
INTRODUCTION

At some point during the later third or fourth 
century a.d., the cremated remains of a mature 
adult were placed within a wooden box in a grave 
dug along the path of a major droveway on the 
eastern edge of the River Colne floodplain in the 
Middle Thames Valley, accompanied by the burnt 
remains of a sheep or goat and a red deer, possibly 
intended as sustenance for the afterlife. Lying just 
over 190 m away, an individual wearing hobnailed 
shoes was buried within a relict Bronze Age field 
ditch, probably interred at approximately the same 
time. These two individuals provide the only 
evidence for Roman funerary practice within an 
open-area excavation covering over 70 ha at 
Heathrow Terminal 5, and both were well removed 
from the contemporary settlement (Lewis et al. 
2010, 308–9). They serve to illustrate both the 
diversity of burial rites apparent during the later 
Roman period, and, perhaps more importantly, 
how scarce our evidence can be for the treatment 
of the dead, even within the heart of south-east 
England. 

Romano-British funerary customs have long 
attracted academic attention, traditionally focused 
upon discussion of the more archaeologically 
obvious cremation and inhumation burials, along 
with any associated grave goods and containers 
(e.g. Black 1986; Philpott 1991; Booth 2001). 
More recently, however, there has been a much 
greater appreciation of the wider aspects of 
funerary ritual beyond the final interment, which 
was of course just one element in what could have 
been a lengthy and complex process, starting with 
the death of the individual and ending, perhaps, in 
repeated acts of commemoration at the grave site 
(Toynbee 1971; Pearce 2013, 11; Williams 2013; 
Weekes 2016; Pearce 2017). Much of this focus 
has been on the cremation process in particular, 
with examination of pyre sites and other cremation-
related deposits leading to a greater understanding 
of the attendant rituals, though still with the 
recognition that these features may only represent 
a fraction of the overall mortuary rites (Weekes 
2008; McKinley 2013). Any examination of the 
wider funerary processes around inhumation 
burials is hampered by the lack of recognisably 
associated sub-surface features (cf. Booth 2017), 

though recent analysis by Biddulph (2015) has 
suggested that much of the ‘residual’ pottery from 
the backfill of graves and other cemetery features 
may be associated with funerary-related feasting. 

Some studies of Romano-British burials have 
focused upon the cultural and social identities of 
the deceased individuals and their wider 
communities, usually attempted through analysis 
of grave types and monuments, burial rites and 
associated material culture (e.g. Philpott 1991; 
Strück 2000), though occasionally incorporating 
wider aspects of the ritual sequence (e.g. Pearce 
2016; see also Fowler 2013). Variations in social 
status may also be assessed through detailed 
osteological analysis, and this is explored at length 
in Chapter 7. 

The corpus of Romano-British burials utilised 
in most previous ‘national’ syntheses of funerary 
ritual has been dominated by the extensive urban 
cemeteries of London, Canterbury, York, 
Dorchester (Dorset), Winchester and Cirencester, 
where mainly developer-funded excavations 
continue to reveal large numbers of Roman 
interments, usually sited alongside roads leading 
from the walled urban core, and primarily dating 
to the later Roman period (e.g. Booth et al. 2010; 
Weekes 2011; Holbrook et al. 2013; Harward et al. 
2015; Hunter-Mann 2015). In a recent review of 
the evidence for funerary ritual in the towns of 
Roman Britain, Pearce (2015, 138) indicated that 
over c. 11,000 burials had been excavated, marking 
it ‘as one of the richest urban burial datasets of any 
province’. This wealth of evidence has significantly 
improved our understanding of urban mortuary 
practice, while isotopic analysis of the skeletal 
remains has revealed great insights into the cultural 
and ethnic diversity of populations living within 
Roman towns (Eckardt et al. 2014). 

Burial practices within the countryside of 
Roman Britain have generally received less 
academic synthesis on a province-wide scale, 
primarily because the dataset is so vast and diffuse 
(cf. Esmonde Cleary 2000, 132). Many excavations 
of Roman farmsteads, villas or fields have 
encountered the occasional contemporary burial, 
and – as discussed below – this now equates to 
over a thousand different sites across England and 
Wales. The diversity of rural Romano-British 
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funerary practice is already appreciated to some 
degree (e.g. Pearce 2013, 109–10; Booth 2017), 
but this current study is the first to collate this 
mass of data – c. 80 per cent of which post-dates 
PPG16 in 1990 – and provides a more detailed 
consideration of this heterogeneity, on both a 
regional and local landscape-based scale. 

This chapter presents a broad discussion of 
rural burial practices in Roman Britain, focusing 
upon chronological and spatial patterning of 
different rites, the social contexts of burials, and 
accounts of grave furnishings and goods, including 
the use of animals and plants in funerary rituals. 
Detailed palaeopathological analysis of a select 
sample of inhumation burials is presented in 
Chapter 7.

THE BURIALS DATASET

In total, 15,579 human burials were recorded from 
1162 excavated sites across England and Wales 
within the project database. A further 169 sites 
were thought by the excavators to have had burials, 
on the basis of ‘grave-shaped’ pits and possible 
grave goods, or else had evidence for disarticulated 
human bone, though no formal burial. Burial is 
here defined as the disposal of human remains, by 
inhumation, with complete or near-complete 
skeleton, or by cremation, into a cut feature in the 
ground, usually specifically dug for the human 
interment (i.e. a grave). Although the vast majority 
of the interments included in the dataset would 
appear to have been ‘formal’ burials, mostly carried 
out with due care and attention, there are some 
examples where this may not have been the case, 
such as an adult male skeleton from a cemetery at 
Dunstable, Central Bedfordshire, which was 
suggested as having had its face cut off with a 
sharp weapon and then placed in a re-excavated 
grave of a young woman (Matthews 1981).

It has not been possible to quantify and analyse 
each burial individually, and so the dataset 
comprises burial records, which are burials 
grouped by site and where possible sub-divided by 
phase (see chronology below). So, for example, the 
site at Birchfield Road, Great Barford, Bedford, 
has two records, one for a cemetery of seven early 
Roman cremation graves lying on the periphery of 
the farmstead, and another for a late Roman 
inhumation cemetery of at least eleven graves 
established on the by then abandoned settlement 
(Timby et al. 2007b). At some excavated sites 
there were a number of distinct cemetery groups, 
which have – where possible – been recorded 
individually and then further divided by phase, 
such as at Mucking in Essex, where nine separate 
records exist for the five main cemeteries and 
scatters of isolated burials dispersed within the 

nucleated settlement (Lucy and Evans 2016). 
Using this method, there are a total of 1659 burial 
records.

The distribution of all sites with evidence for 
human remains is shown in fig. 6.1, together with 
the density of ‘formal’ burials. These are ostensibly 
sites of ‘rural’ burials, in that they do not include 
any evidence from the major towns (civitas capitals, 
municipium, colonia), although burials from a 
selected sample of defended ‘small towns’ (e.g. 
Cambridge) have been incorporated (see context 
of burials below, p. 231). Furthermore, there are a 
small number of burials included that lie within a 
few kilometres of major urban centres, and whose 
presence may have been influenced by the town, 
though most of these lie within field ditches or else 
are associated with farmsteads lying in proximity 
to the urban defences. 

The overall concentration of burial sites in the 
Central Belt, North-East, East and South regions 
is to be expected, given the much greater density 
of excavation records in these areas, combined 
with the poor preservation of bone in many areas 
further north and west, as also seen with 
distribution of animal bone from excavated sites 
(cf. Allen 2017, fig. 3.1). Although this bias in the 
dataset needs to be kept firmly in mind in the 
analyses below (cf. Pearce 2013, 13–26, for a 
detailed account of problems with excavated 
Romano-British burial data), there is sufficient 
evidence from all regions for it to be possible to 
take a province-wide approach to the study of 
variability of funerary customs.

The wide-ranging research aims of the Roman 
Rural Settlement Project necessitated pragmatic 
limitations on the type and amount of data that 
could be collected on the human remains. This 
essentially focused upon basic quantifications of 
burials, the major rites of cremation and 
inhumation, certain ‘deviant’ inhumation rites, 
broad population demographics (sex and age) and 
the provision of grave goods and containers. 
However, as discussed above, most of the evidence 
for wider funerary processes has not been 
systematically recorded, as this would have 
required a much finer level of contextual resolution 
than was possible here. Nevertheless, on a broader 
contextual basis, the nature of any associated 
settlement or landscape feature has been recorded, 
thus allowing for the social distribution of burial 
ritual to be analysed. 

One issue to be noted with the burials dataset is 
that many of the excavation records did not 
contain data on all burials found at the site, either 
because they were not all fully examined, or 
because the report was from an interim stage of 
post-excavation and no further details were 
forthcoming. Furthermore, while many of the 
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fig. 6.1.  Distribution of all rural site records with indications of human remains and the density of human burials 
in the countryside
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older reports may have an overall quantification of 
burials, only selective details on other aspects, such 
as burial rites, grave goods and containers, are 
included. Nevertheless, as the great majority of 
reports were produced since 1990, over 90 per cent 
of the burial records were regarded as ‘complete’, 
accounting for 11,760 individual burials. It is this 
‘complete’ dataset that is used in much of the 
analysis below, unless otherwise specified. 

THE CHRONOLOGY, DISTRIBUTION 
AND FORM OF BURIAL RITUAL

One of the principal concerns of the wider project 
has been an assessment of change in the countryside 
over time, from the late Iron Age into the early 
post-Roman period. Funerary customs are often 
thought to have been inherently conservative, 
particularly from the late Iron Age to the second 
century a.d., though Pearce (2014a) has recently 
argued for a much higher degree of dynamism, 
primarily through the evolving symbolism of grave 
goods, while the analysis presented here suggests 
distinctly variable forms and rates of change 
across different regions and landscapes. 

Attempts to analyse change in burial customs 
over time have been hampered by a number of 
factors. The most crucial of these is the poor 
chronological resolution of many burials, either 
through the lack of diagnostic artefacts or lack of 
scientific dating. Only c. 13 per cent of all burial 
records had any radiocarbon dating (though this is 
more than with urban burials; Pearce, pers. 
comm.), this generally being more likely in sites 
located to the north and west, though the greatest 
number are in the Central Belt and South regions 
(fig. 6.2). Furthermore, this dating often only 
targeted a very small proportion of the total 
number of burials found at the site. Where such 
scientific dating has been widely applied, it has 
clearly shown the longevity of unaccompanied, 
extended inhumation burial until well into the 
post-Roman period, such as at Ipplepen in south 
Devon, where recent excavation of a Roman 
roadside settlement revealed a small inhumation 
cemetery that proved to date from the sixth to 
eighth century a.d. (http://ipplepen.exeter.ac.uk/). 

Most burials are dated through associated 
ceramics, which have varying degrees of 
chronological resolution, alongside other datable 

fig. 6.2.  Sites with one or more burials with radiocarbon date
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artefacts such as coins and brooches. As will be 
shown below, such grave goods are typically 
encountered in only a small proportion of graves 
within cemeteries, but it is these that are mainly 
used as the basis for dating the entire burial group, 
potentially restricting the overall chronology. 
Because of these issues, and the fact that some 
excavated cemeteries had no or only limited 
internal phasing presented in their reports, it has 
been necessary to divide burial records into fairly 
broad chronological groups, as shown in table 6.1. 
In some cases, particularly within larger cemeteries 
where no explicit chronological sub-divisions were 
provided, the phase relates to the main period of 
burial, but there may well be a few earlier or later 
outliers. Where the chronological resolution of 
burial records is particularly poor, they have been 
assigned a general ‘Roman’ phase, and are not used 
in any analysis of change over time.

CHRONOLOGICAL PATTERNS

figure 6.3 shows the total numbers of excavated 
burials over time, from the late Iron Age to the late 
Roman period. There is a general recognition that 
for most of England and Wales there is relatively 
little evidence for the formal interment of the dead 
throughout much of the Iron Age, and that the 
evidence we do have suggests great variability and 
localisation of burial rites, from the square-ditched 
barrows of eastern Yorkshire to the pit burials of 
central Wessex (Whimster 1981; Cunliffe 1995, 
552; Joy 2011, 409; Harding 2015). Exposure of 
the dead and subsequent dispersal of the bones is 
often assumed to have been the ‘normative’ rite of 
this period in most places, occasionally 
corroborated by the occurrence of disarticulated 
human bone in archaeological features, including 
within so-called ‘structured deposits’ (see Ch. 5, p. 
123 and below, p. 275). Alternatively, bodies may 
have been cremated, with the remains then 
dispersed across settlements and fields, or scattered 
in rivers, thus remaining archaeologically invisible 
(McKinley 2006, 86; Evans 2013b; Harding 2015, 
269). Excavations at Elms Farm, Heybridge, in 
Essex, for instance, revealed nineteen pyre sites of 
late Iron Age date but just a single contemporary 

cremation burial (Atkinson and Preston 2015, 
117–24). Although it is possible that further 
graves were located some distance from the pyre 
sites, this lack of burials may otherwise indicate 
that the cremated remains were only occasionally 
interred in the ground. Even in places where there 
are more substantial cemeteries, such as the 161 
cremation burials from Westhampnett in West 
Sussex (Fitzpatrick 1997), such formal interment 
is still likely to have been quite selective, or at least 
only represent the ‘typical’ mortuary rite for a 
restricted local community. 

The late Iron Age was certainly a period of 
great change in terms of funerary practices, 
although these developments varied significantly 
across different regions. Recent radiocarbon 
assessments of the east Yorkshire barrow burials 
suggests that they had largely ceased by the end of 
the second century b.c. (Jay et al. 2012), while at 
approximately the same time the earliest cremation 
cemeteries appear in south-east England. The 
‘Durotrigan’ inhumation burials in the Dorset 
area generally date from the latest pre-Roman Iron 
Age (see discussion of burial rites below, p. 216). 
In terms of the number of burials across England 
and Wales, the late Iron Age saw a distinct 
increase, at least beyond the east Yorkshire area, 
with many cemeteries remaining in use into the 
early Roman period, when the overall quantity of 
burials continued to rise (fig. 6.3). There is a fall 
in the number of burials assigned to the mid-
Roman period only, though this is partly because 
there were some records that could not be assigned 
a more refined chronology than ‘mid- to late 
Roman’, and these have been included in the latter 
phase. Nevertheless, there is no doubt that there 
was a major spike in burial numbers during the 
late Roman period, when inhumation had replaced 
cremation as the commoner burial rite. Indeed, it 
is only at this time that, in some areas at least, the 
formal interment of the dead, whether in larger 
cemeteries, small groups or individually, may be 
considered as even a ‘normative’ funerary rite. 
Such a chronological pattern has been well 
observed in previous studies of Roman burial, 
being particularly noteworthy in some of the 

table 6.1: phasing information for burials dataset 
(* includes 16 records assigned ‘E/MR’; + includes 62 records assigned ‘M/LR’)

Phase Date range No. of records

Late Iron Age (LIA) First century b.c. to mid-first century a.d. 129
Late Iron Age/early Roman (LIA/ER) First century b.c. to early second century a.d. 154
Early Roman (ER) Mid-first century a.d. to later second century a.d. 323
Mid-Roman (MR) Second to third century a.d. 200*
Late Roman (LR) Third to fourth century a.d. 484+
Roman (general) First to fourth century a.d. 196
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major towns of Roman Britain like Winchester 
(Booth et al. 2010; Ottaway et al. 2012), where 
substantial (primarily inhumation) cemeteries 
were established during the later third and fourth 
centuries a.d., usually succeeding more sporadic 
evidence for burial (cf. Pearce 2015, 143). When 
discussing this phenomenon at Dorchester in 
Dorset, Woodward (1993, 237) suggested that the 
increased size of late Roman cemeteries around 
the town was due to them incorporating the dead 
from surrounding rural communities. However, in 
this case there is equal evidence for an upsurge in 

rural burial at this time within Dorset (cf. Redfern 
et al. 2015), suggesting it was more of a widespread 
shift towards interment of the dead than any 
increased attraction of the town as a burial 
location.

The extent of the upsurge in burial during the 
late Roman period was far from uniform across 
the province, and indeed there are some regions 
where this pattern does not appear to have been 
followed at all (fig. 6.4). The East region had a 
significant increase in burial numbers during the 
early Roman period, particularly in cemeteries 
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table 6.2: summary of burial rites across time within eight project regions 
(NB. Only includes ‘complete’ records)

 Late Iron Age Late Iron Age/ Early Roman Mid-Roman Late Roman Roman (general) Total 

  early Roman

Central Belt
No. sites with burials 45 47 117 87 250 88 634

No. of burials 151 204 598 452 3341 414 5160

Cremation burials 62 141 396 111 148 28 886

Inhumation burials 89 63 196 340 3192 380 4260

No. cemeteries 6 11 31 14 103 18 183

South
No. sites with burials 46 63 108 48 106 27 398

No. of burials 305 523 672 599 1118 267 3484

Cremation burials 214 190 374 308 67 25 1178

Inhumation burials 91 333 298 290 1055 241 2308

No. cemeteries 6 24 33 18 33 2 116

East
No. sites with burials 14 17 39 18 35 17 140

No. of burials 59 176 775 324 418 81 1833

Cremation burials 39 106 733 253 40 8 1179

Inhumation burials 20 70 42 71 378 73 654

No. cemeteries 6 10 14 8 12 1 51

North-East
No. sites with burials 14 11 19 20 41 16 121

No. of burials 62 43 103 116 281 144 749

Cremation burials  7 66 22 31 16 142

Inhumation burials 62 36 37 94 250 128 607

No. cemeteries 2 1 5 5 12 3 28

North
No. sites with burials 2 3 6 6 3 3 23

No. of burials 4 8 8 198 27 4 249

Cremation burials  1 7 177 20 3 208

Inhumation burials 3 7 1 21 7 1 40

No. cemeteries  1  3 3  7

Central West
No. sites with burials  3 8 9 5 3 28

No. of burials  9 18 72 31 4 134

Cremation burials  2 15 48  4 69

Inhumation burials  4 3 23 31  61

No. cemeteries    2 2  4

Upland Wales and  
 Marches 
No. sites with burials 4  8 1 5 3 21

No. of burials 9  35 1 29 10 84

Cremation burials   33   1 34

Inhumation burials 9  2 1 29 9 50

No. cemeteries 1  3  1  5

South-West Peninsula
No. sites with burials 2 1  1 5  9

No. of burials 22 11  1 31  65

Cremation burials    1 1  2

Inhumation burials 22 11   29  62

No. cemeteries 1 1     2   4
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around the expanding roadside settlements at 
Baldock (Burleigh and Fitzpatrick-Matthews 
2010) and Braughing (Anderson et al. 2013) in 
Hertfordshire, and Great Dunmow (ECC 2003) 
in Essex, and also in many farmsteads such as the 
36 cremation burials from Stansted DFS/SCS, 
Essex (Havis and Brooks 2004). While in most 
other regions the increase in burials of the early 
Roman period is followed by a much greater rise 
during the late Roman period, especially in the 
Central Belt, this does not appear to have been the 
case in the East. Whether this was because of a fall 
in population – the overall settlement pattern of 
the region does show a steady decline after the 
second century a.d. (Smith 2016c, 214) – or a 
change (reversion?) to less visible funerary rites 
remains uncertain. 

The situation further north and west is 
complicated by the relative lack of burial evidence 
throughout the Roman period, and shows little 
consistency (table 6.2). In the North and Central 
West regions most of the evidence is from military 
vici and roadside settlements, with the numbers of 
burials here peaking during the middle Roman 
period, largely because of the excavation of 
extensive cemeteries near to the vici at Lanchester, 
County Durham (Turner 1990), and Brougham, 
Cumbria (Cool 2004), together with that sited 
along the line of Ryknield Street, 0.5 km south of 
the walled town at Wall in Staffordshire (Letocetum) 
(McKinley 2008). In Upland Wales and the 
Marches, the peak in early Roman burials is 
almost entirely a reflection of the presence of 
military vici, while similar numbers of burials 
assigned to the late Roman phase mostly derive 
from rural, non-settlement sites, including at least 
22 east–west graves arranged in rows at Plas 
Gogerddan, Ceredigion (Murphy 1993). The only 
dating evidence from this cemetery was a single 
radiocarbon date of cal. a.d. 265–640 from a 
coffin stain, suggesting that the burials could be 
partially or entirely post-Roman in date, though 
late Iron Age crouched inhumations were also 
found, and it was suggested that the site had been 
the focus for ritual activity since the later Bronze 
Age (cf. Pollock 2006, 97–9). 

Only nine sites with ‘complete’ burial records 
were recorded in the South-West region, and even 
these include a number of cemeteries, such as that 
at Topsham School, Devon (Sage and Allan 2004), 
where the bodies were either completely 
unpreserved or only traced as soil stains. Many of 
the South-West burial sites were dated mid- to late 
Roman on fairly minimal evidence, though one 
preserved inhumation burial of an adult female 
from Hookhills, Paignton in Devon, had a 
radiocarbon date of 230–390 cal. a.d. (Chandler 
2008). There are also considerable numbers of 

inhumation burials, mainly flexed, from the South-
West, most placed in stone-lined graves or cists 
(Harding 2015, 78–83) (see below, p. 254). This 
burial tradition would appear to be of late Iron 
Age or late Iron Age/early Roman date, though 
most of the excavated examples from within this 
project are from sites with incomplete records. 
There are also further antiquarian investigations 
of ‘cist’ cemeteries that have not been included on 
the basis of the minimal associated information 
and uncertain dating. One of the largest known 
cemeteries comprised the approximately 130 
burials from Harlyn Bay on the north coast of 
Cornwall, which, though excavated in the early 
twentieth century, has limited published 
information available on most graves (Whimster 
1977). Another large cemetery of similar date is 
known from Mount Batten, Plymouth, but this 
site has even less information. With the exception 
of the poorly understood extra-mural burials 
around Exeter, current evidence suggests that 
such large cemeteries were not a significant feature 
of the South-West after the end of the first century 
a.d., at least until the early medieval period (Petts 
2002; Turner 2003, 19–20).

The broad province-wide and regional 
chronological analyses just presented disguise even 
greater variation when viewed at a landscape level. 
The large quantity of burial data from the South, 
Central Belt and East regions, in particular, allows 
for these more intricate variations to be highlighted, 
as shown in fig. 6.5. Here, the chronological data 
from nine landscape zones, each with at least 500 
burials, are compared, with many revealing 
strikingly different patterns. From some, such as 
the London Basin, there is only a slight and 
gradual rise in the number of burials over time, 
whereas in others, such as the East Anglian Chalk 
and East Anglian Plain, there are spikes in numbers 
during the early Roman period that are either 
maintained or decline into the late Roman phase. 
The North Kent Plain has a definite peak in the 
mid-Roman phase, though this is primarily as a 
result of the large number of burials from Pepper 
Hill, Springhead (Biddulph 2006) and Ospringe 
(Whiting et al. 1931) along the line of Watling 
Street. There is a notable decline in burial numbers 
in this area during the later Roman period, with 
the only major cemetery of this date being that at 
Dartford, further west along Watling Street towards 
London (Herbert 2011; Trevarthen 2015). This 
corresponds with an overall significant decline in 
settlement numbers in this area after the second 
century a.d. (Allen 2016a, 82).

