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174 THE NATURE OF THE EVIDENCE

declared the importance of thorough documentation of their content, including the spa-
tial distribution of artefacts within them (Montelius 1884: 21-3).

Throughout the history of archaeological study, grave goods have been used to discuss all
aspects of human existence, ranging from economy, ethnic identity, social status, and m.mnmm r
roles, to religious ritual and cosmology. Furthermore, through the ethnographicand histori-
cal examples frequently cited by archaeologists, we are given glimpses into the vast range of
objects that may come into play during a funeral, ranging from those used to handle the
dead body, to the objects deposited with the deceased in the grave itself and those used by
the bercaved in various activities on the grave site. This plethora of objects and practices
presents a vast range of interpretive possibilities for us. The objects are variou sly Eﬁnﬂﬂmﬁ.nn_
as ritual paraphernalia, personal possessions, gifts, offerings, or leftovers from cecemonies
performed at the grave. Most often, however, archaeologists simply divide this material eul-
ture into two broad categories; those objects that are directly associated with the dead body
and its attire, like jewellery and brooches, and those accompanying the body, like pottery
and weapons. Frequently these two categories overlap ahd are difficult to maintain, which
{llustrates the interpretive challenges with which archaeologists are faced. Using terms like
grave wares, grave gifts, burial offerings, possessions, and equipment, the archaeologist
intentionally or unintentionally endows the objects with meanings which inadvertently
have wider, social implications than the mere mortuary context. Social relationships are
implicated, as well as notions of social personas, ownership, religious beliefs, and ritual.
Moreover, it is frequently unclear on what grounds these functional classifications are
made. How do we know whether the objects deposited with the deceased were possessions,
gifts, offerings, ritual paraphernalia, or ceremonial scrap? To answer questions like these,
we need to fine-tune our approach to funerary remains, both theoretically and
methodologically.

WHAT DO GRAVES SIGNIFY?

The approach to graves, grave goods, and their signification differs greatly between archae-
ological traditions. Yet it is possible to observe a number of interpretative themes.
Processual archaeology spawned numerous studies where mortuary practices were
regarded as representing the socio-political status or role of the deceased in a very direct
way. Graves containing weapons were interpreted as warrior graves, richly furnished graves
were interpreted as elite graves, and the dead buried with tools were interpreted as crafts-
men. The graves and their content were thus employed as a blueprint for calculating both
the composition and complexity of society beyond the mortuary context (e.g. Saxe 1970,
Binford 1971, Tainter 1975, Chapman et al. 1981). What is more, the graves were seldom
approached as the result of a sequence of actions, and archaeologists working within ,;.;m
perspective rarely discussed what effects the various archaeologically observable activities
performed at the grave sites may have had on the function and meaning of the objects that
were used. Instead the function of the objects was directly associated with the mnnasmmm
individual and his or her identity, and the symbolic meaning of the grave goods was often
downplayed. The graves were thus viewed as the prehistoric equivalent of a black box ot
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flight recorder; the result of a single episode containing all the clues necessary to reconstruct
social roles and structures in the past.

This attitude towards mortuary remains, although still present in some archaeological
traditions, has been criticized within the postmodern theoretical debate for many years,
mainly because it often lacks an approach to the question why a given set of objects or
actions were used to represent identity and rank (e.g. Hodder 1986, Shanks and Tilley 198,
Hirke 1994). Postmodern researchers acknowledged that the ways death was dealt with
were historically situated and dependent on such factors as ideology and social relation-
ships among the bereaved as well as the social intentions of individual actors. Therefore,
according this critique, grave goods were viewed as constituting social relationships, rather
than representing them,

Ellen-Jane Pader, one of the earliest advocates of the so-called post-processual approach
to mortuary remains, argued that the meaning of objects is not static but dependent on con-
text, and the rituals through which the grave was created are not unchanging traditions but
practices open to both innovation and change. She argued for a complex relationship
between ideology, actions, and material culture, which are all continually reinterpreted and
recreated in dialectic process. Therefore, the function and meaning of material culture are
dependent on the cultural surroundings in which they occur, and are attributed the capacity
to influence social action and ideology (Pader 1982). The motivation for this perspective was
found in the theories of practice and structuration developed by anthropologist Pierre
Bourdieu (1977) and sociologist Anthony Giddens (1979, 1984), and indeed many post-
processual theoreticians referred to these scholars.

