysis, 
ancient DNA and stable isotope analyses, etc.).  
This increasing sophistication and refinement of interpretive approaches and analytical techniques is 
exciting, but it also brings some risks with it. Mortuary studies in archaeology are becoming 
characterized by a certain over-specialization, a fragmentation and lack of communication between 
the different specialists, but also, more generally, between those interested in the more interpretive 
aspects, and those specializing in various scientific methods. I would like to argue in this paper that it 
is precisely the integration of these different approaches that gives the field an immense potential. I 
shall therefore reflect on the problems arising and the opportunities opening up when bringing 
together theoretically informed and methodologically sophisticated approaches to the study of death 
in past societies. 
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Session 1: Excavation, publication and theory 
Chaired by: James Symonds  

 
Human cremation burials and their secrets  
Kiki de Bondt (Leiden University) 
 
Nowadays, dead and mortality are highly concealed subjects in most Western cultures. Therefore, 
people tend to know fairly little about modern burial practices and their rituals. As the cremation of a 
human body is currently perceived as the easiest and cheapest way to dispose your dead relatives, 
people tend to have the same idea for prehistoric burials. However, early cremation practices included 
a lot of effort and materials, more than ‘just’ placing a body in the soil.  
To overcome this thinking barrier, my research starts with an investigation of modern cremation 
practices in different cultures. Next, several Bronze Age cremation burials are researched and used to 
set out a theoretical framework based on Hertz’s three sides analysis “the corpse, the soul, and the 
mourners”. This analysis will be used together with the concept of the social persona as specified by 
Lewis Binford.  
The main focus of this investigation, however, is its case study: a detailed excavation of a Bronze Age 
cremation burial by the author. The aim is to provide some insights in the significance of detailed 
excavation and determination practices of the cremation. Together this is going to answer the research 
question: 
To what extent can archaeologists reconstruct burial rituals based on a burial of human cremated 
remains? And how can we understand this in the sense of the social persona?  
For the symposium, the focus will be on the detailed excavation of the cremation burial. I will 
concentrate on the importance of proper investigation of cremated human remains and how this might 
improve our knowledge of ancient burial rituals and consequently people their worldview. My 
research aims to demonstrate the importance of human cremation burials for archaeology and to set an 
example of the how these burials should be excavated. 
 
Old bones, new stories?  
Kaja Stemberger (King’s College London) 
 
The aim of this paper is to present possibilities for reinterpreting burials from older excavations. As a 
case study, I focus on the cemeteries of Colonia Iulia Emona (present-day Ljubljana, Slovenia). The 
data is patchy, inconsistent, and has not been subjected to modern interdisciplinary approaches as 
samples for scientific analyses are mostly unavailable.  
With more than 3,000 graves, the cemeteries at Colonia Iulia Emona are one of the biggest excavated 
and published cemeteries in the Roman Empire. The graves date from the last years of the reign of 
Augustus to at least the first half of the fifth century A.D. The majority of the excavated material was 
published in the form of a catalogue in the seventies. Work was limited to putting objects in their 
typological groups, so this sample offers great potential for holistic interpretation. 
The majority of scientific archaeological analyses were developed and came into use only after 
excavations in Emona took place; therefore, certain groups of objects such as animal and human 
bones were not properly studied. I will discuss how to deal with artefacts and bones from the older 
excavations, where they still exist, in order to address different questions about age and status, 
mobility and the spatial and chronological development of Emona’s cemeteries. I will address the 
question of how the material remains from the necropolises should be dealt with in future in order to 
reconstruct the funerary ritual in as much detail as possible.  
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Analysing the Broechem-cemetery finds: an interaction between archaeologist and conservator 
Rica Annaert & Leentje Linders (Flemish Heritage Agency) 
 
The early medieval graveyard of Broechem is not only one of the biggest graveyards excavated in 
Flanders, it is also the first graveyard that was discovered in decades. This means that for the first 
time in Flanders archeologists used recently developed techniques for the excavation of a 
Merovingian graveyard. This in turn can mean a lot for future specialized research. 
Probably the most innovative act for Flanders was the use of block lifting. When in 2001 the first 
grave contexts were extracted from the graves, the strongly fertilized soil didn’t prove to be an ideal 
place for preservation of the metal burial gifts. Therefore it was decided, in agreement with the 
conservator, to lift metal finds in blocks whenever possible. From the moment imprints of iron, 
bronze or silver were visible on the surface, the object was lifted out of the earth with the surrounding 
soil. 
These blocks were then analyzed under the best conditions in the conservation and restauration studio. 
The first step in this process was X-radiography, a necessary step for the first identification of the 
objects by the archeologist. In accordance with the expected scientific knowledge accumulation the 
archeologist and the conservator decided on the further approach. Some objects, for example, need a 
complete cleaning, while for other objects a partial cleaning suffices and a graphic registration can be 
completed on the basis of the x-ray.  
New aspects of the research were the numerous block lifts, which not only delivered us the objects 
within, but also gave us additional information that until then was completely unknown. In the 
corroded metal, for example, we found a considerable amount of mineralized textile and leather 
residue and the shafts of the weapons and tools contained wood particles. Even the imprints of pupae 
were clearly visible. All these remnants tell us new stories, unknown to us in the past. 
But also the conservation techniques themselves offer more perspective than in earlier days: the 
possibilities for better preservations and for scientific research analysis are vast.  
This paper shows that the interaction between archeologist and conservation specialist is essential for 
the new approach in the study of Merovingian graveyards. 
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Session 2: Integrating scientific methods 
Chaired by: Daan van Helden 