Four out of the nine landscape zones in fig. 6.5 
have evidence for major increases in burial numbers 
during the later Roman period. These all lie in the 
Central Belt or western part of the South region. 
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This does not correlate with any rise in settlement 
numbers, as in all of these landscapes except the 
South Wessex Downs there is a decline in number 
during the late Roman period, from a second-
century peak, albeit not as pronounced as in areas 
further east (Smith and Fulford 2016, 405). The 
West Anglian Plain (including the Ouse and Nene 
Valleys) and Thames and Avon Vales, in particular, 
have major spikes in burial numbers despite the 
slight decline in settlement, the 925 burials from 
the latter representing a c. 1750 per cent increase 
on numbers from the early and mid-Roman 
periods, when there were 44 and 54 burials 
respectively. In part this is due to the development 
of substantial cemeteries, either around nucleated 
settlements such as the 164 burials from Queenford 
Mill, Dorchester-on-Thames (Chambers 1987), 
or from rural sites such as Cassington, Oxfordshire 
(110+ burials; Booth 2001, 16), and Horcott 
Quarry, Gloucestershire (58 burials; Hayden et al. 
2017). There was also a notable increase in sites 
with smaller cemeteries, such as the 11 inhumations 
on the periphery of the farmstead at Arkell’s Land/
Coln Gravel, Gloucestershire (Stansbie et al. 
2008), though the number of sites with isolated 
and scattered burials increased only slightly. This 
all suggests a shift towards a more communal 
approach to burial in parts of these central and 
western areas during the later Roman period. 
There remain, however, a number of landscape 
zones in the Central Belt and the west of the 

South region (e.g. Midlands Clay Pastures and 
Dean Plateau and Wye Valley) that continue to 
have very little evidence for formal burial, in 
cemeteries or otherwise. This is in part because of 
differences in bone preservation and the extent of 
archaeological intervention, although it would also 
seem to highlight the intricately patterned cultural 
diversity of the province, as seen through differing 
attitudes to the disposal of the dead.

The overall distribution and density of excavated 
burials over time across England and Wales is 
shown in figs 6.6 and 6.7. The late Iron Age and 
early Roman patterns are broadly consistent, with 
major concentrations of interments in parts of the 
south-east and the central southern coast of 
England, and a more diffuse spread of sites with 
minimal burial numbers outside these areas (fig. 
6.6). As noted above, most of the early Roman 
burial evidence from Wales and northern England 
is associated with military sites, though the 
occasional burial from a ‘native’ site is recorded, 
such as at Haltwhistle in Northumberland, where 
the partial remains of an adult cremation burial 
was found in association with samian sherds in a 
shallow pit at the centre of one of the roundhouses 
in a late Iron Age to early Roman farmstead 
(Fraser and Speed 1997). Although there are 
many developments at a local and sub-regional 
level, the broader provincial picture does not really 
change until the late Roman period, when most 
evidence for burial comes from the Central Belt 
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fig. 6.6.  Distribution and density of rural burials in LIA & LIA/ER and ER phase
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fig. 6.7.  Distribution and density of rural burials in MR and LR phase
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region, with continuations up into the North-East 
and down into parts of Hampshire, Wiltshire and 
Dorset (fig. 6.7). This generally follows the same 
pattern as the relative density of excavated 
Romano-British settlement in use during the late 
Roman period, as shown in Volume 1 (Smith and 
Fulford 2016, 407, fig. 12.19). Although, as stated 
above, absolute settlement numbers may not have 
increased in most areas, the late Roman shift in 
the focus of settlement – and to a certain extent 
agricultural production (Allen and Lodwick 2017) 
– to this central zone seems to correspond with 
major developments in the treatment of the dead.

CREMATION AND INHUMATION BURIAL

Despite considerable local and individual variation, 
there were two main archaeologically traceable 
burial rites in late Iron Age and Roman Britain: 
inhumation, where the deceased was buried, and 
cremation, where the deceased was burnt on a 
funeral pyre and at least some of the cremated 
bone placed in a grave, even if this was on occasion 
just a ‘token’ amount (see Andrews and Bello 
2006 for a more detailed account of different 
burial types, and McKinley 2000, 42–3, for 
discussion on selective retrieval of cremated bone). 
The act of cremation was, by its very nature, likely 
to have been more of a visible public spectacle 
than inhumation burial (Cool 2011, 298), and 
may have involved considerably more cost and 
effort (McKinley 2006). This may have helped to 
restrict the cremation rite to selected individuals 
within certain communities, although, as discussed 
below, such selectivity may have been a factor in 
all burial rites within much of the countryside of 
late Iron Age and Roman Britain.

Of the excavated burials recorded as part of 
this project, the inhumation rite (n=10,351) 
accounts for over twice that of cremation 
(n=4925). For the most part these burials occur 
singly within graves, yet in 75 sites there is 
evidence for multiple individuals within a single 
grave. These include cremated remains mixed 
together within a single urn, cremated remains in 
two separate locations in the grave, inhumed 
bodies found together in a variety of positions, 
and very occasionally cremated and inhumed 
remains interred together (e.g. an urned adult 
cremation accompanied by a neonate skeleton in 
a grave at Keston in Kent; Philp et al. 1999). For 
the most part, such multiple burials comprise an 
adult and infant or younger child, but multiple 
adult burials are certainly known, including the 
highly unusual three adult males from a single 
grave at Horcott Quarry, Gloucestershire, these 
having isotope signatures that suggested their 
origins were different from the rest of the cemetery 
population (Hayden et al. 2017). 

As shown in fig. 6.8, inhumation and cremation 
burials are found across all parts of England and 
Wales, though with clear concentrations in certain 
areas, notably cremation burial in parts of south-
east England, which is a long-observed 
phenomenon (e.g. Philpott 1991, 217). figure 
6.9 highlights this geographical diversity through 
the proportion of inhumation versus cremation 
burial in all landscapes with over 100 excavated 
burials. In some landscapes of the South region, 
such as the Wealden Greensand in Kent and the 
South Coast Plain and Hampshire Lowlands, 
cremation burial accounts for over 85 per cent of 
all excavated interments, which may be partly for 
reasons of poor preservation of skeletal remains in 
certain areas, whereas elsewhere in the region the 
picture is more mixed. The North Downs, for 
example, which lie to the north of the Wealden 
Greensand, has 54 per cent cremation burial, 
while immediately above this in the North Kent 
Plain this figure is just 36 per cent. The diversity 
of burial rites in this landscape is well demonstrated 
by the major cemetery at Pepper Hill to the south 
of Springhead, where cremation burial succeeded 
inhumation as the dominant rite by the later first 
century a.d., before reverting to an almost 
complete dominance of inhumation by the start of 
the third century a.d. (Biddulph 2006; see below, 
p. 219). 

Elsewhere, in the eastern parts of the Central 
Belt region (West Anglian Plain (Nene and Ouse 
Valleys), Bedfordshire Greensand Ridge, 
Chilterns), cremation burials account for between 
30 and 40 per cent, while further east in the 
landscapes of the East Anglian Plain and East 
Anglian Chalk, this figure lies between 55 and 70 
per cent. The only two landscape zones outside of 
south-east England to have high proportions of 
cremation burial are the Eden Valley and Solway 
Basin in Cumbria (96 and 65 per cent), though 
these are based on a relatively restricted number 
of sites, including the cemetery associated with the 
military vicus at Brougham (Cool 2004), and 
burials around the town at Carlisle (e.g. Giecco et 
al. 2001). The pattern here is also partly explained 
by poor survival of non-cremated bone.

Further south, in western parts of Britain, the 
only landscape to have more than 20 per cent 
cremation burials is Bristol, Avon Valleys and 
Ridges in the Central Belt; although the total 
number of excavated burials from this area is not 
large (n=103), the cremated remains come from a 
range of farmsteads, rural cemeteries and roadside 
settlements. In all other landscapes, cremation 
burials form a very small percentage of the overall 
excavated interments, being particularly rare in 
the South-West region. The recently discovered 
cremated remains of an elderly female found 
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fig. 6.8.  Distribution and density of all rural cremation burials and inhumation burials
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within two gabbroic pottery vessels of later second 
century a.d. date at Penlee House, Tregony in 
Cornwall, represents the first modern excavation 
of a Roman-period cremation burial from the 
county (Taylor 2012). There are slight indications 
that cremation burial had a longer tradition in the 
wider region, with, for example, cremated human 
bone and charcoal radiocarbon dated 480–260 
cal. b.c. coming from a pit cutting an enclosure 

ditch at Aller Cross, Kingskerswell, in Devon 
(Hughes 2015). However, the vast majority of the 
evidence, such as it is, indicates that inhumation 
burial was very much the dominant type of 
funerary interment rite in the South-West, and 
remained so over time. 

Throughout much of the province, there is 
evidence for major changes in burial customs  
over the course of the Roman period, and for 

fig. 6.10.  Proportion of cremation and inhumation burials over time (with neonate burials excluded)

fig. 6.9.  Proportion of inhumation versus cremation burial in all landscape zones with at least 100 excavated burials 
(note: for purposes of this graph Wales is treated as one zone)
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south-eastern Britain at least, the general 
chronological pattern advanced is that inhumation 
burial superseded cremation burial by the later 
Roman period (Philpott 1991, 217–27). Although 
this pattern still holds true in a broad sense, recent 
analysis has suggested that the sequence is a great 
deal more complex and variable (Pearce 2013, 
145; Booth 2017), and it is not always the case of 
communities simply switching between these two 
burial rites. Using as a case study the large 
Romano-British cemetery at Pepper Hill in Kent, 
noted above, Biddulph (2012) explained the 
variable sequence of different burial rituals in 
terms of Darwinian evolution, with the traditions 
(types of burial and choice of grave good) at this 
site probably deriving from northern Gaul, and 
then diverging to evolve along a different trajectory 
that proved better adapted to fit their new and 
changing cultural environments. For example, 
between the early and middle Roman periods 
there was an increase in grave goods relative to 
pyre goods (i.e. objects burnt on the pyre before 
being placed in the grave), which was suggested as 

individuals adapting their funerary practices, those 
having unburnt items perhaps being better 
prepared for the afterlife. The decreasing relevance 
of burnt objects may ultimately have been a factor 
in the general cessation of the cremation ritual and 
increase of inhumation at the site (ibid., 84).

figure 6.10 shows the proportion of cremation 
to inhumation burial within the different phase 
groups discussed above. Neonatal burials have 
been excluded, as the great majority of recorded 
examples are inhumations in all periods. Overall, 
it is clear that, prior to the late Roman period, 
there was a mixture of inhumation and cremation 
rites, though with the latter being numerically 
superior and particularly prevalent in those burials 
assigned to an early Roman (ER) phase. In some 
part this is owing to the large numbers of early 
Roman cremation burials in the East region, 
especially at nucleated settlements such as Baldock 
in Hertfordshire (Westell 1931; Burleigh and 
Fitzpatrick-Matthews 2010) and Great Dunmow 
in Essex (ECC 2003) (fig. 6.11). Baldock is 
remarkable for its collection of c. 2000 burials in 

fig. 6.11.  Proportion of cremation and inhumation burials over time within selected regions (with neonate burials 
excluded)
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22 cemeteries, spanning c. 100 b.c. to a.d. 550 
(Burleigh and Fitzpatrick-Matthews 2010, 31), of 
which 622 have been included in this project (521 
cremation; 101 inhumation), 442 dating from the 
first century b.c. to the second century a.d. 

The East region continued to be dominated by 
the cremation rite until the later Roman period, 
when the much smaller number of burials are over-
whelmingly inhumations, as is the case across the 
whole province. In the adjacent Central Belt the 
relative dominance of inhumation appears to arrive 
earlier, in the mid-Roman phase, although the 
overall number of burials from this period is very 
small compared with the late Roman phase. Burial 
data from the South are more mixed, as this region 
encompasses areas with very divergent funerary 
traditions, particularly in the late Iron Age and 
early Roman periods, with large numbers of 
cremation burials to the east and a dominance of 
‘Durotrigan’ inhumation burials further to the 
west around Dorset and Hampshire (see fig. 6.12). 

The North-East region has many fewer phased 
excavated burials, but these are dominated by 
inhumations in all periods except early Roman 
(ER), when cremations account for almost 80 per 
cent of the 84 burials, though many of these came 
from the military vicus at Doncaster (Davies 
2013). Even with Doncaster omitted, the 
admittedly very small pool of early Roman burials 
from the North-East mostly comprises cremations, 
including two from a ladder-style settlement at 
Easington, East Riding of Yorkshire; one of the 
cremations and a single inhumation burial from 
the same site were radiocarbon dated to cal. a.d. 
40–230 (Richardson 2011). 

As with the North-East, the chronological 
patterns in Upland Wales and the Marches and the 
North regions are heavily influenced by the 
prevalence of cremation burial on military vici, 
particularly in the early and mid-Roman phases 
(table 6.2). In the later Roman period, the 
picture is a little more mixed. In the North, burials 
of both rites have been excavated in the military 
vicus at Maryport and the town at Carlisle, while 
the only evidence outside of a military/urban 
context comes from a small cemetery on the 
fringes of a farmstead at Skye Road, Wigton, also 
in Cumbria, where at least five small cremation 
pits and one possible inhumation burial were 
revealed; three of the cremations were interred 
within fourth-century ceramic jars (Giecco 2000). 
In Upland Wales all of the later Roman evidence 
comes from farmsteads or rural cemeteries and all 
comprise inhumation burials. In both regions (and 
the South-West), the numbers of inhumation 
burials are almost certainly under-represented 
given the very poor survival of skeletal material in 
these parts. 

One factor to stress in all of the regional 
patterns just outlined is that there is not always a 
simple transitional sequence from cremation 
burial to inhumation burial as the dominant 
funerary rite. In particular, it is often the case that 
burial of one type or another is preceded and/or 
succeeded by a paucity of evidence for any formal 
interment. For example, in the Thames and Avon 
Vales (in the Central Belt region), the substantial 
number of late Roman inhumation burials followed 
on from a tradition of rare, sporadic burial, while 
in the South Coast Plain and Hampshire Lowlands 
(both in the South region) the reasonable number 
of late Iron Age and early Roman (mostly 
cremation) burials were succeeded by a relative 
absence of evidence in the mid- to late Roman 
period, with a few exceptions such as the five later 
second to early third century a.d. cremation 
graves from Offington Lane, Worthing (Thorne 
2009). The shifting patterns of cremation and 
inhumation burial are made clear through the 
maps in figs 6.12 to 6.15, which show the 
distribution and density of the two rites across 
England and Wales over time. 

The data for the late Iron Age (LIA) and late 
Iron Age to early Roman (LIA–ER) phases have 
been presented together in fig. 6.12, and show a 
fairly tight concentration of cremation burial in 
the south-east of England, from Kent, up through 
Essex, Hertfordshire, Bedfordshire and into parts 
of Cambridgeshire and Buckinghamshire, with  
a more diffuse distribution around this core  
into Suffolk, Northamptonshire, Oxfordshire, 
Gloucestershire, Berkshire, Hampshire and Sussex 
(East and West). Cremation burial, alongside a 
distinctive range of, usually, wheel-turned pottery, 
was an integral part of what has been termed the 
‘Aylesford-Swarling Culture’ of south-east Britain, 
named after two late Iron Age Kentish cemeteries 
(Cunliffe 2005, 132–41). Although there is little in 
the wider settlement pattern that directly correlates 
with this Aylesford-Swarling zone, aside from 
perhaps a greater tendency for settlement 
nucleation (Smith and Fulford 2016, 402), the 
distinctive pottery and focus on cremation burial 
does suggest a certain level of cultural affinity 
between communities in these areas (see 
discussion, Ch. 8). However, from a burials 
perspective, it must be reiterated that there was 
still variation at both a local and site-based level, 
with, for example, the small group of richly 
furnished late Iron Age ‘Welwyn’-type cremation 
burials being largely restricted to parts of 
Hertfordshire (Cunliffe 2005, 135–41).

The many burials in and around Baldock in 
Hertfordshire have already been highlighted, 
although those specifically assigned to a LIA or 
LIA–ER phase display a greater mix of inhumations 
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fig. 6.12.  Distribution and density of cremation burial and inhumation burial during the late Iron Age (LIA) and 
late Iron Age to early Roman (LIA–ER) phases
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and cremations than those belonging to a more 
definite post-conquest (ER) phase, which were 
almost exclusively cremation, at least in the sample 
collated for this study. This is a similar sequence to 
that noted above at Pepper Hill, Springhead, in 
Kent, and points to the possible effects of conquest 
on the variable burial traditions of these 
communities, with greater homogenisation of the 
cremation ritual. The largest cemetery of late Iron 
Age to early Roman date, however, at King Harry 
Lane, St Albans, in Hertfordshire, was completely 
dominated by cremation burials (455 out of 472 
burials) from its start at the beginning of the first 
century a.d. until it ceased in c. a.d. 60 (Stead and 
Rigby 1989). The site was part of the late Iron Age 
oppidum that developed into the major town of 
Verulamium, and as such the burial data have not 
been included in this study. 

Another extensive and exclusive late Iron Age 
cremation cemetery was revealed at Westhampnett 
on the coastal plain of West Sussex, which included 
161 burials, pyre sites and four enclosures, 
suggested as shrines (Fitzpatrick 1997) (see fig. 
6.34 below). It remains one of the earliest well-
dated groups of cremation burials in south-east 
Britain, starting in c. 100 b.c., and ceasing c. 40 
b.c., with cremation burial resuming in the early 
Roman period on a more modest scale (ibid.; 
Fitzpatrick et al. 2008, 279).

Large late Iron Age cemeteries like King Harry 
Lane and Westhampnett would seem to contain 
approximately representative populations (though 
with a skewed gender ratio at the former and very 
few infants at the latter; Pearce 1997), and were 
probably the ‘normative’ funerary rites for their 
local communities for most of the 60 years or so 
that they were in existence. It is perhaps unlikely 
that this was the case with most of the other, 
smaller, cemeteries and individual burials of late 
Iron Age date in the south-east, which instead 
would have been part of a more selective funerary 
process. Some communities may have exclusively 
favoured the cremation of certain individuals or 
groups, while others may have favoured inhumation 
(e.g. four mid- to late Iron Age burials from Lower 
Cambourne, Cambridgeshire; Wright et al. 2009), 
with 28 late Iron Age sites from the south-east 
having a mixture of both traditions. As Pearce 
(2013, 147) has pointed out, there does not 
appear to be a single specific social or cultural 
reason why different rites were selected, and they 
probably expressed different identities at a personal 
and group scale. 

Whether the interment of cremated remains or 
the unburnt individual was favoured, there is little 
doubt that in most cases large parts of the 
community, even in the south-east of Britain, were 
not afforded any visible burial rite upon death at 

this time. Outside of the south-east such a scenario 
would appear even more likely, although 
inhumation traditions did develop in certain areas, 
such as the Severn Valley (Holbrook 2006, 121), 
and particularly along the Dorset coast. The 
Dorset ‘Durotrigan’ burials are characterised by 
crouched skeletons usually in shallow graves 
(though sometimes in cists), often with grave 
goods, typically Durotrigan (Poole Harbour) 
pottery, animal remains and occasionally 
distinctive metalwork (Harding 2015, 83–7). 
Recently excavated examples include a group of 
19 crouched inhumations positioned on South 
Down Ridge looking towards the English Channel 
to the south of the Dorset Ridgeway, all interred 
after the abandonment of a late Iron Age industrial 
settlement and dating to the first century a.d. 
(Brown et al. 2014). Despite the broad uniformity 
of Durotrigan burials, there was still considerable 
variation (cf. Papworth 2008, 82–6), and – as with 
the south-east – they are more likely to be 
representative of different distinctive communities, 
albeit with a level of shared cultural values. 
Furthermore, even this area is likely to have seen 
continuation of traditional ‘invisible’ burial rites.

The only other part of the country with any 
significant evidence for a burial tradition at this 
time is the North-East – notably Yorkshire and 
Lincolnshire – where the evidence comprises mostly 
inhumations, though with a few cremation burials 
(e.g. Newbridge Quarry, Pickering; Richardson 
2012). The middle Iron Age square-ditched barrow 
burials of the Yorkshire Wolds have already been 
referred to above, and this tradition appears to have 
declined rapidly after the end of the second century 
b.c. (Jay et al. 2012). There is then relatively little 
evidence for any interment in this landscape, 
although recently there have been a few excavated 
sites in the Wolds with burials of late Iron Age/early 
Roman date, including those within a substantial 
settlement at Low Caythorpe in the Gypsy Race 
Valley (Fraser and George 2013). Here, a small 
middle Iron Age square-barrow cemetery was 
succeeded by group of seven flexed inhumations in 
the late Iron Age/early Roman period, with two 
other burials of similar date in the vicinity (ibid.). 
The relative scarcity of sites with burial evidence at 
this time, together with the small numbers of 
interments (Low Caythorpe is among the larger 
groups), highlights the apparent transformation 
from the middle Iron Age funerary traditions, when 
some of the largest cemeteries (e.g. Wetwang Slack) 
contained over 400 graves, though most were much 
more modest (cf. Stead 1991; Halkon 2013, fig. 
15). This suggests major cultural changes during 
the late Iron Age, resulting in most communities 
disposing of the dead in ways that left little trace, 
similar to most other parts of the country.

RB3ch6.indd   222 29/05/2018   19:57:43



DEATH IN THE COUNTRYSIDE 223

fig. 6.13.  Distribution and density of cremation burial and inhumation burial during the early Roman (ER) phase

RB3ch6.indd   223 29/05/2018   19:57:58



 LIFE AND DEATH IN THE COUNTRYSIDE OF ROMAN BRITAIN224

fig. 6.14.  Distribution and density of cremation burial and inhumation burial during the mid-Roman (MR) phase
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fig. 6.15.  Distribution and density of cremation burial and inhumation burial during the late Roman (LR) phase
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The distributions of cremation and inhumation 
burials assigned to a definite post-conquest early 
Roman (ER) phase are shown in fig. 6.13. The 
core zone of cremation burial in the south-east 
remains, but by this time the burial rite had spread 
much further north and west, mostly associated 
with newly developing nucleated and military 
sites, such as the vicus at Doncaster, discussed 
above. Very few early Roman cremation burials in 
these areas occur apart from such contexts, and 
these tend to be found either individually or in 
small numbers, such as the two second-century 
a.d. urned cremation burials found near to field 
ditches north of an enclosed farmstead at Church 
Farm, Caldicot in Monmouthshire (Corney 
2009). Very occasionally, larger rural cremation 
cemeteries are encountered beyond the core 
south-eastern zone, such as the group of around 
thirteen burials from Gill Mill in the Upper 
Thames Valley, dating to the later first century a.d. 
(Booth and Simmonds 2018). For the most part, 
inhumation burials assigned to a post-conquest 
early Roman phase also tend to be found in very 
small numbers within sites spread throughout 
much of the province. Some of these were clearly 
important individuals within their communities, 
which is presumably why they were selected for 
interment, such as the extended inhumation of an 
adult male found within a wood-lined chamber 
surrounded by a ring ditch at Gill Mill, dating to 
the second century a.d., probably after the nearby 
cremation cemetery, just noted, had gone out of 
use (ibid.). 