In view of this contextual approach, the objects found in graves may never be taken as a
direct reflection of a social system. Several scholars point to the fact that the dead do not
bury themselves and as Heinrich Hirke stated:

... burials would reflect not the realities of the lives of the people buried in them, but images
of their lives and of their role in society in the minds of those arranging the burial and par-
ticipating in the ritual. These images (or in other words: the ideal world) may coincide with
the real world—but then again, they might not. (Hérke 1994: 32)

This sentiment, which acknowledges both the metaphorical and metonymic possibilities
(cf. Tilley 1999) of the meanings of grave goods, corresponded well with the results of numer-
ous anthropological studies on mortuary practices which illustrate the discrepancies
between social reality and the actions and material culture manifested within the funerary
context (e.g. Izikowitz 1951, Leach 1979, Bloch and Parry 1982, Bonsu and Belk 2003, Hayden
2009; cf. Ucko 1969).

Early on in post-processual archaeology, the above-mentioned critique gave rise to a view
of graves and their material culture as a form of symbolic communication, whose content
might be elucidated by considering every relevant aspect which might influence the object of
study (e.g. Parker Pearson 1982, Shanks and Tilley 1982, 1987, Hodder 1986, Barrett 1990).
According to this perspective, people were active agents in the creation of social practice, not
just passive receivers who adapted to their surroundings. Consequently; it was argued that
the social meaning of the grave goods could not be disconnected from their ritual frame-
~ Work, to be analysed as an independent class of data. Rather, the entire complexity of the
. Braveand its content was to be carefully analysed since it has bearing on the meanings that
© Mayberevealed.
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greatly inspired by Bourdieu and Giddens briefly referred to carlier, The theories of Bourdieu
and Giddens were developed within social theory in order to bridge the gap between per-
spectives focusing on social structures as determining human vm:misE._c: the one hand,
and perspectives focusing on human practice and its creative and structuring powets on the
other. Besides being influential in ritual studies, these discussions were greeted with much
enthusiasm in archaeplogical theory and have greatly influenced the way archaeologists view
both social and ritual practice. The main reason for this is that they gave equal weight
to human practice and the structures, social as well as material, in relation to which these
practices take place. ,

According to this theoretical complex, social structures, traditions, conventions, cultural
categories, etc. are shaped through human action, and these structures are in furn the
medium through which further action is generated. Embodied in individuals or groups
through processes of socialization and learning, this structure takes the form of n:._ﬂ:ww and
social knowledge and experience that impact on the way people think and act in relation to
others, Human action and reaction are in other words not simply the result of external con-
ditions, but rather brought into being through the interaction between embodied structures
and social situations. Thus humans, through their social practices, create and transform the
social structures they live in. These structures are in turn the circumstances within which
further social practice is generated.

The further development of the theories of practice and structuration by Bell (1992) E‘.ﬁm
Humphrey and Laidlaw (1994) within the ritual discourse focused on JE&.m as dynamic
processes, and criticized the traditional view of them as an inert category of action, se parated
from other social practices, Rather than striving for an all-inclusive definition of ritual, Bell
therefore preferred to speak of practices that are marked oft as significant or special through
the process of ritualization.

Ritualization is fundamentally a way of doing things to trigger the pereeption that these
practices are special ... Hence, ritual acts must be understood within a semantic mSEw.E.D%
whereby the significance of an action is dependent upon its place and relationship within a
context of all other ways of acting: what it echoes, what it inverts, what it alludes to, what it
denies. (Bell 1992: 220)