 
United in a grave, analysing multiple burials in Late Roman and Merovingian Maastricht 
Raphael Panhuysen (University of Amsterdam) 
 
Multiple burials are defined as inhumations of more than one individual in a single burial context. 
These burials have often attracted interest from the public and regularly are featured in the media. 
However, to archaeologists they remained rather enigmatic. This paper investigates whether the study 
of multiple burials within a confined space and time frame provides clues to a better understanding of 
this phenomenon. This paper will provide an overview of the number, location and content of multiple 
burials in Merovingian Maastricht. Data will consist of excavation data, analysis of post-depositional 
processes, anthropological examination and aDNA analysis. In and around Maastricht multiple burials 
have been excavated at three sites: the Servatius church site, the Boschstraat site and the Borgharen 
site. The majority of multiple burials consist of an adult individual and one or two children. Detailed 
excavation methods applied at the Borgharen site provide a more detailed view of the timing of the 
chain of events leading to the creation of a multiple burial. Analysis of aDNA has shown that the 
individuals in one of the multiple burials from the Borgharen site were most likely members of a 
single family. The implications of these results for the interpretation of other multiple graves at other 
sites in Maastricht will be discussed. 
 
Micromorphological analysis of sediments in mortuary archaeological contexts: case studies 
from Hungate and Haymarket (York, UK) 
Sabina Ghislandi (University of York) 
 
The InterArChive project is taking a novel and interdisciplinary approach integrating soil 
micromorphology, inorganic geochemistry and trace organic chemical analysis to examine 
archaeological inhumation contexts. The main objectives of InterArChive are to develop and testing 
systematic approaches to sampling and laboratory analysis of graves soils to increase the quality and 
quantity of information that is recovered from inhumations. The analyses exploit the physical and 
chemical characteristics of the soils in which the remains were included.  
This presentation focuses on micromorphological analysis of grave soils as a methodology to identify 
interactions between the soils and the materials placed in the grave, including the body. Particular 
attention is given to biological activity inside the graves and the presence of exotic features that can 
be linked with funeral practices or different land uses. 
The 30 µm thin sections analysed for this purpose were prepared from undisturbed bulk samples 
collected within the graves at specific body locations: typically the skull, pelvis and feet. Furthermore, 
depending on grave conditions, control samples were taken inside and outside the burials. 
Additional SEM-EDX analyses have been conducted on some slides to clarify the inorganic chemical 
composition of specific features. The graves analysed and discussed here were from the Roman 
cemetery of Hungate and the medieval cemetery of Haymarket, both located in the same area of the 
city centre of York (UK). 
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Sustaining souls or informing identity? Reassessing the roles of animals in human graves from 
Roman Britain 
Kristopher Poole (University of Sheffield) 
 
Animal remains are often recovered from human graves excavated in locations across the Roman 
Empire. This ritual slaughter and deposition of animals (with the usual exceptions of dogs and horses) 
is typically interpreted as representing the provision of food offerings for the deceased to enjoy in the 
afterlife. Such verdicts often oversimplify the motivations for interring humans and animals together, 
frequently with insufficient focus being placed on the specific details of each animal deposit. The 
animal remains themselves are also often considered in isolation from other aspects of the same 
graves. This paper will draw upon a survey of animals in graves from Roman Britain in order to 
explore these issues. The importance of considering a number of aspects of graves will be argued, in 
particular, features such as the age and sex of human and animal, the type of burial, the animal body-
parts present, as well as other associated finds. Only by examining these aspects can we seek to 
understand the biographies of these deposits (e.g. Morris 2010). Additionally, the potential interaction 
in life between humans and animals as a factor in selection of individual animals for interment with 
specific people is considered. Only by taking into account these diverse range of factors can we begin 
to realize the potential of zooarchaeological data from funerary contexts for understanding identity 
(including urban/rural differences, religious beliefs, gender and social status) and attitudes to death. 
 