During the mid-Roman phase (fig. 6.14) the 
pre-existing geographic patterns of cremation and 
inhumation burials start to break down, with less 
obvious differences between their distributions. By 
the late Roman period (fig. 6.15), despite the 
overwhelming numerical superiority of inhumation 
burial, the extent of the coverage of both rites is 
almost identical, with the exception of a lack of 
cremation burial throughout most of Wales. Most 
of the later Roman cremation burials were either 
single, isolated examples, such as a fourth-century 
bustum burial (cremation that took place over the 
grave pit) located 500 m north of a farmstead in 
the Biddenham Loop, Bedford (Luke 2016), or 
else were minor components of larger inhumation 
cemeteries. At Cotswold Community on the 
Gloucestershire/Wiltshire border, for example, a 
single un-urned cremation burial, radiocarbon 
dated cal. a.d. 243–384, lay 7 m south of a late 
Roman inhumation cemetery of 25 burials (Powell 
et al. 2010). Very rarely cremation burial seems to 
have remained as the dominant rite within a 
particular community, such as at the farmstead at 
Newbridge Quarry, Pickering, in North Yorkshire, 
where, as highlighted above, there was a tradition 

of cremation burial stretching back to the late Iron 
Age (Richardson 2012). Seventeen of these burials 
were radiocarbon dated c. a.d. 170–390, broadly 
contemporary with two inhumation burials from 
the same site, both buried in cist graves (ibid.). 

Ultimately, the merging of the distributions of 
both burial rites suggests that, if the ‘cremation 
zone’ of south-east England had signified an area 
of particular cultural affinity, this had largely 
disappeared by the later Roman period. Instead, 
cremation burial remained as an element within 
the suite of ‘alternative’ funerary rites of this time, 
including certain ‘deviant’ rites like decapitation, 
discussed below; all of these may have been used 
as ways to express different forms of identity. 
Meanwhile, outside this major zone of late Roman 
burial, the treatment of the dead in the countryside 
remains far more enigmatic.

ALTERNATIVE INHUMATION  
BURIAL RITES

While the ‘standard’ inhumation burial, especially 
of the later Roman period, was positioned supine, 
or face up, and extended within the grave, there 
does exists a great deal of variation over time, 
across regions, and between and within individual 
sites. A particular fascination within studies of 
Romano-British burial is the existence of 
alternative or ‘deviant’ burial rites, with prone 
(face down) and decapitated burials being 
especially well noted (e.g. Harman et al. 1981; 
Philpott 1991, 84; Taylor 2008; Tucker 2015; 
Crerar 2016). Although the wider variations in 
body position have not been recorded in this 
study, such prone and decapitated burials have 
been quantified, primarily as these are readily 
highlighted within excavation reports, even where 
minimal osteological information is available. 
Crouched or flexed burials, while not generally 
considered as a ‘deviant’ inhumation rite, have 
also been recorded and are examined here, as 
these can be regarded as an ‘alternative’ to the 
typical burial position when looked at on a 
province-wide scale.

figure 6.16 shows the distribution and density 
of the decapitated, prone and flexed burials from 
rural contexts and selected defended ‘small towns’ 
recorded as part of this project. A total of 250 
individual decapitated burials from 101 sites have 
been included, spread across all site types, but 
being particularly notable at nucleated settlements, 
occurring at almost 20 per cent of all 165 recorded 
examples with burial evidence, as opposed to 7–8 
per cent of the 520 farmsteads, 106 villas and 284 
‘rural’ sites with such evidence. The great majority 
(86 per cent) of decapitated burials lay within 
defined cemeteries, as opposed to isolated and 
dispersed interments, which may be one reason 
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why they seem more common within nucleated 
settlements, which have more evidence for 
dedicated burial grounds (see Contexts of burials 
below). 

A decapitated burial is where the head has 
been removed from the body, and usually placed 
by the feet or lower limbs (fig. 6.17). Within the 
Roman period, this is a rite largely unknown 
outside Britain (cf. Tucker 2015, 109–12), 
although some evidence for varying kinds of post-
mortem manipulation of the corpse is now better 
documented in other provinces (Pearce pers. 
comm.; cf. Belcastro and Ortalli 2010). The 
reasons behind the decapitation ritual are widely 
speculated upon, including human sacrifice, 
execution, punishing the dead, aiding passage to 
an afterlife, association with a head cult, witchcraft, 

and the fear of ghosts (Taylor 2008). Most of 
these explanations carry dark undertones of 
superstition and magic, though in a recent study 
of decapitation burials around the Cambridgeshire 
Fen edge, Crerar (2016, 399) has suggested that 
the rite should be ‘viewed as an accepted and 
“normative” aspect of late Romano-British 
funerary customs rather than indicative of social 
exclusion resulting from fear or hostility towards 
the deceased’. Part of the interpretative problem 
results from uncertainty over whether the head 
was removed post-mortem, or was the actual 
cause of death. Most syntheses indicate that a 
post-mortem rite was more typical (see Ch. 7, p. 
283), though Tucker (2015, 164) has recently 
argued through further osteological analysis that 
a much larger proportion of these burials may 

fig. 6.16.  Distribution of sites with decapitated, prone and flexed burials, against a backdrop of all sites with 
inhumation burial. (Note: in the distribution of flexed burials, sites where burials have been described as ‘crouched’ 
have been highlighted)

Decapitated burials Prone burials

Flexed/crouched burials
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have been the result of beheading ante-mortem, 
for example by execution or as sacrifice. 

What is more certain is that decapitation was 
largely restricted to parts of the Central Belt 
region and peripheral areas, a distribution that has 
been previously noted (Harman et al. 1981; 
Philpott 1991; Tucker 2015, 48, fig. 6), and which, 
to some extent, follows the general pattern of late 
Roman burial discussed above. Another certainty 
is that the rite occurred in both rural and urban 
areas, and although traditionally thought to be 
more prevalent in the countryside, recent analysis 
by Tucker (2015, 46) has indicated somewhat less 
of a rural bias. Furthermore, her study has 
indicated major differences between these two 
contexts, with rural decapitated burials showing 
negligible difference from other rural burials in 
terms of sex, age and grave furnishing, while 
urban decapitated burials were suggested as being 
more ‘marginalised’ individuals, for example in 
the relative lack of evidence for coffins and grave 
goods (ibid., 88). Rohnbogner’s analysis of 
palaeopathology in this volume (Ch. 7) has 
indicated, however, that rural decapitated 
individuals in the Central Belt generally displayed 
higher rates of skeletal trauma, enamel hypoplasia 
and caries than other contemporary burials, 
providing some indication that many of the people 
afforded such rites may have been of a lower or 
‘different’ status. 

In terms of chronology, decapitation was clearly 
a late Roman phenomenon, though earlier 
examples are found, with nine recorded from 
seven rural sites dating to the late Iron Age or early 
Roman period (fig. 6.18). One of these, a late 
Iron Age example from Barnetby le Wold, North 
Lincolnshire, was particularly unusual – a 
decapitated mature woman buried face down in a 
shallow grave with her hands and ankles apparently 
tied, and the head placed some metres away in a 
separate pit (Allen and Rylatt 2002). The incidence 
of decapitated burial increases into the mid-
Roman period, though still only represents 2.3 per 
cent of inhumation burials (on the c. 10 per cent 
of sites with burial), including a single example 
within a small informal mixed-rite cemetery in the 
farmstead at Langdale Hale, Cambridgeshire; the 
mature adult was placed prone in a wooden coffin 
with hands behind the back and head placed 
between the lower legs, and a small mid-second to 
mid-third century pottery jar placed near to where 
the head should have been (Evans 2013a, 79). 

During the late Roman period, decapitated 
burials were found on c. 18 per cent of sites with 
burial evidence, though they still only formed 3.7 
per cent of inhumation burials, so it clearly 
remained very much a minority rite. However, 
there is much individual variation, with cemeteries 
(of at least ten excavated burials) from seventeen 
sites having 10 per cent or more decapitated 

fig. 6.17.  Photographs of decapitated, prone and semi-flexed burials from Horcott Quarry, Gloucestershire (Hayden 
et al. 2017) © Oxford Archaeology
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burials, including fifteen (27 per cent of 
inhumations) from Knobbs Farm on the 
Cambridgeshire Fen edge (Evans 2013a, 468–71) 
and ten (45 per cent of inhumations) from the later 
fourth-century cemetery at Melford Meadows, 
Thetford, in Norfolk (Mudd 2002). Such variation 
can also be seen at some urban cemeteries, with, 
for example, 5 decapitations revealed among the 
29 inhumation burials excavated at Little Keep, 
Dorchester, Dorset, this representing 17 per cent 
of the interments, compared with less than 1 per 
cent at the other cemeteries on the periphery of the 
civitas capital (Dinwiddy 2009, 42). 

Alongside decapitation, the interment of 
individuals face down (prone; fig. 6.17) is also 
often associated with negative connotations, this 
being strengthened further when the two rites are 
combined. At Cotswold Community, a complex 
farmstead on the Gloucestershire/Wiltshire 
border, an adult male lay within a ditch away from 
the main cemetery, prone and decapitated, with 
the skull between his legs and hands behind his 
back; isotope analysis suggested he may have 
come from a different background to the rest of 
the community (Powell et al. 2010, 163). The 
wider distribution of the 221 prone burials from 
114 sites recorded in this project is very similar to 
that of decapitated burials, though with somewhat 
more examples from the North-East (fig. 6.16). 

They also occur in similar proportions across 
different site types, but with slightly less emphasis 
on nucleated settlements and with fewer (70 per 
cent) lying within cemeteries. In fact they are far 
more likely to be found as isolated interments than 
decapitated burials (twenty examples compared 
with six, two of which were also prone), and 
previous studies have suggested that individuals 
buried prone may have been socially marginalised 
to some degree (cf. Philpott 1991, 74–5). 

In the current dataset, there are at least 
seventeen sites where excavators have suggested 
that the prone burials were treated in such a way 
as to suggest they occupied the fringes of society, 
including being isolated from the main burial area 
(as with Cotswold Community above), having 
notably fewer grave furnishings, and being treated 
‘irreverently’ in being tipped into graves, pits or 
ditches. At Heybridge in Essex, for example, a 
prone adult female inhumation was found in a 
‘refuse’ pit with the detached arm placed in 
another pit (Atkinson and Preston 2015), while all 
seven prone burials from the cemetery associated 
with a roadside settlement at Dunstable, Central 
Bedfordshire, were found in the enclosure ditch 
alongside animal burials, rather than in separate 
graves in the interior (Matthews 1981). Recent 
excavations of a rural inhumation cemetery at 
Horcott Quarry in Gloucestershire (Hayden et al. 
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2017; see below, p. 251) revealed twelve prone 
burials in the main group (c. 20 per cent of total), 
located around the margins of the site, all with a 
lack of evidence for coffins or grave goods, and 
with isotope analysis suggesting a less protein-rich 
diet. Despite this evidence, it is clear that not all 
prone burials were of marginalised individuals, as 
most are otherwise no different from other burials. 
Indeed, some were relatively well furnished, such 
as at Maddington Farm in Wiltshire, where the 
only prone burial, of an older adult male, was one 
of two out of nine burials with evidence for a 
coffin, and was the only one to have grave goods 
that were not footwear, comprising the skeleton of 
a small dog placed under the torso and a coin of 
a.d. 161–175 placed in the mouth (McKinley and 
Heaton 1996). Some individuals may even have 
been buried prone in error, such as one of the six 
late/post-Roman inhumation burials excavated at 
Hitchin, Hertfordshire, which was found prone 
with a small bronze pin underneath, suggesting 
use of a shroud covering the body (Davies 2005). 
As with decapitated burials, there was probably a 
range of reasons and motivations for burying 
individuals prone, but unlike the former, the rite 
was not primarily a late Roman phenomenon, 
forming 2 to 3 per cent of inhumation burials 
from the late Iron Age to the late Roman period, 
though with a slight increase in incidence over 
time (fig. 6.18). 

The final ‘alternative’ form of inhumation 
burial to have been systematically recorded is that 
of flexed burials. Here, there is a problem with 
conflicting terminologies, explicitly discussed by 
Sprague (2005, 83–102), between terms such as 
crouched, contracted, flexed, semi-flexed and 
others, with the differences usually reflecting the 
degree of contraction of the body, which is 
typically, though not always, laid upon its side 
(fig. 6.17). Because of the inconsistent use of 
such terminology within excavation reports, all 
individuals that have been assigned any of these 
terms have been grouped under the general label 
‘flexed’, although it is appreciated that there may 
have been significant differences between those 
individuals which were tightly crouched, and 
perhaps bound, and those that may be described 
as ‘semi-flexed’. Because of this, the distribution 
of these burials in fig. 6.16 also highlights those 
sites where burials are described in the reports as 
‘crouched’, although these have not been 
systematically verified for consistency.

There is a strong tradition of flexed burial in 
Britain throughout prehistory, so that this must be 
regarded as the ‘normative’ position for articulated 
remains at this time (Whimster 1981, 11; Bradley 
2007, 264). The tradition certainly continued in 
parts of the country into the late Iron Age and 

Roman periods, 722 flexed burials being recorded 
from 241 sites in this project, with notable 
concentrations in areas to the west and north (fig. 
6.16). Over 50 per cent of these dated to the late 
Iron Age or early Roman periods, when they 
accounted for almost 100 per cent of adult 
inhumation burial in places like Dorset and much 
of Yorkshire. In the south-east flexed inhumations 
were far scarcer, particularly during the early 
Roman period – at Pepper Hill cemetery in Kent 
for example, just two flexed burials were observed 
from over 100 early Roman inhumation burials, 
though the poor preservation of bone here may 
have masked further examples (Biddulph 2006). 

From the second century a.d. onwards, the 
majority of all inhumations across the province 
were supine, though there were still 184 examples 
of flexed burials from 88 sites that date to the third 
or fourth centuries a.d. (fig. 6.18). For the most 
part these late Roman flexed burials were 
concentrated in areas to the north and west and 
clearly represented continuing traditions, though 
even here they rarely comprise over 20 to 30 per 
cent of all inhumations on sites at this time. There 
are also perhaps a surprising number of later 
Roman flexed burials from eastern parts of the 
Central Belt region, particularly around 
Cambridgeshire and Bedfordshire, where the 
overall numbers exceed those of the late Iron Age 
to early Roman period. At Ruxox in Central 
Bedfordshire, for instance, there were two flexed 
burials within the late Roman cemetery, though all 
of the four second-century a.d. inhumation burials 
from the same area were supine (Dawson 2004, 
312–13). This calls into question whether such 
flexed burials always represent the continuation of 
longstanding ‘native’ burial traditions or else were 
‘re-introduced’ rites, or perhaps even reflect the 
movement of population from areas where such 
burials were more typical, though this would 
require extensive isotopic analysis to confirm. In 
most cases, late Roman flexed burials remain fairly 
isolated and scattered within settlements and the 
countryside, or else were very minor components 
of larger burial grounds, though there were eight 
examples (12 per cent of burials) from the 
cemeteries at NIAB near Cambridge (Barker and 
Meckseper 2015; see below, p. 245) and thirteen 
examples (16 per cent of burials) from the late 
Roman cemetery at Kempston, Church End, 
Bedford (Dawson 2004, 314–34). 

By the late Roman period, flexed inhumation 
burial, including examples of those described as 
‘crouched’, appears to have become part of the 
wider range of funerary rites employed in the 
Central Belt region, which included prone and 
decapitated burial as well as cremation. Yet for the 
most part these are all still likely to represent 
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selective rites within the wider selective act of 
formal interment, with both of these being 
influenced in part by their surrounding contexts, 
which will now be discussed.

THE CONTEXT OF BURIALS

The countryside of Roman Britain encompassed a 
mosaic of communities inhabiting a variety of 
different settlements. It has already been 
established in Volumes 1 (Smith et al. 2016) and 2 
(Allen et al. 2017), and in this volume, that these 
farmsteads, villas, villages, roadside settlements 
and military vici often evidenced distinctive socio-
economic strategies within their local and regional 
landscapes, as evidenced through variable types 
and quantities of material culture, architecture 
and environmental remains. This section will 
examine how far these strategies extended to the 
treatment of the dead by looking at the context of 
burials. However, before assessing the evidence 
from site contexts in more detail, some 
consideration is given to the organisation of burial, 
notably the differentiation between cemeteries 
and integrated burials.

CEMETERIES AND INTEGRATED BURIAL

Harding (2015, 269) has recently argued that the 
crucial distinction in Iron Age mortuary practice 
was between segregating the dead from the living 
by means of a separate cemetery, or integrating 
them into the community through the occasional 
burial in a pit or field ditch, or by the spread of 
disarticulated bone through settlement and 
landscape features, with the latter being the norm. 
It was further suggested that this situation 
remained until ‘renewed contact with continental 
“urban” fashion in the late pre-Roman Iron Age 
brought about progressive and varying degrees of 
change to more formal cemeteries, notably in the 
south-east of England…’ (idem.). While this may 
have been the case to a large degree, particularly 
in the developing nucleated centres, the more 
integrated mortuary practices of the Iron Age 
continued to be prevalent throughout much of the 
countryside of the Roman province, even into the 
later Roman period. 

Of the 15,579 burials included in this project, 
11,847 (76 per cent) were definitely or probably 
part of a cemetery. Cemeteries are here defined as 
groups of burials that were clearly separated from 
other functional spaces, though in certain cases 
only a few interments may have been excavated, 
with other probable graves being located in close 
vicinity. As discussed below, cemeteries were 
usually sited on the periphery of settlements or in 
open countryside, with over a third of examples 

being at least partially defined by an enclosure; in 
many other instances the full extent of the cemetery 
remains unclear and so the provision of an 
enclosure remains uncertain. The archaeological 
study of cemeteries provides opportunities to 
assess funerary customs both on an individual and 
wider organisational sense, including cemetery 
planning and aspects relating to the duration of 
memory for deceased individuals, i.e. the length of 
time before graves were intercut or disturbed 
(Duday 2009, 93). They may also provide 
information on wider cultural values, perhaps 
relating to sex or age (see Ch. 7) or to the religious 
beliefs of certain sections of the community (e.g. 
ostensibly Christian cemeteries at places like 
Poundbury in Dorset; Sparey-Green 1989). 

Although a high proportion of burials were 
seemingly part of cemeteries, these segregated 
burial grounds were only a feature of 39 per cent 
(n=449) of all 1162 sites with evidence for formal 
interment. For the remaining sites, burials were 
usually found individually or in small, dispersed 
numbers, often within or aligned with settlement 
or outer field ditches, or else in pits, wells, and – 
particularly in the case of infants – within and 
around buildings (cf. Moore 2009). Such contexts 
for burial are not unique to Roman Britain, with, 
for example, increasing numbers of interments 
found isolated or in small groups in among field 
ditches and settlement boundaries in Roman Gaul 
(e.g. Ancel 2012; cf. Pearce 2017, 2–3). As 
Esmonde Cleary has argued (2000, 127), it 
unlikely that these burials were placed at random, 
although of course the rationale behind the choices 
of location remains obscure and were undoubtedly 
manifold. The adult burials in particular clearly 
represent selected individuals from within their 
communities, and may have been buried in specific 
loci in order to reinforce territorial boundaries in 
terms of land tenure and ownership, or for more 
cosmological reasons connected with the 
agricultural cycle (ibid., 138; Chadwick 2010, 432; 
Pearce 2013, 108). Likewise, Moore (2009, 48) 
has suggested that the infants found beneath the 
floors of rooms, around the sides of buildings or 
even incorporated into the walls were the result of 
careful decisions based upon spiritual concerns, 
while Millett and Gowland (2015) have 
demonstrated the careful disposal of infant 
remains within the domestic sphere in a study of 
Roman sites in east Yorkshire. 

The preference for either burying the deceased 
within cemeteries or integrating them within the 
settlement or landscape was not consistent over 
time and place. figure 6.19 displays the 
percentages of burials lying within cemeteries in all 
the landscape zones with over 100 excavated 
interments and with at least 10 records. The 
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proportion of cemetery burials ranges from 96 per 
cent in the Solway Basin in Cumbria, where most 
of the records are from the town at Carlisle or from 
military vici, to just 47 per cent in the Southern 
Magnesian Limestone of Yorkshire, where scattered 
burials are typically found in among farmsteads, 
villages and field systems. The figures from some 
of the landscape zones are somewhat skewed by 
large numbers of burials from one or two 
cemeteries, such as the late to post-Roman example 

at Cannington in the Somerset Levels and Moors 
(Rahtz et al. 2000), and the late Iron Age example 
from Westhampnett in the South Coast Plain and 
Hampshire Lowlands (Fitzpatrick 1997). In both 
of these landscapes, most if not all of the remaining 
records comprise small numbers of dispersed 
burials, though it is possible that the occupants of 
some of the contemporary settlements interred 
their dead within these large rural cemeteries (see 
below, p. 250). 
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The relative prevalence of cemeteries within 
different landscapes is shown in fig. 6.20. Aside 
from the Solway Basin just noted, those landscapes 
with higher percentages of sites with cemeteries lie 
in parts of south-east England, particularly in 
Kent. These not only include the major cemeteries 
associated with roadside settlements such as at 
Ospringe (Whiting et al. 1931) and Pepper Hill 
(Biddulph 2006), but also many smaller cemeteries. 
Some of these had no obvious associated settlement 
(e.g. Cottington Road; Andrews et al. 2009), while 
others were attached to farmsteads (e.g. East Kent 
Access (Zone 20); Andrews et al. 2015), villas (e.g. 
Keston; Philp et al. 1991; 1999) and ironworking 
sites (e.g. Jubilee Corner, Ulcombe; Aldridge 
2005). In stark contrast, 25 of the 28 burial 
records from the Fens landscape of East Anglia 
comprised individuals or small numbers of 
dispersed burials, such as the crouched prone 
female inhumation burial from a Roman roadside 
ditch at King’s Dyke West, Whittlesey, 
Cambridgeshire, which was found not far from the 
disarticulated remains of another adult (Gibson 
and Knight 2002). The rare cemeteries from this 
landscape include 21 cremation and inhumation 
burials from the periphery of a farmstead at 
Prickwillow Road, Ely, Cambridgeshire (Atkins 
and Mudd 2003). This site lay towards the edge of 
the Fens, where a number of further cemeteries 

have been discovered, such as those from Knobbs 
Farm, Somersham, which spanned much of the 
Roman period (Evans 2013a, 464–73). Some of 
the communities within the Fens may have 
purposefully buried their dead, or at least selected 
groups, on the margins of the wetlands, while 
most presumably disposed of them in ways that 
have left little archaeological evidence.