Through this contextual outlook, Bell managed to bridge the opposition between structure
and action, in a similar way to Bourdieu and Giddens. Consequently, rituals cannot be
regarded as static containers of meaning or as mere tools for the transmission of inform ol
tion, The meaning or effectiveness of a ritual and its elements is not predefined. Rather, rit-
ual practice is viewed as generative, since it is in the act of doing that the ritual takes form
and meaning is created (Bell 1992: 123 £, Bell 1997: 82 ., cf. Asad 1993, Humphrey .,Ea
Laidlaw 1994). But this is not to say that rituals are merely spontaneous improvisations
devoid of intentions. Ritual practices are strategic and socially prescribed; they have idensi-
ties and objectives thal are often stipulated by tradition and occasionally maintained .n.___.
officiants v._.nmmnznm over them (Humphrey and Laidlaw 1004: 5, Rappaport 1999: 32-6).
There is, in other words, a structure to which the practitioners relate. However, the reason
for performing the ritual may shift from person to person, while the stipulated idea Um_.:..wn_
it, or its identity, remains. Each participant may have his or her own understanding, expia-
nation, and interpretation of the ritual (cf. Bourdieu 1977: 37, 108, Rappaport 1999: m~.|:.
This is because the ritual is grounded in tradition (e.g. part of a religious and/or ritual

Ty -
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system) and consequently perceived as external to the practitioners themselves. Therefore
this structure restricts the actors at the same time as it enables individual varjation. The
persons partaking in a ritual may therefore combine the stipulated purpose of the ritual
with their own intentions, without the former being compromised (Humphrey and Laidlaw
1994: 5, 88 f.,128). On the other hand, the fact that there are overt intentions behind the ritu-
als does not mean that the rituals are unchanging. Bell emphasized that the social conse-
quences of the rituals are independent of their stipulated purposes and the individual
intentions of their practitioners (Bell 1992: 108-10). And since the practice-oriented per-
spective conceptualizes rituals as generative, they have the power to influence and change
the structures to which they are anchored. This is the process through which ritual and
religious traditions change their form and identity over time.

LAYERS OF MATERIALITY AND MEANING

The practice-theory approach has proven especially relevant to archaeological cases dealing
with ritual, and has in particular strengthened the studies of funerary remains (e.g. Brysting
Damm 1998, Nilsson Stutz 2003, Berggren 2010, Berggren and Nilsson Stutz 2010). Herein
lies the key to contextualizing grave goods so as to come closer to an understanding of the
function and meaning of the objects within the mortuary context.

If we view ritual as practice and mortuary ritual as a sequence of transformative acts, then
the sometimes implicit idea of the grave as the result of a single event must be revised. While
the relatively short time span involved in the deposition of a grave makes it important for
chronological reasons, we must not let this mislead us when it comes to interpreting the
material culture involved in the deposition. The grave is the outcome of a sequence of
actions.

However, as archaeologists inspired by the practice-theory approach, we are faced with a
challenge. This conceptualization of ritual focuses mainly on the experiences of the partici-
pating actors and rarely directs its theoretical apparatus to understanding the role of material
culture in these practices. How then are we to consider objects in rituals; the interplay between
the stipulated ideas behind their use, their practical function in the ritual actions, and their
interpretation by the ritual participants? While most contemporary ritual theorists tend to
overlook the material culture used in the rituals, some earlier works on the subject have dealt
with this issue. Sometimes these scholars outspokenly mention objects; in other instances they
use words like symbols, to denote the material culture utilized as part of the ritual practice.
Two important scholars in this respect are anthropologists Maurice Bloch and Victor Turner.

Bloch showed, in an article dealing with formalization as a trait in ritual, that the meaning
of ritual symbols, whether they be verbal or material, is shaped by the way in which they are
presented (Bloch 1974: 72). According to his perspective, where the syntax of the ritual deter-
mines how meaning is created and understood, one cannot straightforwardly interpret ritual
Symbols based on meanings and explanations that derive from other, perhaps mundane, sit-
uations, Ritual expressions are, according to Bloch, often highly formalized, which reduces
the propositional force of the communication (Bloch 1974: 56, 65). But just because ritual
€Xpressions may be highly formalized does not mean that they are devoid of meaning.
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182 THE NATURE OF THE EVIDENCE