Reference: 
Morris, J. 2011. Investigating Animal Burials: Ritual, Mundane and Beyond. Oxford: British 
Archaeological Reports, British Series 535 
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Session 3: Anthropology: guidepost or decoy? 
Chaired by: Canan Cakirlar 

 
Animals for the Dead: Animal sacrifice in Iron Age funerary rites 
Adrienne Frie (University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee) 
 
Mortuary rituals were key sites not only for mediating grief and providing appropriate care and 
respect for the deceased individual, but also for negotiating the reorganization of the community in 
the absence of the newly deceased. In the Early Iron Age Dolenjska Hallstatt culture (800-300 BCE) 
the deposition of animals may have been implicated in both of these processes. This presentation will 
discuss the animal remains from Dolenjska Hallstatt mortuary contexts, specifically focusing on the 
ritual distinctions between the depositions of whole horses versus animal parts from various species. 
To interpret the ritual significance of these two forms of animal deposition I draw on anthropological, 
ethnoarchaeological, and historical discussions of animal sacrifice. While I do not propose a one-to-
one correlation between these theoretical frames and the archaeological data, I do argue that these 
frameworks may broaden our perspectives on the possible motivations and material correlates of ritual 
activity. I hypothesize that the ritual deposition of whole horses was primarily related to the identity 
of the deceased individual, and referenced the meaningful human-animal relationships between 
particular elite males and particular horses in life. In contrast, I interpret the deposition of animal parts 
in burials as the remains of animal sacrifice associated with funerary events, and the subsequent 
division and distribution of the parts of the animal to members of the community. Animal parts in 
graves may represent the deceased individual’s final sacrificial portion. The act of sacrifice, where the 
deceased participated one final time in the apportioning of animal parts to strengthen the community 
whole, marked the deceased as a key member of that community, but also may have begun the 
process where community ties were reconfigured with one less living member. Often in mortuary 
studies animal remains are considered analogous to grave goods, rather than as potentially meaningful 
participants in funerary activities. This study draws on the anthropological literature to reconstruct the 
essential role of living and deceased animals in funerary rituals, as important members of the local 
community with ties to the deceased individual.  
 
Role and sense of animal deposits in the funerary practices: horses of the early Medieval Ages in 
Central Europe 
Ilona Bede (Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne) 
 
The horse burials of the so-called "Migration Period" have been linked to the nomadic eastern 
barbarians, especially in Central Europe where the Huns, the Avars and the Magyars settled between 
the end of the 4th and the end of the 9th centuries. The studies have often referred to the 
ethnographical observations in the wide Asian steppes, without considering chronology and space 
neither the variety of the nomadic societies. The accepted meaning of "horse burial" covers also a 
very large range of deposits and practices. Through the examination of horse skeleton remains of the 
Avar period, the analysis will show how anthropological theories and ethnographical comparisons can 
help archaeology to define the role and meaning of deposits in funerary practices, as well as their 
limits. The notions of "sacrifice" and "accompanying death" will be discussed in order to consider the 
possibilities offered by archaeology to deliver a picture of the past societies intentions and 
representations. Considering the socio-cultural context of European early Middle Ages, the conclusion 
proposes to cross the anthropological analysis with other phenomena to explain this peculiar funerary 
practice. 
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Identifying communities of praxis 
Quentin Bourgeois (Leiden University) 
 
The early 3rd Millennium BC in north-western Europe is one of the most transformative periods in 
European prehistory and is characterized by the emergence of pan-European networks. Particularly 
puzzling are the Corded Ware groups, recognized primarily through their highly standardized burial 
ritual. From Moscow till the Netherlands, people buried their dead in a semi-flexed position (usually) 
underneath a barrow and added a very restricted set of artefacts – such as a cord/decorated pot or a 
battle-axe – to the grave. 
This rigidly structured way in which these groups buried their dead hints at the existence of a 
conceptual network, where group affiliation with an idea was expressed over great distances through a 
highly standardized burial ritual. While it is certainly true that much of this burial ritual is highly 
standardized and homogeneous – certainly from the perspective of the artefacts contained within them 
– there is still much variation to be accounted for. Detailed inspection of the rituals involved in these 
burials reveals sets of practices that are usually idiosyncratic to specific regions. 
This paper aims to adopt a practice perspective – i.e. by looking at the series of actions involved in the 
burial ritual – and to combine it with a network-analysis to highlight how the shared concept of the 
burial ritual was implemented within a particular region. This technique can then highlight how 
certain groups of people adopted and put into practice a shared concept of how someone ought to be 
buried. 
 