There was not just variability in the extent of 
cemetery use across different landscapes, but also 
over time. Although, as noted above, not all burial 
records could be phased, the evidence from those 
that were indicates a marked increase in the use of 
cemeteries from the late Iron Age into the early 
Roman period, though thereafter the changes 
appear fairly minimal (fig. 6.21a). In terms of the 
overall numbers of phased burials, the proportion 
lying within cemeteries rises from c. 60 per cent in 
the late Iron Age to 76–81 per cent during Roman 
phases (fig. 6.21b). As ever, these chronological 
patterns can vary significantly within different 
parts of the country, as shown by three landscape 
zones with significant burial evidence located 
within the South, East and Central Belt regions 
(fig. 6.22). The Thames and Avon Vales, on the 
western side of the Central Belt, have relatively 
little evidence for formal burial prior to the  
late Roman period, as discussed above, and for  
the most part these are fairly scattered examples. 
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They could, however, be marking locations of 
particular importance, as demonstrated by the two 
second to third century a.d. adult, coffined 
inhumation burials aligned upon the southern 
boundary of a farmstead at Cotswold Community 
south of Cirencester, exactly at the terminus of an 
earlier Iron Age pit alignment (Powell et al. 2010, 
136). The only cemetery of any significant size 
dating to before the late Roman period is the 
recently excavated group of thirteen cremation 
burials from Gill Mill, Oxfordshire, which pre-
dated the major development of the nucleated 
settlement in the second century a.d. (Booth and 
Simmonds 2018). The massive increase in burial 
numbers during the late Roman period in this 
landscape is primarily due to the establishment of 
many large and small cemeteries, though even at 
this time there were still plentiful examples of 
burials integrated within settlements. At Gill Mill, 
for example, there were over 40 burials assigned to 
the mid- to late Roman period that were found 
individually or in small clusters (2–6 burials) 
dispersed throughout the settlement rather than in 
any discrete cemetery areas (ibid.). 

In both the North Kent Plain and East Anglian 
Plain (incorporating parts of Norfolk, Suffolk, 
Essex and Hertfordshire), cemeteries appear 

relatively well established by at least the late Iron 
Age/early Roman period (fig. 6.22). In the former 
landscape, this continued through to the later 
Roman period, with almost the entire late Roman 
burial contingent deriving from seven cemeteries, 
including over 230 inhumation burials from East 
Hill, Dartford, probably associated with a roadside 
settlement (Herbert 2011; Trevarthen 2015), and 
55 inhumation burials excavated along the marshy 
coastline at Rosecourt Farm, Isle of Grain (Philp 
2010). This was a period when both settlement 
and burial numbers had undergone a significant 
decline in this landscape (see fig. 6.5 above), 
though interment of the deceased within organised 
cemeteries was clearly still important for many 
communities. In the East Anglian Plain, the 
percentage of burials found within cemeteries 
decreases marginally during the late Roman 
period, due to both the decreased size of cemeteries 
around certain nucleated settlements (notably 
Braughing, Herts), and a slight increase in 
dispersed burials around particular farmsteads, 
such as the two inhumation graves aligned on 
ditch boundaries in the farmstead at Elsenham 
Quarry, Essex (Hammond and Preston 2010).

If the provision of cemeteries can generally be 
seen to have increased over time, this does not 
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necessarily mean that such burial grounds became 
a constant feature at settlements. Even accounting 
for the often poor chronological resolution, in the 
majority of cases the duration of use of the 
cemetery does not match that of any associated 
settlement, often being utilised for a relatively 
brief period only. A farmstead at Water End East, 
Central Bedfordshire, for instance, was occupied 
from the late Iron Age to the fourth century a.d., 
yet the only associated cemetery, comprising a 
group of fifteen cremation burials and two infant 
burials, dated to the second century (Timby et al. 
2007b, 123). Quite what happened to the dead 
before or after the period of the cemetery remains 
uncertain (see discussion of unburied dead below, 
p. 275).

To conclude, one of the major factors in 
determining the extent of cemetery use in any 
given landscape is the site context. Burial evidence 
from farmsteads and villas, for example, tends to 

be more dispersed within and around the 
settlement than at larger, nucleated settlements, 
where interment within cemeteries is far more 
common. Thus, landscapes with large numbers of 
excavated roadside settlements, such as those in 
parts of the East, Central Belt and South regions, 
tend to have high proportions of cemetery burials. 
There is still, however, significant variation in the 
quantity and nature of the burial evidence, both 
between and within different site types.

SITE CONTEXTS FOR BURIAL

figure 6.23 and table 6.3 show how the 15,579 
excavated burials recorded in this project break 
down by site context, while fig. 6.24 maps the 
distribution of the main site types with burials 
across England and Wales. There are clearly 
significant differences in the burial records from 
each of these contexts, influenced by a multitude of 
factors; the evidence will now be assessed in turn.
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fig. 6.23.  Proportions of total number of burials (n=15,579) by site type

table 6.3: summary of burials from different site types 
(*defended small towns, roadside settlements and villages)

Site type No. sites No. of Mean no. of Cremation Inhumation  No.  
 with burials burials burials burials  burials  cemeteries 
   per record

Farmstead (all) 520 3237 5.22 1114 2126 141
Farmstead (complex) 123 1510 12.2 515 996 47
Farmstead (enclosed) 95 481 5.1 158 324 20
Rural 284 3358 11.11 940 2370 125
Nucleated* 165 6662 19.14 2187 4222 170
Villa 106 1326 10.77 164 1160 36
Military vicus 38 572 14.3 445 127 18
Religious 20 191 8.3 39 149 2
Industry 17 126 7.66 21 105 1
Hillfort/oppidum 12 107 8.23 15 92 2
Total 1162 15579  4925 10351 481
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Nucleated settlements: defended towns, 
roadside settlements and villages

By far the greatest proportion (43 per cent) of 
excavated burials derive from 165 nucleated 
settlements within central, eastern and southern 
Britain, comprising 34 villages, 111 roadside 
settlements and 20 defended ‘small towns’, these 
accounting for 57, 60 and 83 per cent of the total 
numbers of their respective site types included in 
the project. As larger population centres, it is 
perhaps unsurprising that these would attract the 
most evidence for burial, which of course correlates 
with the large numbers of burials found in 
cemeteries around certain of the major towns of 
Roman Britain (Pearce 2015, 138).

Over 94 per cent of burials from these nucleated 
settlements derived from cemeteries, which 
inevitably lay on the peripheries of the occupied 
area, although occasionally some distance further 
away, such as the mixed-rite cemetery of at least 
57 burials situated at a road junction on the line of 
Ryknield Street, 0.5 km to the south-east of the 
defended small town at Wall in Staffordshire 
(Letocetum; McKinley 2008). The town had 
another cemetery located in much closer proximity, 

and it remains uncertain if the Ryknield Street 
burials were exclusively associated with this 
settlement, or encompassed a wider community; 
the almost complete lack of burial evidence from 
elsewhere in the region may suggest the former, 
with the cemetery representing in effect an ‘alien’ 
funerary rite, which was quite divergent from local 
traditions (cf. Booth 2017). Three other major 
cemeteries that also seem to have been located 
some distance from their presumed associated 
roadside settlements all lay along Watling Street in 
Kent, at Springhead/Pepper Hill, Dartford and 
Ospringe; the extensive cemetery at Pepper Hill 
lay c. 1 km south of the town/religious complex at 
Springhead, with a road leading towards it 
(Biddulph 2006; see Ch. 5, fig. 5.36). Such 
distances may suggest the existence of funerary 
processions leading from the settlement, and has 
some resonance with the temple complexes sited 
outside towns such as London, Verulamium, 
Caistor and Great Chesterford noted in Chapter 
5, which may also have involved processional 
routes (cf. Esmonde Cleary 2005). 

Many nucleated settlements had a number of 
cemeteries around their periphery, often aligned 
upon roads, in a similar situation to larger urban 

fig. 6.24.  Distribution of burials by site type
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centres, with at least some having funerary 
monuments probably used by the civic elite in a 
form of competitive self-representation (Pearce 
2014b), such as the mausolea at Water Newton, 
Cambs, Great Bulmore in Newport, and Derby 
racecourse (also note the elaborate sculpture from 
the roadside settlement at Stanwick, which may 
have derived from a funerary monument; Crosby 
and Muldowney 2011). The considerable number 
of burials in various cemeteries around Baldock in 
Hertfordshire has already been noted, and the 
nearby roadside settlement at Braughing also has 
evidence for many different cemetery groups lying 
on the periphery of the occupied area, including 
three areas of cremation burial (245 in total) and 
two of inhumation burial (64 in total) recently 
excavated along the Roman roadside at Buntingford 
Road (Anderson et al. 2013). At Great Chesterford 
in Essex, cemeteries more or less encircled the 
town, covering approximately 39 ha and overlapping 
with areas of extra-mural settlement (fig. 6.25; 
Medlycott 2011, 94–103). In all of these cases and 
certain others, it is possible to speculate that a 
sizeable proportion of the settlement’s population 
may have been interred in the outlying cemeteries, 

some people perhaps belonging to funerary guilds, 
as suggested by a graffito from a ceramic beaker 
within a grave in a roadside settlement cemetery at 
Dunstable, Central Bedfordshire, recording a gift 
possibly made on behalf of a guild to a deceased 
member (RIB II.8.2503, 114; Hassall 1981, 46). 
In other places such speculation about the 
relationship between cemeteries and settlement 
population is more difficult to sustain, largely 
because relatively small-scale excavation has 
revealed only limited numbers of burials. At Elms 
Farm, Heybridge in Essex, however, the overall 
number of burials remains low despite large-scale 
excavations (Atkinson and Preston 2015, 125–6). 
Twenty cremation burials were found scattered 
around the fields and outer enclosures of the 
nucleated settlement during the early Roman 
period, and, though a small group of 7–8 cremation 
graves dating to the mid-Roman period hints at 
more formal cemetery arrangements, there is 
nothing to indicate that such interment was a 
‘typical’ funerary rite of the resident population. 
There may, of course, have been a cemetery 
located some distance away from the settlement, as 
demonstrated for other examples above. 

fig. 6.25.  Plan of cemeteries around Great Chesterford (Medlycott 2011)
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One of the major distinctions within cemeteries 
attached to defended small towns and roadside 
settlements in particular is between the large, 
organised cemeteries that may have had some 
civic or communal management, and the much 
smaller graveyard groups, often termed ‘family 
plots’ or ‘backland’ burials (Esmonde Cleary 
2000, 129). The former are more akin to the major 
cemeteries attached to many of the larger Romano-
British towns, mostly dating to the later Roman 
period, though they appear to be relatively rare 
except for certain settlements in south-east 
England. To a certain extent this may be following 
a wider geographic trend, as late Roman managed 
cemeteries are also apparently absent from the 
most westerly major towns – Exeter, Caerwent 
and Carmarthen. 

At some of both the larger and smaller towns in 
the south-east of the province, such as Great 
Chesterford in Essex or Canterbury in Kent, there 
was clearly a mix of large, ‘managed’ cemeteries 
with burials laid out in neat rows, and smaller, 

more irregular, burial groups (Medlycott 2011, 
99; Weekes 2011, 29–30; cf. Pearce 2015, 143). 
More typically, these irregular ‘family plots’ are 
the only evidence we have for grouped burial, 
particularly at roadside settlements, such as at 
Higham Ferrers in Northamptonshire (fig. 6.26). 
Here, there were a number of burial groups 
located in or adjacent to inner field boundary 
ditches on the periphery of the settlement, with 
some spatial patterns noted based on age and sex 
(Lawrence and Smith 2009). These small 
‘backland’ groups blur the boundary between the 
larger, separate, formal cemeteries and the more 
integrated burials within and around the 
settlement; they would seem to have been 
deliberately placed in specific burial zones, but at 
the same time they were clearly referencing the 
‘living’ areas of the settlement. 

For the most part, these small ‘family’ burial 
plots still tend to lie at the edges of nucleated 
settlements, although there are plentiful examples 
of individual burials being located both inside and 
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fig. 6.26.  Plan of roadside settlement at Higham Ferrers, Northants, showing location of the ‘backland’ burial plots 
(Lawrence and Smith 2009)
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outside the settlement core. Despite a large 
proportion of these comprising neonatal burials, 
there are at least 70 roadside settlements and 
defended small towns where individual adult 
burials have been found dispersed outside 
cemetery contexts, although this does appear 
somewhat less common in examples of the latter 
site type. Many of these settlements also have 
evidence for more formal cemeteries, but 
excavations in Baldock, for example, revealed a 
number of adult inhumations in addition to those 
in the cemeteries, including four placed in wells 
and others in ditches and seemingly purpose-dug 
graves (Stead and Rigby 1986). 

Many of the non-cemetery burials within 
nucleated settlements seem to have been formal 
interments, such as the isolated decapitated adult 
female burial accompanied by a neonate, both 
lying within the same wooden stone-packed coffin 
within the roadside settlement at Shepton Mallet 
(Leach and Evans 2001). Some, however, were 
almost certainly not, one example being the adult 
male inhumation found within a roadside ditch at 
Hockwold, Norfolk; here, the body appears to 
have been left exposed and was covered with 
alluvium from flooding episodes (Salway 1967). 
Others are more equivocal, such as the inhumation 
burial of a young woman wearing an anklet, finger 
ring and necklace of jet beads found within a 
system of gullies and soakways outside a bathhouse 
within the town at Brampton, Norfolk (Knowles 
1977). Questions over the ‘formality’ of burial are 
also raised from excavations at Dunstable, Central 
Bedfordshire, where eighteen skeletons (including 
two infants) were found within four wells adjacent 
to a defined cemetery on the periphery of the 
roadside settlement (Matthews 1981). The factors 
that led to their final disposal in this environment 
rather in the cemetery proper remain unknown, 
but could have been linked to social status.

Overall, the evidence suggests that, while burial 
outside cemetery contexts in nucleated settlements 
may not have been particularly common in terms 
of absolute numbers, it was nevertheless fairly 
widespread, at least within roadside settlements. 
Such burials have been thought to represent a 
‘decline of standards’ within settlements that may 
have been contracting (Burnham and Wacher 
1990, 31), perhaps indicating a breakdown of 
societal rules. However, in most cases there is no 
explicit evidence that these settlements were in 
decline; instead, such practices are more likely to 
represent an extension of the wider phenomena of 
integrated burial seen in many of the smaller 
farming settlements across the province, and are 
essentially a continuation of pre-Roman traditions. 
Crucially, there does not appear to be any 
noticeable and consistent difference in status 

between burials within and outside defined 
cemeteries – the integrated burials would not 
appear to have been outcasts, excluded from the 
main burial ground(s).

Burial evidence from the 34 nucleated 
settlements defined as villages – aggregated 
agricultural communities located away from the 
main Roman road network (Allen and Smith 2016, 
41–2) – lies somewhere between that of the 
roadside settlements and that of the larger 
farmsteads. Only thirteen of these villages (38 per 
cent) had evidence for defined cemeteries, 
compared with 62 per cent of roadside settlements 
and almost all the defended small towns. In all 
other cases, burials were more dispersed within and 
around the settlement, such as at Wattle Syke in 
West Yorkshire, where fourteen neonates, one 
juvenile and twelve adult burials of late Roman 
date were found among a group of cellared buildings 
that appear to have been used for agricultural and 
craftworking activities (Martin et al. 2013).

Nevertheless, in some villages there were clearly 
separate areas for burials, with five cemeteries of 
Roman date being revealed in the substantial 
settlement at Mucking, Essex, ranging from 12 to 
over 70 graves; a further 16 burials were spread 
throughout the site (Lucy and Evans 2016; fig. 
6.27). Most of the cemeteries lay on the periphery 
of the settlement, though one (Cemetery II) was 
positioned within the main domestic enclosure, 
sub-divided by a ditched boundary and comprising 
11 inhumation burials, 14 cremation burials, and 
what may have been the remains of a ritual feast 
(epulum), probably for commemoration of the 
dead (ibid., 324). Many of the graves in this 
cemetery were relatively well furnished compared 
with other burials on the site, possibly reflecting 
the higher social status of those afforded burial 
near to the heart of the settlement. The remaining 
cemeteries are believed to have been reserved for 
different family or household groups, perhaps of 
varying status within the community (ibid., 430). 

The variety of burial practice within village 
settlements is further illustrated by the site at 
Amesbury in the chalk downlands of Wiltshire, 
where a late Roman settlement covering over 10 
ha was associated with an area of burials lying c. 
500 m to the south (Dagless et al. 2003; Gibson 
and Manning 2005; Wessex Archaeology 2008a; 
fig. 6.28). The settlement itself included a number 
of infant burials, while the southern burial zone 
comprised four separate cemetery groups and a 
number of isolated burials, totalling over 100 
inhumations and 12 cremations. Most of the dated 
burials belonged to the later fourth century a.d., 
some time after the establishment of the settlement 
in the later third century, suggesting some impetus 
had arisen to stimulate major changes in funerary 
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Figure 6.27 Plan of cemeteries and isolated burials within village settlement of Mucking, Essex (Lucy and 
Evans 2016)
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fig. 6.27.  Plan of cemeteries and isolated burials within village settlement of Mucking, Essex (Lucy and Evans 2016)
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practice at this time. As with Mucking, the 
different cemetery groups had distinct 
characteristics, with the largest (Cemetery III) 
comprising sixteen relatively well-furnished north–
south coffined-inhumation burials within a ditched 
enclosure, and with a further 31 burials inserted 
into a later Bronze Age ditch, these mostly without 
coffins and with fewer grave goods. Together with 
the much higher percentage of males in the ditch 
(61 per cent) than in the enclosure (31 per cent), 
this suggests some degree of segregation based on 
sex and/or social status.

The general lack of uniformity of the Mucking 
and Amesbury burials, in terms of context, burial 
rites and furnishing, reflects the situation at many 
other villages, and indeed roadside settlements, 
and can be regarded as the norm for most rural 
sites. It is in contrast to most defended small 
towns and certainly the larger Roman towns, 
where there is more evidence for some level of 
municipal control, at least during the later Roman 
period (e.g. Winchester; Booth et al. 2010, 470; 
Ottaway et al. 2012, 367–8). However, even within 
these late Roman urban cemeteries there can be 
considerable heterogeneity within the burial rites, 
as recent excavations at Little Keep, Dorchester 
(Dorset), have revealed; here, of the 29 inhumation 
burials excavated, only 38 per cent were supine 

and extended, the remainder being a mixture of 
prone and flexed, with a high proportion of 
decapitated burials (Dinwiddy 2009). 

Military vici

Thirty-five of the military vici to the north and 
west of the province had some evidence for 
associated burial, representing 66 per cent of all 
the vici included in this project. In all areas these 
largely comprised cremation burials (78 per cent 
of the 572 burials), in part because of the 
chronologies of the associated settlements, most 
being dated early to mid-Roman, and also because 
of the poor survival of skeletal material, which 
may have led to fewer inhumation burials being 
detected. In many cases, inhumation burial is only 
indicated by grave-shaped pits, some with possible 
grave goods, while examples of stone-lined cist 
graves with no or minimal skeletal material have 
been found associated with at least seven vici, 
including seven graves revealed in recent 
excavations by the University of Newcastle at 
Maryport in Cumbria (Current Arch. 2014). 
Despite the evident existence of inhumation 
burial, it would seem that, for the most part, 
cremation burial remained the dominant rite at 
military vici through into the late Roman period, 
suggesting an inherent conservatism with regard 
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fig. 6.28.  Plan of cemeteries and isolated burials c. 500 m south of Roman village settlement at Amesbury, Wiltshire 
(Gibson and Manning 2005)
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to funerary customs, perhaps congruent with the 
apparent lack of burial tradition in the surrounding 
native communities.

In fourteen cases the burials were clearly part of 
cemeteries, typically lying just beyond the vicus, 
300–500 m from the fort. The largest and best-
studied of these cemeteries is that at Brougham in 
Cumbria, located on a hilltop east of the fort and 
vicus (Cool 2004). Over 140 burials were excavated, 
mostly cremation burials of third-century date, 
with evidence of at least two funerary monuments 
of likely tower form. The cemetery was clearly well 
ordered, with minimal evidence for intercutting 
graves, and some indication that the funerary 
rituals were dictated by the age and sex of the 
deceased (ibid., 460–1). As with all military vici, it 
is likely that this cemetery was used primarily by 
the soldiers and their families, and in this case it 
was suggested that the buried were associated with 
an army unit that had been transferred from the 
Danubian region (ibid., 464). The 29 inscribed 
tombstones from the site suggest a mix of 
foreigners and native British (Fitzpatrick 2004).

Other excavated vicus cemeteries in the north of 
England include those at Healam Bridge in North 
Yorkshire (Ambrey et al. 2011), Doncaster in 
South Yorkshire (Davies 2013), Lanchester in 
County Durham (Turner 1990), and Low 
Borrowbridge in Cumbria (Hair and Howard-
Davis 1996). There are further cemeteries of 
varying sizes associated with the vici along the line 
of Hadrian’s Wall and the Stanegate, though few of 
these have been investigated; perhaps the best 
known is at Birdoswald, where a number of 
cremation burials spanning the mid- to late Roman 
period (and cist graves of probable fifth-century 
inhumation burials) have been excavated (Hodgson 
2009, 127–31; Wilmott 2010). Military cemeteries 
may also exist elsewhere in the region, as indicated 
by a small cemetery at Scorton near the banks of 
the River Swale, just north of the walled ‘small 
town’ of Catterick, North Yorkshire. This comprised 
fifteen mid- to late Roman inhumation burials, 
almost exclusively male, with a large proportion 
buried with crossbow brooches and belt fittings; 
isotope analysis from nine individuals indicated 
non-British origins, and it was suggested they may 
have been members of the late Roman field army 
(comitatenses) (Eckardt et al. 2015). 

No major cemeteries have yet been 
comprehensively excavated in any of the military 
vici in Wales, although they are known or suspected 
around a number of sites, such as the cremation 
cemetery observed in 1961 south-east of the fort 
and vicus at Llanfair-ar-y-Bryn, Llandovery, in 
Carmarthenshire (Dyfed HER PRN 4087). A 
somewhat isolated and exposed Roman fort at 
Tomen-y-Mur, Gwynedd, had two associated 

barrow cemeteries lining two of the roads leading 
from its north-east and south-east gates, 
respectively; the mounds are assumed to have 
covered cremation graves on the basis of parallels 
with similar examples elsewhere (e.g. High 
Rochester fort, Northumberland; Charlton and 
Mitcheson 1984), although they have yet to be 
fully investigated (Pollock 2006, 35). A 
phenomenon observed by Pollock (ibid., 99) with 
regard to burial associated with military sites in 
Wales is that there was a tendency for burials to be 
placed close to, or within, forts once the army had 
been reduced in strength or moved on, as seen at 
Usk, Monmouthshire, and Caerleon, Newport. It 
was suggested that this may have been either 
because people wished to be affiliated with visible 
Roman culture, or else it was a way to reinstate 
their rights to territory (ibid.). 