ordinary actions that are changed through the present mmnnFEmHE_nmm.,_:n_ through mrn mnﬁ.n.;.
relationship to them. Through ritualization, using different techniques A.Enr as formaliza-
tion), new contexts are created for the actions. So even if these rituals contain nr.uu.__nna known
from other contexts, the shift of discourse to the ritualized enviromment, with itsown m..m_ﬂ.n.
work of reference and interpretation, requires that their function and meaning are not simply
equated with similar elements used in other contexts. In other ica.m. we r..EJcﬂ presume ﬁ._mM
the meaning of grave goods is directly related to the use of the ov._r.nv. ocﬁ_n_.... Ea, funerary
context. This perspective also negates the compartmentalization of objects Ei. is widespread
in mortuary studies, where types or categories of objects (such as weapons, _nzm__n_”w. vessels,
ctc.) are often grouped together and analysed independently of r..mnw other, E,amﬁmn:q.n, of moz
they are arranged and combined. Part of our focus should therefore be a spatial nzp,:.:w.. of WWE
layout of the grave and the arrangements of objects; in other words, what ,ma.:nr. did 5& ..rm
objects in relation to other material culture, including the a@.ﬁ —.5&.. ,Anﬂw is #Enmsmw even
the grave goods may have been part of the dead person's possessions in life, they were .,_&nnq&..
deposited, and arranged by one or more persons at the time of .&n ».E.EB_. The grave is thusa
product of action, and therefore the sensory setting of the grave is an important mon.E. of anal-
ysis. If meaning in ritual is shaped by the way material culture is _,_m.ﬁ.”_ and combined at E.n
moment of performance, then we cannot be constrained by _..?_w wnm&coﬂ_& noBmp.nqwmnE_-
zations of grave goods. It is important to explore other possibilities _,._mm,nm on the _.‘E.a..__u:ﬁw_cw
of objects in the graves. By doing so, we are able to form an understanding of the creation an
interplay of different fields of meaning in the ritual.

Typology and Physical Properties

Acknowledging that not all objects used and deposited during the w.:_._n,n.,p will be im__En,
archaeologically, either because of the ritual itself (e.g. in the case of n_...._duc.onu or _umnm_.,rf.m of
the formation processes in the ground, we must pay attention to the physical properties of
the objects that do survive. Typological features in the objects may 84.3_ that they are con-
siderably older than the grave itself, or that they are imported from distant areas. Hcm.u;:mn
with technical features like the size of the objects, the material of manufacture as well as ﬂ,rm:,
colour and texture may give us further clues as to how ritual participants may have mnﬂnm.inm
them. For the same reason we must also try to establishin what physical condition the objects
were included. Some objects may have been in circulation for along time, and may have held
great significance in the living socicty, before they were deposited worn in the grave. Others
may have been newly made, perhaps for the sole purpose of the funeral, and thus unused at
the tinie of deposition. Some objects may have been deposited in a complete, unscathed
state. Others may have been affected by various actions, such as the burning n,sn_ subsequent
selection of fragments, as is often the case when we are dealing with cremations. Yet, on_..na.
objects may have been intentionally broken before or around the time of the funeral, Eﬁ w_#
fragments depositedina meaningful way among the rest of the grave moo%..ﬂﬁ possibilities
are numerous. Therefore, what are frequently classified by archaeologists as incomplete, bro-
ken objects, or waste, may not be socially dead but highly significant E._‘ their partial mmuM
(cf. Chapman 2000, Chapman and Gaydarska 2007). A clear understanding of the Ed@nu_
condition of the objects in the gravesis consequently as important as the rest of the analytic

grounding mentioned above.
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Fields of Meaning

As mentioned previously, we cannot assume that objects had the same function and mean-
ing regardless of context. But neither can we assume that the perceived meaning which was
formed through participation in the ritual actions corresponded to the intentions and
meanings formulated by tradition. Thus, our analyses must acknowledge the multidimen-
sional character of material culture, and the idea that there existed many different levels of
interpretations side by side, sometimes in harmony and sometimes in conflict with each
other. We must therefore try to consider the functions and meanings stipulated by tradi-
tion, the functions and meanings formed and embodied by the practitioners handling the
objects and the bystanders observing them, as well as the functions and meanings recalled
and/or recreated after the performance (e.g. memories).

