How can we interpret and gain meaning from burial evidence?

 	In the study of archaeology, one of the primary sources of knowledge, discovery and evidence for archaeologists is dead people. Particularly the ways in which the myriad societies bury their dead. While the actual bodies contained within the graves are fascinating to bioarcheologists, there is almost as much knowledge, if not more, to be gleaned from the actual burial grounds that the person was discovered in. Something as seemingly small and insignificant as the direction the body was facing is incredibly important as it can tell us a lot about the person contained in the grave. It is possible to use the details of burials such as furniture around the grave to analyze the occupant. The role of the archaeologist is to do this analysis and to draw all the evidence together to try and understand the meaning of the burial and to better understand the occupant.
	The interpretation of burial evidence must, as logic dictates, begin with the burial itself. The way people bury their dead changes from culture to culture. In an era as historically short as the Middle Ages, the practices in Britain alone change drastically. There may be many, many grave goods as there were at the Sutton Hoo ship burial[footnoteRef:2] where something as large as a twenty-seven-meter-long ship was uncovered; or there may be no grave goods of any kind, just as how the practice died out in this county just around 100 years after the Sutton Hoo burials. However, there is always evidence left to interpret.    [2:  Pat Tanner, Julian Whitewright, and Joe Startin, ‘The Digital Reconstruction of the Sutton Hoo Ship’, The International Journal of Nautical Archaeology, 49.1 (2020), p. 5] 

	One of the primary ways we can interpret the burials is through context. In the initial discovery of the mass graves of the battle of Towton the total lack of any evidence of burial shrouds or coffins was one of the initial indicators that this wasn’t a normal burial, along with the closeness of the packed bodies.[footnoteRef:3] In this instance, the evidence of the location, the East-West orientation, and the shallow depth of the grave helped identify that these graves were most likely from the 15th-century battle of Towton. The archaeologists used their knowledge of medieval British burial practices to analyze the finds. As the graves were too shallow for plague victims, the east-west orientation indicated the occupants to be Christians, and the evidence of trauma to the occupants all this together with the location, the village of Towton, all of this helped to firmly point to the occupants being from that battle.[footnoteRef:4] The use of contextual clues helped the archaeologists derive meaning from what on the surface appeared to be merely a pit full of bodies. This allowed the archaeologist to not only understand when and why the people were buried there but also why they were buried in the way they were. They were buried by their enemies, people who didn't care about them, and simply threw them into a pit to get the job over with. [3:  Veronica Fiorato and others, Blood Red Roses : the Archaeology of a Mass Grave from the Battle of Towton AD 1461, ed. Second, revised edition. (Oxford ;: Oxbow Books, 2014), p. 2 ]  [4:  Fiorato and others, Blood Red Roses, p. 2] 

	Another piece in this archaeological puzzle that is ascribing meaning to burials is the contents of the burials, be that voluntary contents like the Sutton Hoo ship burial[footnoteRef:5], or things placed in the grave unintentionally, like the arrowheads embedded in the bodies of the men buried at Towton.[footnoteRef:6] Finds such as the Sutton Hoo ship burial contain many grave goods. This presence of grave goods helps unravel the beliefs of the society that laid the individual to rest. This burial in particular opens a window into the way pagan Anglo-Saxons viewed power and the afterlife[footnoteRef:7]. The numerous grave goods, including a ship, sword, spears, shield and most famously a helmet. These artefacts help shine a light on the reasons for these artefacts being interred with the individual, using the presence of these artefacts we can conclude that the reason for this is the belief in a corporeal afterlife, a life after this one where the interred individual was still a warrior and a king. The arrows in the grave at Towton are indicative of the way the men inside died. While they weren’t intentionally placed there these arrowheads shine a light on how these men met their end and provide a way for archaeologists to identify the graves. [5:  Tanner, Whitewright, and Startin, The Digital Reconstruction of the Sutton Hoo Ship’, p.6]  [6:  Fiorato and others, Blood Red Roses, p. 98]  [7: Calvin B. Kendall, and Peter S. Wells, ‘Voyage to the Other World the Legacy of Sutton Hoo’ (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1992)
] 

	The location of the burial can also be important, the Towton burials were buried in a mass grave near where the men died, this was probably out of convenience and ease of disposal for the bodies, as evidenced by the shallow half-meter depth at which they were found. Many many people are buried in or around churches, as they were important ritual sites. This is another tool for archaeologists to unveil the meaning behind burials.
	In conclusion, there are many ways we interpret burials, and archaeologists use all sorts of burial evidence to help unravel the mysteries of ancient burials. Evidence from context, such as body orientation in regards to the cardinal directions, and location. Such as near a famous battlefield, to grave goods like the huge ship buried at Sutton Hoo. People bury their dead in a myriad of ways even in such a relatively short time era, such as the Middle Ages. 
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