The burials associated with military vici were 
not all found in large, ordered cemeteries. There 
were many examples of the smaller ‘family plots’ 
of the type observed in non-military nucleated 
settlements further south and discussed above. At 
Healam Bridge, North Yorkshire, there were a 
number of small, separate cemeteries, as well as 
individual burials, mostly lying on the fringes of 
the vicus settlement (Ambrey et al. 2011). A range 
of ages and sexes indicates probable family groups, 
though one cemetery comprised a single adult, an 
adolescent, and eight neonate burials, suggesting a 
more segregated approach. Individual burials have 
been recorded within fifteen of the vicus 
settlements, some possibly parts of larger 
cemeteries, but others demonstrably not so, such 
as the urned cremation of an adult female, which 
had been placed in a backfilled trench adjacent to 
the stone colonnade of a building within the vicus 
at Manchester (Gregory 2007). It is possible that 
some of the individual burials were not ‘formal’ 
interments, but the remains of people disposed of 
by foul play, as graphically demonstrated by  
the two adult ‘murder victims’ found during the 
1930s, sealed beneath clay in the back room of  
a building in the vicus at Housesteads Roman  
fort on Hadrian’s Wall, one of which had the 
remains of a knife in his ribs (Birley and Keeney 
1935, 236).

Ultimately, aside from the much greater 
propensity for, and longevity of, cremation burial, 
funerary practices within military vici seem just as 
varied as in other nucleated settlements, possibly 
reflecting the diverse range of cultures found 
within these military outposts (Haynes 1999; 
James 2001). Nevertheless, the distinctive nature 
of these communities is highlighted by the complete 
contrast in funerary customs with those of 
settlements of the surrounding countryside, where 
evidence for any form of burial is extremely rare.
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Farmsteads

Out of a total population for Roman Britain that 
may be somewhere in the order of two to three 
million, it is estimated that 80–90 per cent of 
people lived in the countryside (Mattingly 2006, 
356; Smith and Fulford 2016, 416), with most 
inhabiting a dense network of relatively small 
farmsteads. Despite this, only 28 per cent of the 
excavated farmsteads included in this project have 
any evidence for burial, these accounting for 21 
per cent of the total number of interments (see 
fig. 6.23). The 3237 burials from 520 farmsteads 
are concentrated firmly in central, southern and 
north-eastern parts of the Roman province, with 
very few from the north and west, or in much of 
eastern England, partly for reasons of preservation 
and different levels of development-led excavation, 
but also probably owing to cultural factors (cf. 
fig. 6.24). As with the general chronological 
pattern (cf. fig. 6.3), there is an increase in the 
numbers of recorded burials at farmsteads over 
time, from 216 at 69 sites in the late Iron Age to 
1155 at 172 sites during the later Roman period, 
this proliferation being most visible in the 
farmsteads of the Central Belt. 

When analysed in terms of the broad types of 
farmstead, major differences are observed, with 
only 18 per cent of enclosed farmsteads having 
associated burials, compared with 50 per cent of 
complex farmsteads (table 6.3). This divergence 
is probably largely the result of the chronological 

and geographic factors just highlighted, with 
complex farmsteads being more prevalent during 
the mid- to late Roman period, particularly in the 
river valleys of the Central Belt (Smith 2016d, 
153). The proportion of these farmsteads (c. 38 
per cent) with evidence for burials in cemeteries is 
similar to that of villages discussed above, with 
both types of settlement characterised by the 
presence of defined functional zones, which clearly 
often included burial. As with nucleated 
settlements, such cemeteries are typically located 
on the periphery of the main occupied area, 
though they could still be relatively well integrated, 
as at Yaxley, Peterborough, located on ground 
overlooking the Fenland (Brown 2008; Phillips 
2014). Here, 23 inhumation burials were revealed 
along the western side of the mid-Roman 
settlement enclosure (fig. 6.29). The burials 
formed two distinct groups, with the northern 
group interred either side of the settlement 
boundary and the southern group all positioned 
inside and along the settlement boundary; another 
isolated burial lay to the south (Brown 2008, 17). 
At other farmsteads, the cemetery was a little 
further removed, though often located adjacent to 
or visible from one of the routes into the settlement, 
such as at Vicar’s Farm, west of Cambridge (Lucas 
2001). Excavations at this site revealed a small 
early Roman cremation cemetery of eight graves 
on the northern periphery of the main settlement, 
which went out of use by the end of the second 
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fig. 6.29.  Plan of mid- to late Roman phase of the complex farmstead at Yaxley, Peterborough, showing location of 
burials (Brown 2008; Phillips 2014)
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century a.d. At about the same time, a single 
cremation urn was interred c. 100 m to the south 
of the farmstead, and this became the focus for a 
subsequent late Roman enclosed inhumation 
cemetery of 29 graves, positioned at the corner of 
a new trackway into the settlement (fig. 6.30). 
The cemetery appears to have been an integral 
part of the radical changes occurring to the main 
settlement during this period, and similar 
correlations are found elsewhere; at Claydon Pike 
in Gloucestershire, for example, a small inhumation 
cemetery came into existence at approximately the 
same time as a complete transformation of the 
farmstead, lying c. 100 m to the east, at the start 
of the fourth century a.d. (Miles et al. 2007, 184). 

 The cemeteries at Yaxley and Vicar’s Farm were 
relatively large in comparison to most of those 
associated with complex farmsteads, where the 
number of graves is typically around eight to 
twelve. Nevertheless, there are ten farmsteads 
included within the project database with 
cemeteries of 30 or more graves, including a group 
of 7 inhumations and 55 urned cremations from 
Rectory Field, Godmanchester, in Cambridgeshire, 
all apparently dating to the second century a.d., 
with minimal evidence for funerary activity after 
this date (Lyons 2014). At Broughton Manor 
Farm in Milton Keynes there was an extensive late 
Iron Age to early Roman (c. a.d. 10 to 150) 
cremation cemetery of 44 graves containing 53 to 
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fig. 6.30.  Plan of late Roman phase of complex farmstead at Vicar’s Farm, Cambridge, showing location of burials 
(Lucas 2001)
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55 individuals mostly grouped within distinct 
enclosures to the south-west of the main farmstead 
(Atkins et al. 2014). Despite the fact that the 
settlement continued in use into the late Roman 
period, albeit somewhat reduced in size, there was 
minimal evidence for burial at this time, this 
comprising a single adult inhumation burial found 
in the former cremation cemetery area (ibid.). It is 
possible that later Roman cemeteries existed 
outside the excavated areas at both Rectory Field 
and Broughton Manor Farm, with the dead 
perhaps being interred within communal rural 
burial grounds (see below, p. 250). However, it is 
also possible that funerary rituals at these sites 
changed from predominantly cremation burial 
during the earlier Roman period to other practices 
that left little archaeological trace during the third 
and fourth centuries a.d. This is somewhat at odds 
with the wider chronological patterns of the 
Central Belt region highlighted above, where 
inhumation burial had become the dominant rite 
by the late Roman period. However, in the case of 
Broughton at least, it appears more attuned with 
local patterns of burial, as later Roman burial of 
any kind appears relatively uncommon in rural 
contexts in the Milton Keynes area (ibid., 366).

Among the largest number of burials excavated 
from any Romano-British farmstead is that 
recently revealed at NIAB, Huntingdon Road, c. 
1.4 km north-west of Roman Cambridge (Barker 
and Meckseper 2015; fig. 6.31). Two areas of 
settlement were identified over 400 m apart, 
linked by a trackway, and both contained burials. 
The southern settlement contained a small 
second-century a.d. cremation cemetery of six 
graves, and three larger mid- to late Roman 
inhumation cemeteries contained within 
enclosures, of 27, 12 and 11 graves, with a few 
other isolated burials outside of these contexts. No 
cemeteries were found in the northern settlement, 
but most of the north-western enclosures contained 
one or two inhumation burials, situated close to 
the outer boundaries. The differences between the 
two sites may relate to size, with the southern 
enclosures thought to represent only the north-
western periphery of a larger settlement, possibly 
even a nucleated village (ibid.). If population size 
was not the main factor, then the differences may 
reflect diversity in cultural attitudes to disposal of 
the dead, even within settlements in very close 
proximity.

Most of the relatively small number of enclosed 
farmsteads with evidence for burials contained 
comparatively few interments, with an average of 
5.1 burials per record as opposed to 12.2 at 
complex farmsteads (see table 6.3). Modest-
sized cemeteries were found at twenty enclosed 
farmsteads, fifteen of which dated to the late Iron 

Age or early Roman period, including one of the 
largest groups at Boxfield Farm, Hertfordshire, 
where 25 early Roman cremation graves lay to the 
north of the settlement (Going and Hunn 1999). 
The decline in the numbers of enclosed farmsteads 
over time in the Central Belt and South regions, 
and the paucity of any burial evidence further 
north and west where such settlements persisted, 
together account for the generally poor burial 
record from such contexts.

In the majority of all farmstead types with 
evidence for burial, the interments lay not in 
defined cemeteries, but individually or in small 
numbers spread throughout the settlement, usually 
aligned upon ditches, as shown with the northern 
settlement at NIAB, Cambridge (see fig. 6.31). 
Whereas cemeteries typically contained largely 
adult burials, the integrated interments were far 
more mixed, with 31 per cent of the 1225 aged 
burials comprising neonates or infants, and just 
under 10 per cent being aged as adolescent. At 
Burnby Lane, Hayton, at the foot of the Yorkshire 
Wolds, a long-lived late Iron Age to Romano-
British farmstead contained 41 neonate/infant and 
9 adult burials belonging to the different phases 
and spread throughout the settlement (Halkon et 
al. 2015). The infant burials at Hayton were 
specifically placed next to features and walls, and 
some were thought to have been part of ‘structured 
deposits’ (see Ch. 5), such as the infant found in 
the fill of a late Roman ditch alongside pottery, an 
immature sheep and a piglet. It has been suggested 
that such careful deposition here and elsewhere 
was due to the ‘consistent desire to maintain a 
physical and symbolic connection between the 
mother (or family) and infant’ (Millett and 
Gowland 2015, 185).

Despite the relatively high incidence of neonatal 
burials found integrated within and around 
farmsteads, they are still far outnumbered by adult 
burials in such contexts; 324 farmsteads (62 per 
cent of all site types with burials) only have 
evidence for such adult interments, either within 
the settlement or more typically dispersed around 
the periphery, the majority of these with just one 
or two burials. As with nucleated settlements, 
most of the integrated burials from farmsteads 
were probably positioned with great care, some at 
the junction of ditches (e.g. a cremation burial 
from Chapel Farm, Wiltshire; Ford et al. 2016), 
others around the entrances to settlement 
enclosures (e.g. adult female and child inhumations 
at Coygan Camp, Carmarthenshire; Wainright 
1967), but most often aligned upon settlement or 
inner field boundaries, much the same as with the 
larger groups of burials.

The individuals chosen for such burial may well 
have held some special significance among the 
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fig. 6.31.  Plan of complex farmsteads at NIAB, Huntingdon Road, Cambridge, showing location of burials (Barker 
and Meckseper 2015)
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occupants of the settlement, as seemingly only a 
few farmstead communities formally buried their 
deceased as ‘normal’ practice. Indeed, in most 
areas it is those farmsteads that do have more 
extensive burial evidence that are marked out as 
special or unusual in some way. As discussed 
above, these are more often complex farmsteads, 
which may have had larger resident populations, 
and, perhaps more importantly, appear to be 
better integrated within the social and economic 
fabric of the Roman province (Smith and Fulford 
2016, 394). As discussed by Brindle in Chapter 2, 
the greater connectivity of these farmsteads 
undoubtedly led to more opportunities for social 
interaction at a larger scale than was the case at 
other types of farmstead, and particularly with 
communities residing in roadside settlements. It 
may have been this greater social stimulus that led 
to changes in funerary customs, with cemeteries 
placed in visible locations around the settlement, 
perhaps as part of wider mechanisms employed to 
enhance social standing.

Villas

Villas are only marginally more likely to have 
associated burials than farmsteads, being recorded 
at 33 per cent of such sites, though in part this is 
because of the historical emphasis of archaeological 

investigation on the main villa building rather than 
the outlying complex, where cemeteries and other 
dispersed burials are more likely to be located. 
This may also at least partly explain the relatively 
strong association of neonatal burials with villas 
(54 per cent of the 825 aged burials), these being 
more often found within the settlement core than 
in defined cemeteries on the periphery, as 
discussed above in relation to farmsteads (see also 
Ch. 7). Nevertheless, there are still many examples 
of cemeteries attached to villa complexes, some 
with multiple groups of burials, probably relating 
to different social/economic groups, as has been 
suggested in the case of certain nucleated settle-
ments and complex farmsteads discussed above. 
At Roughground Farm in the Gloucestershire 
Upper Thames Valley, a large villa complex/estate 
centre had three small groups of late Roman 
inhumation burials located on the fringes of the 
settlement alongside other more dispersed burials; 
the only example from near to the villa building 
itself was a single adult female inhumation in a 
grave cut through the courtyard gravel (Allen et al. 
1993; fig. 6.32).

Larger cemeteries were noted in association 
with some villas, with, for example, 55 inhumation 
graves of late fourth century date found east of a 
probable villa at Bletsoe, Bedford (Dawson 1994). 

fig. 6.32.  Plan of wider villa estate at Roughground Farm, Gloucestershire, showing location of burials (Allen et al. 
1993)
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These were nearly all adults, and they avoided an 
earlier group of infant burials from the same area. 
A similarly late burial ground of 72 inhumation 
graves at Watersmeet, Cambridgeshire, was 
thought to relate to a villa lying 200 m to the east; 
its full extent was not revealed but there appears 
to have been little of the organisation witnessed at 
many of the larger contemporary urban cemeteries 
(Nicholson 2006b). The largest known villa 
cemetery is at Litlington in Cambridgeshire, 
where 80 cremation burials and 250 inhumation 
burials were revealed by antiquarian excavations 
in 1821, and very limited recent Time Team 
evaluation (Wessex Archaeology 2010). The 
burials lay within a walled enclosure 350 m south-
east of the villa, though few details are known of 
the site, except for the existence of possible in situ 
pyres and a buttressed mausoleum containing a 
stone sarcophagus, which lay to the north of the 
enclosure.

These larger cemeteries probably encompassed 
a range of different workers and their families 
from the villa estate, but there is also evidence for 
more segregated burial grounds. The most obvious 
are the infant cemeteries of varying sizes found 
associated with a small number of villas such as 
Barton Court Farm, Oxfordshire (Miles 1986), 
Marshfield in South Gloucestershire (Blockley 
1985), Bucknowle in Dorset (Light and Ellis 
2009) and Yewden in Buckinghamshire (Eyers 
2011; Mays and Eyers 2011). A total of 97 
perinatal infant burials were found during 
excavations at the last site, nearly all in individual 
graves confined to an area just north of the main 
villa buildings. These have traditionally been 
interpreted as the victims of infanticide, either the 
unwanted children of estate workers, or even of 
prostitutes in one interpretation of Yewden as a 
brothel (Cocks 1921, 150; Eyers 2011, 278). Such 
interpretations have been critiqued (Scott 1999, 
110), as has the very idea that infanticide was 
particularly widespread in the Roman world, with 
Gowland et al. (2014) arguing that it was the 
abandonment of unwanted infants (i.e. removal 
and exposure) that was more common, but that 
this practice was very unlikely to end in any 
interment, therefore leaving no archaeological 
trace (see also Millett and Gowland 2015). 
Certainly at many villas there are indications that 
infants were treated with just as much respect as 
older children and adult burials, some receiving 
grave goods and being buried in coffins; two of the 
infants from Bucknowle, for example, were buried 
in cist graves, similar to many adults in the region. 
Elsewhere, an infant burial was contained in a lead 
coffin immediately outside the paved entrance to 
the northern range of the villa at Ilchester Mead in 
Somerset (Hayward 1982). Infant cemeteries are 

almost unheard of outside of villa contexts, one of 
the few examples being the 21 infant inhumation 
burials (neonate to 3–4 years old) placed within an 
ancillary building of a late Roman farmstead at 
Bradley Hill, Somerton in Somerset, all within 
stone slab cist graves; a separate mostly adult 
cemetery of 25 graves lay to the south, with 
individuals radiocarbon dated from the fourth to 
sixth centuries a.d. (Leech 1981; Gerrard 2005). 
Although not strictly defined as a villa, the 
architecture of the two main domestic buildings 
was clearly more sophisticated than typical 
farmsteads of the area, and the level of associated 
material culture suggests a community of some 
relative wealth. The evidence overall suggests that 
the social status of rural communities may have 
had some effect upon the treatment of deceased 
infants, with those of higher standing being more 
likely to formally inter them, either within 
buildings, in graves around the settlement or in 
dedicated cemeteries. However, as discussed by 
Rohnbogner in Chapter 7), there is significant 
variation in the rate and recovery of perinate and 
infant burials over time and across different 
regions and individual sites. Whether this was 
intrinsically linked with variable rates of infant 
mortality, or else differences in the treatment of 
the deceased (e.g. either formally buried or 
exposed) is far harder to tell.

Aside from segregation based on age, it is likely 
that there was some form of social separation of 
burials within villa complexes, reflecting the highly 
stratified nature of Romano-British society, 
particularly during the later Roman period when 
social inequalities are thought to be at their 
greatest (Gerrard 2013, 243). Pearce (2016) has 
recently highlighted how differing funerary rituals, 
including the act of burial itself, may have been 
utilised to express disparate identities, while more 
direct evidence for the social status of individuals 
in life may occasionally be obtained from analysis 
of skeletal material. At Chignal St James villa in 
Essex, in addition to a few scattered burials, there 
were several known cemeteries, though only one 
of these has been comprehensively examined – a 
group of 24 late Roman inhumation burials 
located in the corner of an earlier enclosure, c. 250 
m south of the villa. Rohnbogner’s summation 
(Ch. 7, p. 333) of the pathology of these burials, 
which comprised twenty adults, an adolescent and 
an infant, indicated that the group had experienced 
a particularly strenuous lifestyle, which had led 
the excavator to suggest that they may have been 
bonded tenants (coloni) of the villa estate (Clarke 
1998, 140–1). Whatever the case, they would 
certainly not seem to have included the family of 
the villa owners, who were most likely buried in a 
separate area.
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The existence of high-status Roman burials – 
the likely owners of the villas – has been recognised 
for some time (cf. Philpott 1991, 229; Strück 
2000; Pearce 2014b), primarily through the 
presence of substantial mausolea and burials with 
elaborate grave goods. Burials within large barrows 
have a well-known concentration in areas of 
south-east England, particularly in parts of 
Hertfordshire, Cambridgeshire, Essex and Kent, 
thought to be a continuation of the high-status 
burial traditions of the late Iron Age (Strück 2000, 
88–9, fig. 9.3). Where dated, these mostly belong 
to the second century a.d., and a number can be 
directly associated with villa estates, including the 
seven barrows from Bartlow Hills, Cambridgeshire, 
which are thought to lie close to a villa investigated 
in the nineteenth century (Eckardt et al. 2009). In 
addition to tumuli, stone mausolea have been 
suggested at eight villas, often located some 
distance from the villa building in prominent 
topographic positions, such as at Bancroft in 
Milton Keynes (Williams and Zeepvat 1994, 89; 
see Ch. 5, fig. 5.28). At Truckle Hill, North 
Wraxall, in Wiltshire, five masonry tombs/mausolea 
were found 60 m west of the villa complex, 

containing inhumation burials in stone or wooden 
coffins, along with an unurned cremation burial 
(Andrews 2009a). Such stone mausolea and the 
barrows would have been very prominent visual 
reminders of the elite status of the villa owners, 
though very few can be dated to the later Roman 
period, when many of the villa buildings were 
reaching their architectural height. This apparent 
disparity suggests that other ways were utilised to 
express the higher status of the deceased and their 
families, at least at the time of the funeral, perhaps 
including the greater use of stone and/or lead 
coffins and an increased emphasis on the personal 
appearance of the buried individual (Pearce 2016). 

Rural landscapes

The relatively low proportion of villas, and 
particularly of farmsteads, with evidence for burial 
requires further explanation. One possibility, as 
noted above, is that many of these smaller rural 
settlements are more likely to have continued 
traditional funerary practices that did not involve 
the formal interment of the dead (cf. Pearce 2013, 
145; see below p. 275). This is, perhaps, especially 
applicable for the generally smaller, enclosed 

fig. 6.33.  Distribution of burials from rural, non-settlement contexts

RB3ch6.indd   249 29/05/2018   19:59:36



 LIFE AND DEATH IN THE COUNTRYSIDE OF ROMAN BRITAIN250

farmsteads, which tend to be more numerous 
during the earlier Roman period and in regions 
further north and west. Another factor could be 
that many of the deceased from these settlements 
may have been buried some distance from the 
main occupation area, which would account for 
the large numbers of burials (21 per cent of total) 
found in ostensibly ‘isolated’ rural parts of the 
landscape. These range from one or two burials 
interspersed among field systems to much larger 
rural cemeteries, possibly serving a number of 
different communities.

The distribution of these rural burial sites is 
shown in fig. 6.33. Most of the 125 rural 
cemeteries are concentrated in central and 
southern England, where some seem to have 
become established by the late Iron Age or even 
earlier. At Duxford in Cambridgeshire a hilltop 
cemetery of c. 32 inhumation burials and 2 
cremation burials was in use from the middle Iron 
Age until the early second century a.d. (Lyons 
2011), while at Mill Hill, Deal, in Kent, there is a 
well-known cemetery overlooking the coast, the 
earliest inhumation burial dating from the early/
middle Iron Age, though with most belonging 
between the second century b.c. and the first 
century a.d., with a gradual increase in cremation 
burial over time (Parfitt 1995). Other major 
cemeteries of late Iron Age date that do not appear 
to have been associated with any specific settlement 
include Westhampnett in West Sussex (161 
cremation burials) and Harlyn Bay in Cornwall (c. 
130 inhumation burials), both situated on or near 
the coast. The extensive cemetery at Westhampnett, 

already noted above (p. 222), has helped to 
transform our understanding of late Iron Age 
funerary practice in south-east England, with its 
clearly ‘managed’ spatial organisation around a 
central circular area, a large number of pyre sites 
and associated shrines/mortuary enclosures 
(Fitzpatrick 1997; fig. 6.34). A number of 
contemporary settlements have been found within 
a few kilometres of the site (e.g. Westhampnett 
Area 5; Fitzpatrick et al. 2008; Copse Farm, 
Oving; Bedwin and Holgate 1985), with analysis 
suggesting inter-visibility between them and the 
cemetery, which lay on a low rise within the 
coastal plain (Garland 2013, 187). It is not hard to 
believe that this was the communal burial ground 
for these communities, though evidence to date 
suggests that this arrangement was quite unusual 
at this time, perhaps marking these settlements as 
‘special’ in some way. 