THE GRAVE OF A ROMAN IRON AGE
WOMAN IN DENMARK

1 will conclude this chapter with a case study in order to further exemplify some aspects of the
practical application of the considerations stated above. We will visit one of the inhumation
graves from the small cemetery at Skovgarde in the southern part of Zealand, Denmark, dated
to the Late Roman Iron Age (published in Ethelberg 2000). It was excavated in 1998 in con-
nection with the construction of the motorway between Rennede and Udby. A total of 18
graves clustered in four groups were recovered, of which the majority were female. This case
study will focus on one of them, grave 400 dated to approximately 260270 ap (Fig. 10.1).
The cemetery has received a great deal of attention from the time when it was unearthed, since
four of the female inhumations (grave 400 being one of them) were of the well-provisioned
kind often associated with the so called princely graves (German Fiirstengriber) on the
Continent (cf. Gebiihr 1997, 1998). Such inhumation graves, characterized by the inclusion of
imported Roman vessels of metal and glass, together with objects of silver and gold, have been
found in significant numbers on Zealand, particularly on the eastern part of the island. The
dead, who are buried in either a wooden chamber or in a coffin of stone or wood, are thought
to belong to the upper strata of the Late Roman Iron Age society (for the latest treatment of
richly furnished graves on Zealand, see Boye and Lund Hansen 2009). The inhumation prac-
tice, which was the dominant mode of burial on Zealand in the Late Roman period, was
reintroduced in southern Scandinavia during the late pre-Roman Iron Age (c. 500-0 BG),
having been out of use since the Early Bronze Age. The majority of the rest of the population
in Denmark, however, were cremated, their bones buried in an urn or a simple pit together
with a small number of objects (such as pottery vessels, jewellery, and fibulae).

Grave 400 at Skovgirde was dug in two levels, creating a terrace-like ledge surrounding
the coffin, which in turn was made of a hollowed-out log. Finds of charcoal in connection
Wwith the coffin indicate that it had been scorched by fire. The ledge around the coffin was
Probably used to facilitate the deposition of the coffin, corpse, and grave goods, as well as to
Support a wooden cover. After the coffin had been sealed, the grave was filled with layers of

stones of varying sizes.
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186 THE NATURE OF THE EVIDENCE

of the arms), indicating that an emphasis on bodily aesthetics formed part of the mortuary

language. The peplos-style dress and especially the use of long and elaborately beaded strin 8BS
1 ry Scandinavian graves. And even if

and necklaces are known from several other contempora
there are regional differences, this may be regarded as a standard funerary costume for
certain women in Late Roman Tron Age Scandinavia (cf, Stjernquist 2002:252).

Around the corpse the rest of the grave goods were arranged and the Eﬂm_._mona_.a_..cm the
deposition may be discerned when abserving the different kinds cm‘ﬁ.wmm_m placed in the
grave. These vessels were not haphazardly deposited. They were carefully arranged around
the body, and in relation to each other. This is for instance indicated _ow. the bowl _&E the
bucket placed on top of the dead women's feet. Likewise, the placement of <n.mma_m -nm:.wn each
other shows a considered pattern. Furthermore, the coffin was not a uniform Ezan.n for
deposition. The space of the grave was disrupted and divided into sections through &m&.mnﬁ
placements of the arrangements. In other words, objects were clustered together in different
ways within the ritual space of the grave. It may be suggested that this was to same extent
done far practical reasons because of the limited space in the coffin, However, mE.Emc. prac-
tices may be observed in other parts of Scandinavia and Northern Europe, :&nwn objects are
distinctly clustered and arranged around the body and sometimes integrated into the pos-
ture of the corpse. Possibly, this was done as a means of highlighting them and thus making
them more noticeable (cf. Ekengren 2009).

In the type of graves to which this one belongs, finds of imported vessels are common and
sften the focus of extensive debates on social status and international influences. Because of
their prominent status within research on this period, they are most often analysed in isola-
tion from the rest of the grave goods. While studying the arrangements at Skovgirde, how-
ever, it becomes clear that the imported vessels were in general not made more prominent
than other vessels of local manufacture. Both Roman and local vessels were clearly associ-
ated with each other, indicating both a functional and metaphorical connection between the
two categories. So while the imported vessels in some part may have signalled far ﬁ,um. places,
and perhaps even diplomatic contacts with the Romans themselves, they were simultane-

ously integrated in local conceptions of eating and drinking, )

But who were the vessels and their content intended for: the deceased or the bereaved?