There was an increase in the number of rural 
cemeteries into the early Roman period, although 
for the most part these remained fairly modest in 
size, suggesting that, if they were communal burial 
grounds, communities were being highly selective 
in the individuals that they interred. One of the 
larger groups was found on the Isle of Thanet 
during the recent excavations of the East Kent 
Access Road (Zone 19; Andrews et al. 2015). Here 
there were two cemeteries, separated by about  
120 m, comprising 26 inhumation burials and 26 
cremation burials in total, including those burials 
found in an adjacent earlier excavation. Trackways 
at the site appeared to lead to the early Roman villa 
at Minster-in-Thanet, 2 km to the south-west, 

fig. 6.34.  Plan of the extensive late Iron Age rural cemetery at Westhampnett, West Sussex (Fitzpatrick 1997)
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with the cemeteries perhaps belonging to this 
estate, although the trackways also seem to relate 
to the main east–west road through Thanet, and so 
the burials may also be associated with settlements 
along this axis. 

Many similar modest-sized rural cemeteries 
persisted until the late Roman period, when, as 
with the situation in many settlements, there was 
a substantial increase in larger burial grounds. 
Recent excavation of a rural cemetery at Great 
Ellingham in Norfolk, for example, revealed 96 
inhumation burials, with no known associated 
settlement (Norfolk HER 4257; http://
chrisbirksarchaeology.co.uk). This remains one of 
the largest Roman cemeteries in Norfolk, and is 
most likely a communal burial ground for a 
number of dispersed rural communities. Many of 
the larger late Roman rural cemeteries were 
located in the Upper Thames Valley, including two 
separate groups of burials lying 400 m apart at 
Radley Barrow Hills in Oxfordshire, the larger 
group (Radley II: Chambers and McAdam 2007) 
comprising 57 inhumation and 12 cremation 
burials, and the smaller group (Radley I: Atkinson 
1952/3) made up of 35 inhumation burials. These 
cemeteries were clearly positioned in relation to 
the surrounding Bronze Age barrows, a 
phenomenon found at a number of other rural 
sites, and both may have been laid out along the 
lines of trackways (Chambers and McAdam 2007, 
32, fig. 2.14). A number of settlements are known 
within 1 km of the cemeteries, including the 
modest villa with the infant cemetery at Barton 
Court Farm noted above, and it was suggested 
that groups of burials differentiated within the 
cemeteries may well relate to these surrounding 
settlements (ibid.). 

Another large inhumation cemetery at Horcott 
Quarry in Gloucestershire was also separated into 
two groups, this reflecting a chronological 
distinction, with 57 graves (with 61 individuals) to 
the south being dated mid-third to mid-fourth 
century a.d. and 17 graves to the north (with 14 
individuals, mostly sub-adults) dated to the fifth/
sixth centuries a.d., all through a series of modelled 
radiocarbon dates (Hayden et al. 2017; fig. 6.35). 
A single inhumation burial between the groups 
was radiocarbon dated cal. a.d. 320–430. The 
southern burials lay c. 200 m east of a small 
farmstead with a masonry building, partly joined 
by a trackway but with a small rise restricting 
visibility between the areas. The settlement had 
nine burials (7 adults, 1 child, 1 infant) distributed 
around the building enclosure, radiocarbon dated 
to the mid-second-to-late third century a.d., 
contemporary with overall occupation of the 
farmstead. Therefore, although the earliest burials 
in the nearby larger cemetery appear to have been 

contemporary with the final phase of the farmstead, 
reflecting a move towards more segregated burial, 
it is likely that most were interred after the settle-
ment had gone out of use. Although these burials 
could have been related to an as yet unknown 
settlement in the vicinity, the overall number of 
burials is much higher than is typically found 
among most contemporary farmsteads, such as 
Claydon Pike (10 burials), Arkell’s Land/Coln 
Gravel (11 burials) and Totterdown Lane (12 
burials) (fig. 6.35). Only at Cotswold Community, 
5 km south of Cirencester, was there evidence for 
a larger cemetery associated with a specific 
farmstead, this comprising 22 inhumation burials 
lying on the north-west fringes of the late Roman 
settlement, with a further three burials found 
elsewhere (Powell et al. 2010). If the Horcott 
burials did relate to a single settlement, then either 
it would have been of a more substantial size, or 
else a much higher proportion of the inhabitants 
was selected for interment than was typical for the 
area. The alternative is that it was utilised for 
selected individuals from a number of communities 
in this well-populated area, perhaps those 
incorporated within a larger agricultural estate, as 
may have been the case at Radley and other rural 
cemeteries in the region such as Uffington (58 
burials; Miles et al. 2003) and Cassington (110+ 
burials; Booth 2001, 16). 

The two burial zones within the Horcott 
cemetery may have been separated by up to c. 100 
years, with only the single burial between them 
acting as a possible chronological link. Nevertheless, 
the place was still clearly perceived as a special 
place for interment of the dead, and a similar 
continuity of space was found within the much 
smaller cemetery at Tubney Wood, Oxfordshire, 
where a group of eight fourth-century inhumation 
graves found close to a field boundary lay near to 
a similarly small post-Roman cemetery with 
inhumation burials radiocarbon dated a.d. 420–
545 (Simmonds et al. 2011). There are, however, a 
number of rural cemeteries where there appears 
more direct continuity of burial from late to post-
Roman, including one of the largest known burial 
grounds at Cannington in Somerset, on a limestone 
hill near to the Bristol Channel (Rahtz et al. 
2000). Excavations here during the 1960s revealed 
419 graves (with 542 individuals), part of a major 
cemetery that may have numbered up to 5000 
burials, dating from the fourth (or slightly earlier) 
to the start of the eighth century a.d., possibly 
focused upon a late Roman rock-cut shrine/
mausoleum. Most of the inhumations appeared 
well ordered in rows, though there was some 
variation in grave goods and rites; it was suggested 
that the cemetery was that of a local Romano-
British population that had migrated to the nearby 
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hillfort, or else it was a communal graveyard for 
several local communities (ibid., 421). The scale of 
this cemetery remains unprecedented within 
wholly Roman rural contexts, though the relatively 
extensive burial evidence from the early medieval 
period suggests that in many places, interment of 
the dead was becoming more of a normative 
mortuary practice within the countryside (cf. 
Williams 2007).

Other site types

Finally, in terms of the broad context of burial, 
there is a relatively small number of interments 
that have been excavated within other types of site. 

These included 78 inhumation burials from seven 
hillforts that saw activity into the late Iron Age and 
early Roman periods, all located in the west of 
England. Many of these were from the well-known 
Maiden Castle ‘war cemetery’ in Dorset, which 
were untypical of most Durotrigan burials, and 
seemingly represent combatants or victims of 
warfare (Wheeler 1943, 62; Sharples 1991, 124; 
Redfern 2011; Harding 2015, 84). A further 29 
cremation and inhumation burials of late Iron Age 
to very early Roman date came from six sites 
classed as oppida, which were large, high-status, 
often polyfocal settlements defined by major dyke 
complexes. Among them are four flexed adult 

fig. 6.35.  Plan of settlement and cemetery at Horcott Quarry, Gloucestershire, and its location in the landscape 
(Hayden et al. 2017)
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inhumation burials from Stanwick in North 
Yorkshire, one with a flat slab placed over the body 
with an inverted horse’s head placed on top 
(Haselgrove 2016), and seven high-status 
cremation burials from Stanway, Colchester, in 
Essex, set within extensive funerary enclosures 
and some accompanied by rich grave goods, 
including one with a set of surgical instruments 
(Crummy et al. 2007). 

There were also 191 burials from 20 sites 
suggested as being primarily religious in nature, 
though with varying degrees of certainty (see Ch. 
5). These include a possible 60 inhumation burials 
from the enigmatic early Roman (a.d. 40–70) 
‘ceremonial’ site at Fison Way, Thetford, in Norfolk, 
though poor bone preservation has ensured that 
their status remains uncertain (Gregory 1991, 53). 
Formal burial was not usually associated with 
Romano-British shrines and temples (Smith 2001, 
157), although neonatal burials are slightly more 
common, particularly at certain sites such as 
Springhead in Kent, where large numbers of infant 
burials were associated with the main temple 
complex and the Sanctuary area around the springs 
(Andrews and Smith 2011, 208). The main period 
of interment for the Springhead burials appears 
relatively restricted, around the mid-second century 
a.d., suggesting that it may not have been a regular 
part of cult practice but, instead, a ritualised 
response to a particular set of circumstances (ibid.). 
Many of the infant burials from sacred sites are 
likely to have been buried in such places for 
symbolic reasons, such as the three neonates 
associated with timber structures in the late Iron 
Age/early Roman shrine at Uley in Gloucestershire, 
suggested as possible foundation offerings 
(Woodward and Leach 1993, 30). The same may 
have been the case for some of the adult burials, 
such as the already skeletonised adult male situated 
under the floor of the temple ambulatory at 
Bourton Grounds, Buckinghamshire (Green 1966, 
358). On at least two occasions, at Brean Down in 
Somerset (Apsimon 1965) and Rutland Water 
(Carlyle 2011), burials seem to have been inserted 
into the temple/shrine at the end of the fourth 
century or into the early post-Roman period, the 
burial from the latter being a supine young adult 
male positioned in the centre of the shrine and 
radiocarbon dated cal. a.d. 380–550. These may 
reflect some level of continued sanctity at these 
sites.

Industrial sites comprise the final category of 
site type to have any association with burial, 
although the only place of significance was Laxton 
Lodge in Northamptonshire (Jackson and Tylecote 
1988). This was the site of a major ironworking 
complex, with 87 graves of a late Roman inhumation 
cemetery excavated close by, and other burials said 

to be found further to the west (ibid.). Although 
not on the same scale, there was also some 
association between burial and ironworking sites in 
the Weald, with, for example, a late Iron Age 
cremation cemetery of six graves revealed in close 
proximity to an iron bloomery furnace at Jubilee 
Corner, Ulcombe, Kent (Aldridge 2005). 

GRAVE FURNISHINGS AND GOODS

The material culture and other remains recovered 
from the grave can provide a crucial insight into 
wider funerary practices as well as the beliefs and 
social structure of the surrounding communities. 
However, any understanding of the mechanisms 
by which objects, animal remains or plant remains 
ended up in or near to the grave can still be very 
difficult to grasp (Cool 2011; Ekengren 2013). 
Certainly not all materials found with the burial 
would necessarily have comprised grave goods or 
containers for the deceased (e.g. coffins or urns), 
with Biddulph (2015), for example, suggesting 
that the miscellaneous sherds of pottery found 
typically in the backfills of graves and surrounding 
features may have been related to funerary feasting 
at the site, either during the burial ceremony or in 
subsequent visits to the grave (cf. Toynbee 1971, 
63–4; see also Sealey 2007, 304–5, for discussion 
of elite graveside feasting and subsequent smashing 
of amphorae at Stanway, Essex). Similarly, Booth 
(1993–4; 2017, 202) has highlighted a particular 
example from Welford on Avon, in Warwickshire, 
where the recovery of joining fragments of late 
Roman glass beakers within a lead-lined coffin 
and surrounding grave suggested the drinking of 
‘a valedictory toast’, followed by smashing the 
glasses before the coffin was closed and the grave 
backfilled. Other objects such as quernstones, 
ceramic tiles and larger, robust pottery vessels 
such as amphorae found on or near to the burial 
may even have acted as grave markers, in the 
absence of more traditional funerary stelae, which 
remain very rare outside of military and some 
urban contexts (Pearce 2011; 2014b; Weekes 
2016). Ultimately, determination of an object’s 
possible function in such circumstances depends 
entirely upon detailed contextual analysis of the 
grave and its environment. The subject remains 
beyond the scope of this study, with the data 
recorded here being limited to the quantification 
and type of any objects designated in archaeological 
reports as ‘grave containers’ or ‘grave goods’. The 
geographic, chronological and wider contextual 
patterns of these grave containers and goods will 
now be examined, alongside a more detailed 
consideration by Lodwick and Allen of the use of 
plants and animals in burials.
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BURIAL CONTAINERS

A basic distinction within all types of burial is 
whether or not the body, either cremated or whole, 
was placed within a container before being placed 
into the grave. In many cases this is impossible to 
discern in the archaeological record, as cremated 
remains placed within organic containers would 
generally appear as loose bone (though see below), 
and, likewise, wooden boxes or coffins constructed 
without nails, or in particularly destructive soils, 
would in most cases leave no trace, though 
occasionally coffin stains are observed, such as at 
Pepper Hill in Kent (Biddulph 2006). 

Coffins and cists

A total of 1907 inhumation burials within the 
current dataset had some positive evidence for 
coffins, 1624 coming from sites with ‘complete’ 
records, i.e. those with substantive data on all 
burials (c. 20 per cent of inhumation burials from 
such records; see above p. 206). In the vast 
majority of cases these coffins were made of wood, 
usually oak, where evidence allowed identification, 
although the form of construction could vary 
considerably. In most cases evidence for the use of 
timber coffins comes in the form of iron nails used 
in their construction, though sometimes the 

numbers of nails recovered are insufficient to be 
completely certain of their use for such purposes, 
and they may just have been used to secure the lid, 
or been residual finds in the grave fill. 
Notwithstanding the issues of preservation just 
outlined, the seemingly restricted use of coffins 
may suggest that they were reserved for the 
deceased of higher social status (cf. Philpott 1991, 
53; Russell 2010). This has been shown within the 
late Roman urban cemetery at Lankhills, 
Winchester, where isotopic evidence has indicated 
that those buried without coffins had a less 
protein-rich diet (Booth et al. 2010, 419). 
Nevertheless, there are over twenty rural cemeteries 
that have particularly high proportions of burials 
within coffins (c. 60 per cent or over), and it may 
be that their use was in part due to the choices of 
individual communities rather than any consistent, 
province-wide association with higher status. In a 
late Roman cemetery at Alington Avenue, Dorset, 
for example, 68 of the 91 inhumation burials (c. 
75 per cent) appear to have been interred within 
wooden coffins (one with a stone lid and another 
with lead lining), including infants (Davies et al. 
2002), while at the nearby late/post-Roman 
cemetery at Tolpuddle Ball, none of the 50 graves 
contained coffin nails, though four of them are 

fig. 6.36.  Distribution of all sites with evidence for inhumations buried within coffins
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thought to have included coffins based on the 
position of flint nodules, which may have been 
used as support packing (Hearne and Birbeck 
1999). Only further isotopic work could possibly 
help to indicate whether or not this distinction was 
due to the relative status of the individual 
communities, or wider cultural differences.

The distribution of all sites with coffined 
inhumation burials is shown in fig. 6.36. For the 
most part they cover the same areas as inhumation 
burials in general, though they seem particularly 
scarce along the Sussex coastal plain, where 
burials are in any case dominated by cremation 
graves (see above, p. 218). In the north-east, 
coffined burials appear largely restricted to sites 
along the main road system, where they are 
mostly, though not exclusively, found in villas, 
roadside settlements, and a number of military 
vici. One exception was at Garden Lane, Sherburn 
in Elmet, North Yorkshire, where two late Roman 
stone sarcophagi were found containing plaster 
burials in an apparently isolated rural context 
(MAP Arch. Con. 1997). As discussed below, such 
burials were clearly exceptional in a rural context, 
and were probably associated with a nearby villa. 

Various studies have noted the overall increase 
in coffin use over time during the Roman period, 
albeit using data mostly derived from urban 

cemeteries (Philpott 1991, 224; Watts 2005, 70; 
Russell 2010). The current study, using data from 
predominantly rural contexts, has indicated a 
major increase in the use of coffins (or at least the 
use of nailed coffins) during the early Roman 
period, but thereafter relatively little change in 
terms of the proportion of inhumation burials 
being interred within coffins, notwithstanding the 
huge increase in the overall number of burials 
during the late Roman period (fig. 6.37). Instead, 
there is more variation between site types (fig. 
6.37), with nucleated settlements being more 
likely to have coffined interments than any other 
site type. The low value from military vici, where 
cremation burial is generally dominant, may be 
because of preservation issues, with iron nails 
surviving less well in the acidic soils of the north 
and west, and also because of increased use of cist 
burials, discussed below. On the face of it, the very 
low proportion of villa inhumation burials with 
coffins may seem out of place, especially if such 
features can be regarded as a measure of status. 
However, this may be in part because of the high 
percentage of infant burials associated with villas, 
which are generally not accorded coffins. There 
are some notable exceptions to this, including at 
Keston in Kent, where many neonate and child 
graves were coffined (Philp et al. 1999), while, on 

fig. 6.37.  Proportion of inhumation burials within coffins over time and by site type
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fig. 6.38.  Distribution of all sites with evidence for inhumations buried within stone coffins and lead coffins
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rare occasions, infants from villas were even 
accorded burial within stone (e.g. Budbury, 
Bradford-on-Avon, Wilts.; Annable 1966) or lead 
(e.g. Stanton Low, Bucks.; Woodfield and Johnson 
1989) coffins, which were certainly indicators of 
high status (Russell 2010). 

The overall distributions of stone and lead 
coffins recorded in this project are shown in fig. 
6.38. Many of the 49 sites with stone coffins are 
located in the western Central Belt, an area 
suggested in Volume 1 (Smith and Fulford 2016, 
408) and Volume 2 (Brindle 2017a, 278) as having 
the greatest concentration of late Roman rural 
wealth. The concentration around Bath is 
particularly notable, presumably making use of 
the good-quality Bath stone, though this is unlikely 
to have been the only reason for such a marked 
grouping, as suitable stone can be found in many 
other locations. Another loose concentration of 
stone coffins lies on the periphery of London, 
where there is no local source of suitable stone, 
with six being found associated with a single 
settlement at Old Ford, Tower Hamlets (Owen et 
al. 1973). Most of the stone coffins were associated 
with villas or nucleated settlements, or else were 
located in ostensibly ‘isolated’ rural locations, 
many discovered in the nineteenth and earlier 
twentieth centuries. One more recently excavated 
example, at Longbridge Deverill, Wiltshire, 
comprised a lead coffin, probably encased in 
timber, with fragmentary evidence of a greensand 
sarcophagus surviving at one end; the site lay on a 
low hill overlooking the Upper Wylye Valley, and a 
coin hoard was found at the same location (Moffatt 
and Heaton 2003). 

The distribution of lead coffins, which are, in 
effect, linings placed within wooden or stone 
coffins, is somewhat more dispersed than the 
stone sarcophagi, though with a slight concentration 
in the Oxfordshire Upper Thames Valley in the 
vicinity of Dorchester-on-Thames and Abingdon, 
and also further west, close to a major source of 
lead in the Mendip Hills, Somerset. They are 
generally associated with a similar range of site 
types, again suggesting that they were used as an 
expression of status, and yet, as with stone coffins, 
they would not seem to have been adopted at 
higher status sites across the whole province. 

One rite occasionally associated with the use of 
stone and lead coffins is the covering of the body 
with plaster, usually made of lime, chalk or 
gypsum (a soft sulfate mineral), which seems to 
have been a fourth-century phenomenon, probably 
reserved for specific social groups (Philpott 1991, 
90–7, 438–9; Sparey-Green 2003). Such burial 
rites remain extremely rare, particularly in the 
countryside of Roman Britain, with just four 
examples noted in the current project, including 
the Yorkshire burials discussed above and a later 
fourth-century gypsum burial within the village at 
Mucking in Essex, on the site of a mid-Roman 
cremation cemetery (Lucy and Evans 2016, 371). 

Overall, it is clear that the provision of stone 
and lead coffins would have been a major expense, 
and they remain rare even in urban contexts 
(Pearce 2015, 148). On the few farmsteads where 
they do occur, such as the female adult and child 
in a limestone coffin at Empingham, Rutland 
(Dean and Gorin 2000), it must have represented 
an exceptional investment, perhaps indicating 

fig. 6.39.  Photograph of late Roman adult burial shown covered by two slanting mud stone/shale slabs, found at 
Hinckley Point C Somerset (Joyce et al. 2012; © Cotswold Archaeology)
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fig. 6.40.  Distribution of all sites with evidence for inhumations buried within stone-lined cist graves, and 
photograph and plan of late Roman cist grave at Bourton-on-the-Water, Gloucestershire (Hart et al. 2017; © 
Cotswold Archaeology)
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exceptional circumstances. There are, however, a 
number of sites where there appear to have been 
stone (and much more rarely lead) ‘lids’ placed 
over the body, sometimes demonstrably on timber 
coffins. At Hinckley Point C in Somerset, for 
instance, a well-preserved decapitated adult burial 
was covered by two slanting mud stone/shale 
slabs, which could have acted as a grave marker 
(Joyce et al. 2012; fig. 6.39). Most of these burials 
lay in the north and west of the province, and are 
probably variants of the cist grave tradition.

Cist, or stone-lined, graves have a long tradition, 
particularly in western and northern parts of 
Britain, from the prehistoric to the early medieval 
periods (Philpott 1991, 9–10; Petts 2002; Darvill 
2010, 287) (fig. 6.40). Late Iron Age to early 
Roman examples recorded within the current 
project are largely concentrated in the west and 
south-west. Some of these are clearly associated 
with high-status individuals, such as the crouched 
burial at Bryher, Isles of Scilly, where grave goods 
within the cist included an iron sword and bronze 
scabbard, shield fittings, a mirror and items of 
jewellery; the skeleton was dated to the first half of 
the first century b.c. (Johns 2006). At Harlyn Bay 
on the north coast of Cornwall, most of the 131 
late Iron Age/early Roman inhumation burials 
appear to have been in cist graves, suggesting more 
of a ‘normative’ custom across a wider spectrum 
of society (cf. Harding 2015, 79–83). 

Most of the sites with cist graves recorded in the 
current dataset date to the later Roman period. 
The tradition continued in the west and south-
west, though they were fewer in number and 
generally with supine rather than flexed skeletons, 
but were far more prolific further north, such as 
the examples at Maryport military vicus noted 
above. A small number of cist graves lay in the 
eastern part of the Central Belt region, such as an 
adult female from the farmstead at Biddenham 
Loop (Luke 2009), and 25 examples from the 
probable villa cemetery at Bletsoe (Dawson 1994), 
both in Bedford unitary authority. These burials 
occur across a similar area to the spread of later 
Roman flexed burials discussed above (p. 230), 
again suggesting possible population movement 
from areas further west or north at this time.

Urns and caskets

Throughout much of England and Wales, it seems 
to have been customary to inter at least a 
proportion of the cremated remains of an 
individual within a container before being placed 
into the grave, with c. 60 per cent of cremation 
burials being classed as ‘urned’, although this may 
be partly because such burials are more easily 
recognised in the archaeological record than 
unaccompanied deposits of cremated bone 

(McKinley 2013, 151). In some other cases, there 
is evidence from iron nails and copper-alloy 
fittings for boxes, or caskets (see below), while 
there are a few indications for the use of other 
organic containers, such as one of the burials at 
East Kent Access Road Zone 11, where the 
compacted cremated bone within the grave looked 
to have been contained in a bag (Andrews et al. 
2015, 270). Unlike coffins, most of the vessels 
used to contain cremated remains were probably 
not manufactured specifically for this purpose, but 
were typically ceramic vessels, particularly jars 
(Philpott 1991, 35), of a type that may be found 
across domestic contexts. Romano-British kilns 
producing specialist ‘funerary’ pottery have been 
suggested, for example at Duxford in 
Cambridgeshire (Anderson et al. 2016), and pots 
occasionally appear to have been altered in some 
way prior to being used as funerary urns (e.g. 
perforation or chipping), but for the most part it is 
likely that ‘everyday’ pots were selected. However, 
this is not to say that such vessels held no symbolic 
value, as argued by Williams (2004), who suggested 
that as these objects were closely connected to the 
daily practices of eating and drinking, they 
represented offerings, much the same as much of 
the ‘domestic’ pottery and food remains classified 
as grave goods (see below, p. 262). 

Although pottery vessels are by far the most 
common type of cinerary urn, there are examples 
of glass vessels being used, though these remain 
very rare in rural contexts, no doubt reserved for 
the wealthiest of individuals, such as the glass urns 
found within two stone cist burials associated with 
a villa at Boxmoor House School, Hertfordshire, 
and the glass cinerary urns from within the early 
Roman tumuli at Bartlow Hills, Cambridgeshire, 
all discovered in the nineteenth century (Neal 
1976; Gage Rokewode 1842). A more recently 
discovered example was excavated on the southern 
slopes of the South Downs at Selhurst Park in 
West Sussex, where a lead coffin, with the inhumed 
remains of a juvenile, c. 12–17 years, was 
accompanied by a second-century a.d. glass vessel 
containing the cremated remains of an adult; a 
known villa site lay just to the south (Anelay 
2010). Other forms of cremation vessel are very 
occasionally attested in rural contexts, such as a 
lead container (ossuarium) positioned within a 
stone box on the periphery of a villa at Harnhill in 
Gloucestershire (Wright 2008), and a similar lead 
canister interred within a roughly hewn limestone 
sarcophagus at Wells’ Bridge, Barnwood, c. 3 km 
east of Gloucester (Ellis and King 2016; Ellis et al. 
forthcoming). Most examples of ossuaria are from 
urban contexts (Toller 1977, 45–6). Two burials 
from a cremation cemetery in Dagenham, Essex 
had fragments of copper-alloy sheet that may have 
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formed parts of vessels or containers, with one of 
the fragments having burnt human bone attached, 
though their interpretation as cinerary containers 
remains uncertain (Biddulph et al. 2010).

The distribution of all 2191 urned burials from 
‘complete’ burial records (see p. 206) is shown in 
fig. 6.41, against a background of all such records 
of cremation burial. Although clearly widespread, 
it indicates that the practice was particularly 
prevalent in south-east England and in the mostly 
military sites of the north and west, whereas the 
situation is more mixed in western parts of the 
Central Belt, the North-East and the northern 
part of the East region. For example, urned burials 
accounted for over 75 per cent of the 637 
cremation burials from the East Anglian Chalk 
landscape, whereas of the 178 cremation burials 
from the combined Thames, Severn and Avon 
Vales landscapes, this figure was just 28 per cent. 
In part this is due to chronological factors. figure 
6.42 shows how the practice of burying cremated 
remains in (mostly) ceramic urns increased from 
26 per cent in the late Iron Age to a peak of 64 per 
cent in the early Roman period, before a decline 
back to 39 per cent in the later Roman period.  

The early Roman peak is well-illustrated by the 
cemetery at Westhampnett in West Sussex, 
discussed above; here, just four of the 161 late 
Iron Age cremation burials were urned (though 
many had accessory vessels; see below, p. 264), but 
this increased to 23 of the 31 graves belonging to 
the early Roman period (Fitzpatrick 1997). 
Although Westhampnett numerically dominates 
the overall late Iron Age cremation burial group, 
even without it there is still a notable increase in 
the proportion of urned burial into the early 
Roman period, across the south-east in particular. 
The apparent decline in urned cremation burial 
during the late Roman period corresponds with 
the geographic shift of this now minority rite to 
the Central Belt, noted above, though other 
containers such as wooden boxes are still 
sometimes attested, such as the Heathrow example 
noted at the start of this chapter. There are also 
localised exceptions such as in parts of the Upper 
Thames Valley, where, for instance, just two of the 
eleven early Roman cremation burials at Gill Mill 
were urned, compared with at least eight of the 
twelve late Roman cremation burials from Radley 
Barrow Hills II.

fig. 6.41.  Distribution of all sites with evidence for urned cremation burials
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In terms of associated site type, villas stand out 
as having the highest proportion of urned burials, 
though with only 48 examples of cremation 
burials from complete records, the significance of 
this has to be viewed with a degree of caution (fig. 
6.42). Otherwise, it is clear that the larger 
population centres – roadside settlements, villages, 
defended ‘small towns’ and military vici – were 
more likely to have had cremated remains placed 
in burial urns than farmsteads or ‘isolated’ rural 
burial sites. Aside from military vici, this is a 
similar situation to the use of coffins noted above, 
and may reflect differences in status and 
community values. 

Most cremation burials, urned or otherwise, 
were placed directly into an earth-cut grave, 
although there is evidence that some were 
contained within stone/tile cists or wooden boxes/
caskets. figure 6.43 shows the distribution of all 
78 records from the current dataset with evidence 
for one or more box burials, with most of these 
being found in parts of Essex, Hertfordshire, 
Cambridgeshire and Bedfordshire. In some cases 
funerary urns and grave goods were placed within 
the wooden casket or chest, though often the 
cremated remains appear to have been deposited 
directly on the floor, or possibly within an organic 

container. The few examples of box burials further 
north are all from military vici, though there are 
also a number of stone-lined (cist) cremation 
graves in this area, mostly notably at Brougham in 
Cumbria, which has 69 examples made from slabs 
of sandstone, some appearing to have divisions 
allowing differential use of internal space within 
the graves (Cool 2004). Tile cists within cremation 
graves are more common in southern Britain 
(Philpott 1991, 9), though few examples have 
been recorded in the current project, these 
including a possible example from Langford Rd, 
Heybridge in Essex (Langton and Holbrook 
1997). 

Ultimately, the many varied ways in which the 
inhumed or cremated remains of the deceased 
could be contained within the grave – coffined or 
un-coffined, urned or un-urned, and within a box 
or with a stone or tile lining – were governed by a 
multitude of different social, cultural and economic 
factors. The choices may also have been influenced 
by funerary rituals performed at the graveside, 
with the likelihood that the open grave would have 
formed a focal element of display, highlighting 
certain attributes of the deceased and their family 
(cf. Pearce 2014a, 235; Weekes 2016, 436). 
However, by its very nature the number of people 

fig. 6.42.  Proportion of urned cremation burials over time and by site type
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who could physically view the grave at any one 
time would have been restricted and, for cremation 
burials at least, the pyre itself would probably have 
formed the most important focus of display 
(Pearce 2013, 35). Nevertheless, any emphasis on 
graveside display may also have had an effect upon 
on the type, quantity and positioning of any 
associated grave goods.

GRAVE GOODS

As noted above, objects recovered from within and 
around the grave could have had many different 
uses and meanings within an extensive suite of 
funerary rituals. With cremation burials, one of the 
foremost issues lies in differentiating those items 
placed upon the funerary pyre with the deceased 
(pyre goods) from those placed unburnt directly 
within the grave (grave goods), this difference not 
always being noted, especially in older excavation 
reports (Cool 2011, 295; McKinley 2013, 150–1). 
Pyre goods and other related material (e.g. fittings 
from funerary biers; Weekes 2008, 152) may well 
have ended up in the grave, either with the 
cremated bone or else separated, but these belong 
to different parts of the mortuary ritual than the 
laying out of objects around the remains of the 

individual within the grave, and may have had very 
different forms of symbolism. Even within 
inhumation graves, there could have been a clear 
symbolic distinction between objects that were 
worn by the deceased and those that were placed 
adjacent to them, while there were probably also 
significant differences between objects placed 
inside and outside any coffin present (cf. Ekengren 
2013, 188). 

Artefacts specifically recorded as pyre goods 
within excavation reports have generally not been 
included in the current dataset, though, as just 
highlighted, some of these may have been 
inadvertently included in the catalogue of objects 
described as grave goods. In addition, it has not 
been possible to consider the absolute quantities 
of grave goods accompanying individual burials, 
though it is recognised that numbers as well as 
types of objects interred with the dead can vary 
significantly, and be an important indicator of 
relative status within the community. For example 
at West Thurrock in south Essex, a group of 
fourteen inhumation and two cremation burials of 
early Roman date were inserted along a 100 m 
length of prehistoric ditch; one of the inhumation 
burials was particularly richly furnished with 

fig. 6.43.  Distribution of all sites with evidence for box/casket cremation burials
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grave goods, comprising five brooches, four pots, 
a wooden vessel and a glass unguent vessel 
(Andrews 2009b). 

There has also been no systematic account of 
the positioning of objects within the graves, 
though any ‘unusual’ characteristics were noted, 
such as with the burial of a young decapitated 
adult in the roadside settlement at Navenby, 
Lincolnshire, where the head was placed faced 
down by the feet and a pottery vessel placed where 
the head should have been (Allen and Palmer-
Brown 2001). Nevertheless, despite the limitations 
just listed, ‘mass’ data have been captured on the 
presence and broad types of object interpreted as 
grave goods across the whole of the late Iron Age 
and Romano-British countryside, allowing for 
general chronological, geographic and contextual 
trends to be assessed.

figure 6.44 shows the distribution of the 715 
‘complete’ records (i.e. where there is data on all 
excavated graves) that have evidence for a total of 
3773 burials with grave goods. Although well 
spread across England and Wales, this still leaves 
approximately half of all complete records and two-
thirds of all individual burials having no such 
evidence. It is clear then, that for the most part the 

provision of grave goods was only deemed suitable 
for a minority of individuals, and it can been seen 
as yet another choice within the overall selective 
process of physical interment of the deceased. 
Some of the possible motivations behind the 
provision of grave goods will be considered below, 
but first some of the quantifiable relationships 
between these graves and their broad contextual 
associations will be assessed.

The proportion of burials containing grave 
goods was at least partly dictated by geography, as 
previously highlighted by Philpott (1991). Within 
the four regions with most burial evidence, for 
example, the East and South are far more likely to 
have had furnished burials than the Central Belt 
and North-East (fig. 6.45), though as discussed 
below some of this relates more to chronological 
factors. The reduced number of burials from 
regions further north and west have more mixed 
patterns, with a particularly high proportion (c. 
65 per cent) of burials from the north region 
having grave goods, though this is very much 
influenced by the major cemetery near the military 
vicus at Brougham in Cumbria, where c. 95 per 
cent of the 141 burials were provisioned in some 
way (Cool 2004). 

fig. 6.44.  Distribution of all records of burials with grave goods
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The geographic variety can be appreciated 
more when scaling down to the level of landscape 
zones. The proportion of furnished graves from all 
23 landscapes with at least 100 burials from at 
least 10 ‘complete’ records is shown in fig. 6.45. 
The exceptionally high proportion from the South 
Coast plain and Hampshire Lowlands (c. 85 per 
cent) can be attributed to the extensive late Iron 
Age cemetery at Westhampnett, West Sussex, 
where over 90 per cent of graves were provisioned, 
usually with a pottery vessel (Fitzpatrick 1997). 
Elsewhere the proportion of furnished graves 
ranges from around 50 per cent to under 10 per 
cent. Most of those in the higher range are located 
in the East and South regions, though the figure 
for the Severn and Avon Vales remains relatively 
high compared with surrounding landscapes, and 
includes a number of cemeteries where 50 per 
cent or more of graves were provisioned, such as 
the small early Roman inhumation cemetery at 
Hucclecote, Gloucestershire (Thomas et al. 2003) 
and late Roman burials from the extensive 
cemetery at Wasperton in Warwickshire (Carver et 
al. 2009). Here, in contrast to the burials dated to 
the fifth century, most of the 23 late Roman graves 

had grave goods, including hobnailed shoes (in all 
but one case seemingly worn by the deceased), 
bracelets, neck-rings and even two possible lead 
curse tablets (ibid., 50–1). The site serves to 
highlight the variation that can be apparent within 
individual communities in terms of the provision 
of grave goods. 

Many previous studies of Romano-British 
funerary practice have noted that the use of grave 
goods decreases over time, albeit mostly using 
data from urban contexts (e.g. Philpott 1991, 225; 
Pearce 2013, 141; Weekes 2016, 438). The 
predominantly rural data collected for the current 
project indicates the same pattern, from a high 
point in the early Roman period when almost half 
of all graves had grave goods, to the late Roman 
period when this figure lay at just over 20 per cent 
(fig. 6.46). There are certainly individual sites 
that go against this trend, such as Ardleigh in 
Essex, where six out of the seven late Iron Age/
early Roman cremation burials were provisioned, 
and the same proportion is found in the seven late 
Roman inhumation burials (Brown 1999). 
However, in general, all of the regions follow the 
same chronological trend, although in the South 
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the drop is less marked, going from a high of 53 
per cent of all graves in the early Roman period, to 
36 per cent in the late Roman period; by contrast, 
in the Central Belt the proportion falls from 43 
per cent to 17 per cent across the same time 
frame. This suggests that the impetus for 
provisioning graves was always much greater in 
the South than the Central Belt, and, indeed, in 
the North-East too, where proportions over time 
were similar to the Central Belt. In the East there 
is a substantial fall from almost 60 per cent of 
burials with grave goods in the early Roman 
period to just 15 per cent by the third and fourth 
centuries a.d., though by this time the overall 
number of burials was relatively low (see above, p. 
210). 

Another factor that can have some bearing on 
the levels of grave furnishing is site context (fig. 
6.46). Military vici are considerably more likely to 
have burials with grave goods than other sites, and 
though this is partly dictated by chronological 
factors, with a high proportion of burials belonging 
to the early and mid-Roman periods, it seems 
probable that cultural factors are also at work. The 
surprising paucity of burials with grave goods 
from villas can partly be attributed to the late 
Roman focus of these sites, and partly, as discussed 
above (p. 247), to the preponderance of infant 

burials, which are less likely to be interred with 
such items. The proportions of furnished graves 
from farmsteads, nucleated settlements and 
‘isolated’ rural sites are surprisingly equal, 
especially given that villages, defended ‘small 
towns’ and roadside settlements are generally 
associated with much higher levels of material 
culture compared with smaller rural sites (Smith 
and Fulford 2016, 396). This does, however, 
correspond with the cemeteries from larger urban 
centres, where for the most part very few of the 
burials were accompanied by grave goods (cf. 
Keegan 2002, 109, table 69; Booth et al. 2010, 
534, table 8.2). 

There is a great deal more variation in terms of 
the proportion of burials with grave goods between 
individual sites and even within settlements. The 
provision of grave goods in the four mid- to late 
Roman cemeteries at the Romano-British village 
at Mucking in Essex, for example, ranged from 24 
per cent to over 70 per cent, with major differences 
also noted in the nature of the grave goods 
between the various burial grounds (Lucy and 
Evans 2016). In this instance it therefore appears 
that the social status of the deceased probably 
influenced the number and type of grave goods. 
For many other sites, however, the evidence is far 
more ambiguous, and it could have been that the 

fig. 6.46.  Proportions of burials with grave goods by phase and by site type
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prevailing cultural values of local communities 
were of greater importance in the adoption of 
grave goods than the specific social status of the 
deceased, at least during the later Roman period.

If, in most cases, only a limited number of 
interments were selected for the provision of grave 
goods, then the types of objects accompanying the 
deceased were probably chosen with great care. 
On present evidence, there does not seem to have 
been any noticeable differentiation in grave good 
types between inhumation and cremation burials 
(cf. Weekes 2016, 438), though some previous 
studies have noted a degree of correlation between 
the types of grave good and the age and sex of the 
deceased individual (e.g. Philpott 1991, 232–3; 
Keegan 2002; A. Moore 2016). However, this is 
far from uniform, and osteological analysis of the 
human remains is always needed to confirm such 
details (cf. Cool 2011, 300–1). Any determination 
of ethnicity based upon grave goods has also 
proven to be very problematic, exemplified by the 
programme of isotopic analysis on the burials 

from Lankhills, Winchester, which showed a poor 
correlation between the origins of individuals and 
their funerary rituals, including the types of grave 
good (Booth et al. 2010, 509–16; Booth 2017, 
196). 

The types of grave good from all of the complete 
database burial records within the current project 
are quantified by region in table 6.4, while the 
proportion of the most common types are shown 
in fig. 6.47. There was clearly a wide range of 
objects that could be interred with the deceased, 
suggesting that there were no cultural barriers to 
the selection of different items. However, some 
types were clearly favoured over others, most 
notably ceramic vessels associated with eating and 
drinking. The range of funerary pottery from 
Romano-British graves has been studied 
extensively, notably by Biddulph (2002; 2005; 
2015), whose analysis has indicated that, for the 
most part, pottery vessels were specifically selected 
out of the typical domestic range (e.g. jars, bowls, 
dishes, platters, beakers, cups and flagons), but 

table 6.4: summary of recorded grave good types by region  
(n=no. burials; complete records only)

Grave goods Central  Central East North North- South South- Upland Wales  Total 
 Belt West   East  West & Marches

Total no. burials 1138 46 828 161 131 1437 21 11 3773 
 with grave goods
animal remains 192 34 94 9 39 222 1 1 592
bead/necklace 33 1 18 31 9 18 1  111
bracelet 81 1 21 2 13 43   161
brooch 94  43 6 5 130 17 1 296
coin 97 4 18 6 7 48 1 2 183
comb 12  1   7   20
finger ring 39  18 1 8 36 4 1 107
flint 7    1 8   16
glass vessel 34 4 37 41 10 57  1 184
hairpin 25  4  3 13   45
hobnails/shoe 307 19 71 54 11 275 3 1 741
knife 35  13 2 1 29   80
lighting 12 2 12  1 2  1 30
metal vessel 9  5 17  17   48
military 1   11 2 9 1  24
mirror 4  7   8 1  20
other personal object 19  7 10 2 17   55
plant remains 7 1 1  4 35   48
pottery vessel 503 25 656 76 45 941 3 2 2251
recreation 2  4   6   12
religious object 1  2 1 1 1   6
security 2  1 1 1 4   9
textile-processing object 11  2 1 1 13   28
toilet object 8  11 1  10   30
tool 12 2 6 1  19 1  41
wood vessel 1  1 3  13   18
writing 4  1  1 1   7
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that different forms may have been chosen 
according to differing cultural traditions and 
status, at least in parts of south-east England. 
Furthermore it was argued that far from 
representing a universal concern with food and 
drink for the afterlife, the context of each burial 
with pottery must be assessed individually, as a 
range of different meanings and usages could be 
apparent (Biddulph 2002, 109). 

Whatever the specific motivations, pottery was 
identified as a grave good in almost 80 per cent of 
furnished graves in the East region and 65 per 
cent of those in the South (fig. 6.47). This falls to 
just 44 and 34 per cent of the Central Belt and 
North-East burials respectively, in part reflecting 
the general chronological decline in the provision 
of ceramics in graves during the later Roman 
period, discussed below, but also highlighting 
genuine regional variation in grave-good traditions. 
In the North-East, the relatively small numbers of 
burials with grave goods were almost as well 
furnished with animal remains as with pottery (see 
discussion of animal remains below, p. 271), while 
in the Central Belt hobnailed shoes are found in 
over a quarter of furnished graves. Details of 
whether these shoes were worn or placed within 
the grave, and thus whether they can be considered 
truly as grave goods or clothing, have not been 
systematically recorded, although clearly most of 
those in cremation graves – and not demonstrably 
burnt or mixed with cremated material – were 
placed. There are also many examples of 
inhumation burials with hobnailed shoes not 
found in the area of the feet, such as the grave of 
an adult male lying within a mausoleum at 
Binchester military vicus, where the shoes may 
have lain on top of the coffin (Wessex Archaeology 
2008b). The conscious decision to place shoes 

within the grave, worn or otherwise, has been 
argued by many (e.g. Philpott 1991, 172–3; van 
Driel-Murray 1999, 131) to relate to the journey 
of the deceased into the afterlife, and such 
provision was almost certainly more extensive 
than current evidence suggests, given the general 
lack of survival of most non-hobnailed footware 
(cf. Booth et al. 2010, 498). 

Each of the other categories of grave good was 
represented in less than 10 per cent of furnished 
graves across the four regions with most burial 
evidence (fig. 6.47), though brooches appear 
relatively common among the few furnished 
burials included from the South-West. The relative 
paucity of other grave goods from the East is 
particularly striking given that this region has 
particularly high levels of material culture 
(especially coins and brooches) from settlement 
contexts (Smith 2016c, 234–7), and suggests that 
there was not a simple correlation between the 
type and volume of objects from settlements and 
those from graves. There were, of course, individual 
cemeteries that had very different profiles from 
their regional ‘average’, with, for example, coins 
being found within six of the eleven furnished 
burials from Uffington in Oxfordshire (Miles et al. 
2003), and in seven of the ten inhumation burials 
from the cemetery at Roden Downs in West 
Berkshire (Hood and Walton 1948; Booth 2001). 
The Uffington examples are recorded as having 
the coins originally placed within the mouth of the 
deceased, which is typically interpreted according 
to the Roman tradition as Charon’s fee for the 
boat journey to the underworld (Cool 2011, 309), 
though even in cemeteries in Italy the provision of 
coins in graves is far from a universal burial rite 
(e.g. found in 15 per cent of graves in a cemetery 
at Emona; Miškec 2010). 
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Many of the other types of grave good fall 
within the overall category of ‘personal objects’, 
and if grouped together would be found in a 
significant proportion of furnished burials. These 
brooches, finger rings, bracelets, necklaces, 
hairpins, combs and the like each have varying 
patterns of distribution, though for the most part 
their numbers are so small as to probably represent 
the choices of individuals, or at least their grieving 
relatives, to have personal tokens taken with them 
to the grave. A study of urban cemeteries at 
Winchester and Colchester noted that jewellery 
was more readily associated with the graves of 
adult women and adolescents aged between 8 and 
12 in particular (Gowland 2001, 159). In the case 
of the latter, the jewellery is suggested as possibly 
representing dowries for girls whose weddings 
would never come (Cool 2011, 311; A. Moore 
2016, 328).