That the the swine placed in the grave was not the remains of a funeral meal eaten by the Jm.
ual participants is indicated by the fact that all the parts of the animal were deposited. It is
also important to acknowledge here that the two vessel assemblages within the Sn:i were
arranged in close association with the body, compared with the objects deposited aEm_n._m on
the ledge. The arranged corpse was in other word at the centre of those vessels’ operational
context. The same goes for the textile implements found by the woman's right leg. Spindle
whorls and needles are a quite common inclusion in female graves of the period, in
$candinavia as well as in other parts of Northern Europe. Their presence forms an almost
stereotyped or emblematic statement, but not necessarily one of domestic utility or gendered
divisions of labour in the Jand of the living.

The way of arranging objects and the corpse within the primary burial space of grave .__oa
from Skovgirde thus gives us an idea of which stage of the ritual passage we are n_wm_:._m.
with. T would argue that it represents the stages of the funeral where the deceased’s new
social status and role were visualized before she passed into memory. Instead of viewing the
vessels or the tools as the personal belongings of the deceased, it is my opinion that they, as
well as the animal deposited with the body inside the coffin, must be seen as parts of the
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symbolic representation of eating, drinking, and the spinning of thread, used to embody
this new personhood in the dead woman. These activities were in other words central to the
identity which was bestowed on the woman in this phase of the ritual, and ritual partici-
pants could have regarded the objects as both the equipment of the deceased and as a state-
ment of her new role and position in society. Eating and drinking are common themes
associated with death and the afterlife in numerous cultures around the world (cf. Davies
2002: 40—2). In the Scandinavian setting, this association is most famously expressed in the
mythological concept of the banqueting hall Valhalla in the Early Medieval sources (e.g.
Davidson 1968, Simek 2007). Similarly, the spinning of thread is associated with death,
most notably illustrated by the Norns, a group of female deities who spun the fate of gods
and men in later Scandinavian mythology (e.g. Simek 2007). Although these examples
belong to a much later period of Scandinavian history, it may be suggested that, through the
material culture of the ritual, and the metaphorical connection it created between the elab-
orately dressed body, eating, drinking, and the spinning of thread, a mental picture of the
deceased and their afterlife was created and re-created. Furthermore, based on the dialectic
perspective of ritual action and material culture argued above, the metaphorical associa-
tion displayed in later literary sources may well have had its material roots in Roman Iron
Age mortuary practices and their creation of death.

But not all objects were as visible in the coffin as one might presume. The single shard of
glass found under the large fibula on the woman’s chest is evidence of this. This find also dis-
plays a distinct fragmentation practice. The shard must have been positioned on the body at
the time it was dressed or when it was arranged in the coffin. From this feature, which shows
a completely different treatment from the two glass vessels arranged in the head end of the
grave, it is evident that objects belonging to the same category or type may be part of differ-
ent spatial arrangements and different stages in the ritual. Naturally, this has a bearing on the
interpretation. This circumstance would probably have been overlooked in a summary anal-
ysis based on a total inventory of objects in the grave, which would merely have counted it as
‘Roman glass, not functionally set apart from other glass vessels in the grave. Usually this use
of glass fragments is interpreted as payment, in the Greco-Roman mannef, to the ferryman
for the crossing to Hades (Boye 2002). But it may also have been part of a complex notion of
enchainment (cf. Chapman 2000), where fragments distributed along social networks and
deposited in various contexts (including graves, settlements, or encased in ceramic vessels,
as is evident from contemporary Scandinavian finds) may have functioned as symbolic
reminders of both the whole objects and the whole social fellowship to which the deceased
and the bereaved belonged. As part of the social transformation of the deceased, it has been
suggested that the deposition and dispersal of fragments tied together the various social
relationships in focus at the funeral (cf. Ekengren 2009).

Even though we can argue that the body and the grave goods were on display in the
coffin, they were rendered invisible when the coffin was sealed with a wooden cover. This
further reminds us that we cannot assume that all objects were equally visible and thus
able to make an impression on the bystanders. But although the body and some of the
objects were taken out of view, the ritual actions continued. The deposition of objects on
aledge outside the coffin is a practice known from the period in other areas of Scandinavia
and on the Continent. This practice shows that not all ritual actions were directly associ-
ated with the dead body but rather belonged to sequences where the deceased was sepa-

Tated (at least visually) from the participants. As already mentioned, this might dispute
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