Brooches are among the more numerous types 
of personal object with funerary associations, 
particularly in the South region, where they have 
been recovered from 9 per cent of furnished 
graves. However, considering their ubiquity on 
many domestic sites – they have been recorded on 
c. 35 per cent, 44 per cent and 50 per cent of 
settlements in, respectively, the South, Central 
Belt and East regions (Smith et al. 2016, 122, 183, 
235) – their use as grave goods still appears 
generally not to have been particularly favoured. 
As ever, there are plenty of individual exceptions, 
such as the brooches from eight of the twenty 
furnished early Roman cremation burials from the 
farmstead at Stansted Site DFS/SCS in Essex 
(Havis and Brooks 2004). Other jewellery items 
too were occasionally quite common grave goods, 
such as the bracelets found in ten of the thirteen 
furnished graves in the roadside settlement 
cemetery at Dunstable, many of these associated 
with children’s burials (Matthews 1981). For the 
most part, however, jewellery items remain quite 
scarce as grave goods, although there are changes 
in use over time.

Although the overall number of furnished 
burials has been shown to have fallen over time, 
there are variations in the proportions of different 
grave good types (fig. 6.48). While pottery vessels 
appear almost ubiquitous during the early Roman 
period, there was a marked decrease in their 
inclusion over time, being found in just over 30 
per cent of furnished graves by the late Roman 
period; at this point they are overtaken by the 
presence of hobnailed shoes, although as just 
noted, not all of these can perhaps be considered 
as grave goods. The provision of animal remains, 
which mostly comprise the main meat-providing 
species (cattle, sheep, pig and domestic fowl), is a 
little more variable over time but seems to have 

been at its most prevalent during the late Iron Age 
and at its least important during the late Roman 
period (see below, p. 271). Such decline in grave 
goods associated with eating and drinking has 
been previously noted by Pearce (2013, 143–4), 
using data mostly from urban cemeteries, who 
suggested a shift towards dress items and 
ornaments, which were used to reinforce social 
hierarchy. In the rural dataset, there is an increase 
in the proportion of certain object types associated 
with display and status during the later Roman 
period, though the chronological patterns of most 
‘minor’ grave good types appear to reflect more 
their varying patterns of consumption over time. 
Brooches, for example, were more prevalent in the 
late Iron Age, occurring in just under a quarter of 
furnished graves, this falling to c. 3 per cent of 
such graves by the later Roman period, when such 
artefacts were far less common. Bracelets and 
particularly coins were in greater circulation 
during the later Roman period, which presumably 
at least partly accounts for their increased use as 
grave goods, though even by this time both occur 
in only about 10 per cent of furnished graves. 
Although there are some differences in these 
patterns among the main regions with burial 
evidence, the same broad chronological trajectories 
are noted within all of them. 

Analyses within Volume 1 (Smith et al. 2016) 
indicated that many of the differences observed 
concerning the volume and type of material culture 
within excavated rural sites could be attributed to 
the nature of the settlement. Villas and roadside 
settlements, for example, generally had quite 
different frequencies of artefact categories than at 
most farmsteads. In terms of grave good types, the 
differences between various classes of site are far 
less marked, with pottery vessels, hobnailed shoes 
and animal remains remaining the top three 
categories in all site types except military vici, 
where glass vessels appear somewhat more common 
(fig. 6.49). There are differences in the relative 
proportions of the major grave-good types, with, for 
example, grave assemblages from nucleated 
settlements being more firmly dominated by 
pottery vessels and animal remains being more 
prevalent at farmsteads. Furthermore there is 
greater variation among the minor categories of 
grave goods, undoubtedly reflecting local traditions 
and the complexities of individual choice, with, for 
example, coins being more prolific at villas and 
brooches being more common at farmsteads and 
‘isolated’ rural sites. Overall, however, the similarities 
between the different site types are remarkable, 
suggesting that there were certain widespread 
accepted notions of what sorts of item were deemed 
most appropriate to inter with the dead, albeit 
notions that seemed to have changed over time.
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PLANTS IN BURIALS  

By Lisa Lodwick

Plants can be preserved in cremation and 
inhumation burials from a range of sources – as 
pyre offerings, as pyre fuel, from surrounding 
vegetation, or as grave goods. Literary evidence 
indicates that plants were significant aspects of 
many Roman funerary rituals, including the use of 
fragrant plants to mask the smell of decay (Graham 
2011). Most previous studies of Roman burial have 
barely mentioned the use of plants within funerary 
rituals (e.g. Philpott 1991), but following the 
widespread application of bulk sampling to funerary 
deposits in rural Roman Britain over recent 
decades, we can now evaluate the role of plants in 
funerary activities more systematically. That said, 
previous reviews of plant remains in Roman Britain 
have shown relatively limited evidence for the 
funerary use of plants (Van der Veen et al. 2008, 
28), perhaps in part because of the lack of attention 
paid to non-burial deposits such as redeposited 
pyre debris (cf. McKinley 2000).

To clarify, in the case of cremation burials, plant 
remains can derive from two scenarios (Kreuz 
2000; Rottoli and Castiglioni 2011). First, in 
bustum burials, the cremation process takes place 
above the grave pit, so that many of the plants 
burned on the pyre – as fuel or offerings – are 
deposited directly into this environment. Second, 
when cremation takes place in a separate area – an 
ustrinum – the deposition of plant remains relies 
upon the anthropogenic selection of ashes and 
pyre debris and deposition into the grave, as an 
urned or unurned burial. Beyond these instances, 
plants may also derive from subsequent activities 
taking place within the cemetery, such as funerary 
or grave-side feasting and festivals (Toynbee 1996, 
50–1, 63–4; Williams 2004), with the example of 
ceramics demonstrating that it is possible for plant 
remains to be intrusive into the grave from such 
subsequent activities (Biddulph 2015). In 
inhumation burials, the absence of a burning 
event means plant remains are much less likely to 
be preserved, unless in rare instances of 
mineralisation. Charcoal derived from the funerary 
pyre can show key insights into fuel use (Kreuz 
2000; Deforce and Haneca 2012), but was the not 
the focus of data collection in this project. This 
section reviews the evidence for plants in funerary 
rituals based on the selection of sites reviewed in 
the project database.

Cremation burials

Considering the substantial number of excavated 
late Iron Age and early Roman cremation 
cemeteries, there are surprisingly few cremation 
burials with definitive evidence for plants having 

played a role in funerary activities beyond that of 
pyre fuel. For instance, at Westhampnett, West 
Sussex, extensive sampling of pyre sites, pyre 
features and urns recovered only poorly preserved 
charred cereal grains, hazelnut shell and sloe-
stone fragments, ranging in density from 5 items/L 
to 0.3 items/L. These plant remains were suggested 
as representing background noise, pyre offerings 
and/or cereal chaff used as fuel (Hinton 1997). 
Similarly, at Kingshill North, Cirencester, an adult 
cremation grave, radiocarbon dated to a.d. 
86–247, produced a single barley grain and many 
wild taxa, at a density of 6.9 items/L. (W. Smith 
2011). Occasionally, a high density of well-
preserved plant items can be interpreted as 
everyday foods being used in offerings. For 
instance, at Nantwich, Kingsley Fields, Cheshire 
East, charred pea, pea/bean and barley were 
recovered from an older female cremation burial. 
Substantial quantities of large pieces of charcoal 
indicated the careful selection and deposition of 
pyre debris into the grave cut, which is most likely 
linked to the recovery of the plant food offerings 
(McKinley et al. 2012).

Where exotic plant foods occur in cremation 
burials and associated features, their derivation 
from background activity, local vegetation or use 
as fuel can be considered as much less likely, and 
an interpretation as pyre offerings is most probable. 
At early Roman Springhead Pepper Hill cemetery, 
Kent, charred remains of cereals, grapes, lentils, 
bean, pea and figs were recovered from an unurned 
cremation burial, and peas and beans were 
identified from another cremation burial alongside 
a chicken carcass and burnt pottery fragments. 
The presence of intact fruits was interpreted as 
evidence for the offering of unprocessed plant 
foods on the pyre (Biddulph 2006). Lentil was 
also recorded in two cremation graves at Ryknield 
Street, Wall, Staffordshire, alongside sloe and 
bramble seeds (Gray 2008). At Maryport military 
vicus in Cumbria, charred hazelnut shell and 
grapes were recovered from late Roman cremation 
burials, albeit at a very low density – being rare in 
a 10 L sample (Kirby 2011). Stone-pine nutshell 
has been recovered from a mid- to late Roman 
cremation burial at a farmstead at Horcott Quarry, 
Gloucestershire (Lodwick and Challinor 2017). 
The most substantial evidence for pyre offerings 
outside of urban contexts derives from a cremation 
cemetery associated with a fort at Doncaster in 
South Yorkshire, which spanned the later first and 
second centuries a.d. (Miller 2013). One group of 
cremation burials included charred pine nut, 
walnut, olive, date, fig, entire grapes and lentils, 
alongside ceramic lamps and flagons, while 
another group produced charred apple, date, 
lentil, hazelnut, pine nut and fig, alongside 
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amphorae and unguentaria. The high quality 
preservation of such fragile plant foods was 
interpreted as showing that these were burnt 
separately, perhaps on an altar, and then added to 
the cremated bone in burial (ibid.).

Beyond pyre offerings, plant remains have also 
been interpreted as having derived from other 
aspects of funerary activity. An exceptional deposit 
of later second century a.d. date at Mucking, 
Essex, indicates the role of plants in a funerary 
feast. A charred deposit contained date stones, 
hazelnut shell and pine kernels, alongside a 
distinctive ceramic repertoire including platters, 
tazze, mica-dusted lamps, bag-shaped beakers, as 
well as nine sestertii. The small amount of burnt 
bone contributed to the preliminary interpretation 
of this assemblage as the remains of an epulum 
(ritual meal) deposit of ten place settings (Lucy 
and Evans 2016, 324). At Ryknield Street 
cemetery, Wall, in Staffordshire, the recovery of 
lentil, cereals, hazelnut, sloe and blackberry from 
ovens and enclosure ditches was also interpreted 
as the remains of funerary feasts (Stevens 2008).

Inhumation burials

The occasional presence of charred plant remains 
within inhumation burials has sometimes been 
interpreted as being ritual in origin. A late Iron 
Age site at Rushey Mead, Leicester, for example, 
had an inhumation burial that contained a high 
density (185–499 items/L) of well-preserved 
charred spelt wheat grains alongside loomweights 
and pieces of sawn antler, all believed to represent 
grave goods (Monckton 2001). An early twentieth-
century excavation at Hailes, Gloucestershire, also 
recorded charred wheat grains overlying a late 
Iron Age inhumation (Clifford 1944), while 
charred wheat grains were reported from a number 
of Roman graves at Cranborne Chase (Pitt Rivers 
1888). Elsewhere, the presence of charred cereal 
remains in burials is far more likely to derive from 
background noise or post-depositional processes, 
such as at High Wold, Bempton Lane, East Riding 
of Yorkshire, where just three charred barley grains 
from a neonate burial were suggested as a possible 
grave good (Roberts 2009).

Beyond plant foods, exceptional evidence 
comes from five sites for the inclusion of leaves of 
box (Buxus sempervirens) in inhumation burials, 
preserved through mineralisation in late Roman 
package burials (Lodwick 2017b). At Roden 
Downs, West Berkshire, a late Roman lead-lined 
coffin containing an elderly woman was lined with 
box leaves and young stems (Allison 1947), while 
box leaves appear to have been arranged as a 
wreath in an undated child burial at Cann, Dorset 
(Gray 1918), and in an early to mid-second 
century a.d. child inhumation at Scole, Norfolk, 

alongside fruits of deadly nightshade (Atropa 
belladonna) (Fryer and Murphy 2014).

Conclusions

The accumulation of sampled cremation and 
inhumation burials demonstrate that plant foods 
and box leaves played a role in funerary rituals. 
The small number of sites restricts any clear 
observations of associations between social identity 
and plants, although it is noted that by far the 
most diverse range of plant foods recovered from 
cremation burials is from the military associated 
cemetery at Doncaster and from the individual at 
Watling Street, London (Giorgi 1997). Indeed, 
given the systematic sampling now undertaken of 
burials and the relatively abundant evidence for 
plant food offerings in Gaul, Germania Inferior 
and Italy (Bouby and Marinval 2004; Cooremans 
2008; Preiss et al. 2005; Rottoli and Castiglioni 
2011), it would appear that either the survival of 
plant foods is very rare in Britain or few people 
had access to imported plant foods, which would 
mirror the evidence from settlement contexts (Van 
der Veen et al. 2008). Beyond the evidence from 
plant macrofossils, chemical analysis has now 
produced evidence for resinous plant-derived 
substances from certain Roman burials, such as 
Pistacia resin from an infant inhumation near 
Arrington, Cambridgeshire (Brettell et al. 2014), 
Boswellia resin from burials at Alington Avenue, 
Dorchester,Dorset, Pinaceae resin at Poundbury, 
Dorchester, Dorset (Brettell et al. 2015) and 
frankincense from the cremation burial within a 
barrow at Mersea Island, Essex (Betrell et al. 
2013).

ANIMALS IN BURIALS  

By Martyn Allen

Animal bones are often found in association with 
human burials, although the meaning behind the 
deposition of animals in graves is rarely clear. 
Such interments may be made for a variety of 
reasons, such as the burial of companion animals 
alongside their ‘masters’, or animals selected as 
food offerings. Animals or animal parts may also 
have been chosen for their symbolic importance, 
such as deer antler or animal teeth, these possibly 
having amuletic, magical or even medicinal 
properties. Our understanding of animal remains 
in human burials relies on suitable preservation 
conditions and appropriate excavation and 
recording strategies. Animal bones may also 
become mixed with the backfill of a grave making 
them difficult to distinguish from deliberately 
interred specimens, although these could of course 
have important implications for matters such as 
funerary feasting around the graveside.
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There are very few published surveys that have 
considered the role of animal remains in late Iron 
Age and Romano-British funerary contexts, one 
of the exceptions being Worley’s (2008) PhD 
thesis, which showed that the study of animal 
remains in cremation burials can provide an 
important strand of evidence for our understanding 
of wider mortuary rites. Overall, however, 
zooarchaeological studies tend to ignore animal 
remains in burial contexts, focusing instead on 
the wider economic exploitation of animals (see 
Vol. 2 for in-depth analysis; Allen et al. 2017). 
Philpott’s (1991) overview of Romano-British 
burials provides a catalogue of animal bones in 
graves where they have been mentioned in 
excavation reports, but for the most part, there 
has been far greater attention given to the role of 
animals placed in so-called ‘special’ or ‘structured’ 
deposits (see Ch. 5), although these can sometimes 
overlap with human burial contexts (Groot 2008; 
2009; Maltby 2010a; 2012; Morris 2011; 2012; 
2016; Serjeantson and Morris 2011; Wallace 
2014, 126–8).

Despite the various taphonomic issues, animal 
bones are fairly well represented in late Iron Age 
to Romano-British funerary contexts, being 
recorded at almost a quarter of sites in the project 
database with inhumation burials, and at a third of 
sites with cremation burials. As noted above (p. 
268), the overall pattern of animal remains in 
human burials appears quite variable over time, 
though they would seem to have been more 
prevalent within both cremation and inhumation 
burials during the late Iron Age/early period than 
in the late Roman period. For the most part, it is 
only the partial remains of animals that appear to 
have been interred with human burials, although 
complete carcasses are also known, with some 
examples noted below.

Animal species

Domestic animals are by far the most common 
category of animal found in human burials (fig. 
6.50). Sheep and chicken are the best represented 
in terms of their general presence within site 
burial records, followed by pigs and cattle. Sheep 
are approximately equally represented in 
inhumation and cremation burials, though chicken 
and pig are clearly a more common accompaniment 
of cremation burial (fig. 6.51). In contrast, cattle, 
dog and horse are much better represented in 
inhumation burials. Cattle and horse bones are 
generally large and robust and this may bias their 
recovery from inhumation burials, while chicken 
bones tend to be more fragmentary. However, pig 
bones are also fairly robust and there is little 
reason why post-depositional bias should favour 
dogs over this species in inhumation burials. 

The preference for pig and chicken to 
accompany cremation burials, and cattle, horse 
and dog in inhumation burials is likely to reflect 
differing cultural attitudes. The fact that cattle in 
general are relatively poorly represented in graves 
is at odds with their importance in the agricultural 
economy of Roman Britain. Cattle are generally 
the most common domestic animal, particularly 
during the mid- to late Roman period, when an 
increase in the frequency of cattle remains has 
been observed in most regions of southern and 
central England (Allen 2017). The greater 
importance of pig and chicken in many grave 
assemblages strongly suggests that certain animals 
were considered more appropriate for burial (or at 
least cremation with the deceased), probably in 
most cases intended as food offerings.

The likelihood that at least some of the 
differences in animal species representation in 
burial contexts were culturally motivated is borne 
out by some evidence for regional variation. In the 
South region, sheep are the most commonly-
recovered animals from burial contexts, found at 
over 30 per cent of sites, followed closely by pig at 
24 per cent. Cattle, chicken and dog are recovered 
at a similar percentage of burial sites, varying 
between 13 and 16 per cent. Sheep are also the 
most commonly encountered species at burial 
sites in the Central Belt (24 per cent) and in the 
North-East (22 per cent, though in these regions 
there is less variation in the relative occurrence of 
different species. In marked contrast, however, 
chicken, followed by pig, are the most common 
species used in burials in the East region, being 
found at over 30 per cent of sites. Sheep are found 
at less than 10 per cent of burial sites in this 
region, a similar proportion to cattle. The 
preference for chicken and pig in the East region 
may be accounted for by the relative prominence 
of cremation burial in this area, and perhaps by 
connections to the Continent, where these are the 
commonest species used in funerary ritual in 
northern Gaul (cf. Lepetz 1996), but the fact that 
sheep are so poorly represented cannot be readily 
explained.

Remains of wild animals are comparatively rare 
occurrences in burials. Deer bones have been 
recorded by the project in burials at five sites, four 
of which are late Roman in date, while several 
others have been previously noted (e.g. Philpott 
1991, 198, 252). At two sites, Ridgeway Hill, 
Dorset (Brown et al. 2014), and Rushey Mead, 
Leicestershire (Pollard 2001), antlers were chosen 
for interment in inhumation burials. At the latter 
site, a late Iron Age pit burial comprised an adult 
male in his 40s or 50s buried with charred cereal 
grains, pottery and red deer antler that had been 
sawn and burnt. The authors argued that this 
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burning was part of the burial rite (ibid.). The 
deliberate sawing and burning of deer antlers has 
been recorded elsewhere from Romano-British 
religious contexts (Luff 1999, 218), a practice 
which has been argued to have enhanced the 
sensory aspect of certain rituals (Allen 2014, 181).

Animals in cremation burials

While animal bones often form a component of 
the grave/pyre good assemblage from sites with 
cremation burials, the overall proportion of burials 
that include faunal remains is usually comparatively 
low (fig. 6.52). Many animal bones may go 
unnoticed in cremation burials owing to an 
inability to discriminate between heavily burnt 
human skeletal remains and those from animals. 
In addition, much depends on animal remains 

being collected from pyres and placed in the final 
deposits. Some cremation burials include unburnt 
animal remains indicating that food offerings were 
not always placed on pyres (pyre goods), but 
added to the burial afterwards (grave goods), such 
as at Stansted 99-04 Site MTCP, Essex (Cooke et 
al. 2008) and Westhampnett, West Sussex 
(Fitzpatrick 1997).

At the late Iron Age cremation cemetery at 
Westhampnett, West Sussex, animal remains were 
a relatively common feature, being present in 37 
out of a total of 124 burials (Fitzpatrick 1997). 
Sheep/goat and pig remains were frequently 
encountered, while cattle was the only other 
species represented—the vast majority were found 
burnt. Of seventeen cremations excavated at the 
late Iron Age–early Roman cemetery at Bancroft, 

24%

24%

18%

16%

10%

6% 2%

sheep/goat

chicken/bird

pig

ca le

dog

horse

deer

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

sheep/goat chicken/bird pig ca le dog horse deer

%
 o

f s
ite

s

inhuma ons (n=124) crema ons (n=129)

fig. 6.50.  Percentage of burial sites with different animal species present (no. sites = 152) (data include bones of 
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been identified to species)

fig. 6.51.  Percentage of sites with different animal species present by burial type
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Milton Keynes, fourteen included animal bones, 
comprising the remains of sheep/goat, bird, cattle 
and pig. Many of these burials were also 
accompanied by pottery vessels (including bowls, 
flasks, cups, jars, platters and beakers), brooches, 
jewellery and other personal items (Williams and 
Zeepvat 1994). Animal remains were a common 
accompaniment to cremation burials at two 
cemeteries excavated along the A10 Puckeridge 
By-pass at Braughing, Hertfordshire (Partridge 
1977). A small early Roman (mid-first–second 
century a.d.), comparatively richly furnished 
cremation group included animal bones within 
each burial, while 40 per cent of a larger, mid-
Roman (second–third century a.d.) burial group 
included remains of cattle, sheep/goat and chicken.

Cremation burials offer the opportunity to 
examine burial practices in areas of the country 
where bone survival is generally poor, particularly 
where acidic soils dominate. At Ryknield Street, 
Wall, Staffordshire, for instance, the majority of 
the 42 cremation burials were found to contain 
animal remains, included as pyre goods (McKinley 
2008). The animals chosen for burial were 
restricted to pig, sheep/goat, cattle and domestic 
fowl; the remains indicate that complete animals 
were placed on some pyres, and more than one 
animal was placed with certain burials.

Military influences are apparent in burial 
practices at some sites, occasionally reflecting 
non-native tastes. Within the cemetery attached to 
the military vicus at Brougham, Cumbria, for 
example, the inclusion of animals in cremation 
burials represented both food offerings and 
companion animals (Cool 2004). Remains of 

cattle, birds, dogs, and pigs were all identified, 
though perhaps the most notable occurrence was 
the placement of complete horse carcasses on 
pyres. In several cases, women had been cremated 
accompanied by horses and military equipment. 

Animals in inhumation burials

At sites with high numbers of inhumation burials, 
interments that include animal remains tend to be 
relatively few (fig. 6.53). Nonetheless, as with 
cremation burial, there is some evidence that the 
inclusion of faunal remains in inhumation burials 
reflects particular cultural attitudes towards 
animals.

Animals feature prominently in the so-called 
‘Durotrigan’ burials, which dominated in the 
Dorset region of southern England during the late 
Iron Age and early Roman period (Harding 2015, 
83–7; see above p. 222). Chicken and pig were a 
particular feature in burials at Alington Avenue 
(Davies et al. 2002), while lambs appear to have 
been important at Whitcombe (Aitken and Aitken 
1990) and Poundbury Farm (Dinwiddy and 
Bradley 2011). At some sites, articulated remains 
of horses, dogs and cattle have also been found in 
association with Durotrigan pit burials, such as at 
Gussage All Saints (Wainwright 1979), Flagstones 
(Smith et al. 1998) and Woodcuts (Pitt Rivers 
1887).

Occasionally, animals were inhumed alongside 
people, either within the grave or on their own. At 
Mill Hill, Deal, Kent, a horse was buried in its 
own grave aligned with late Iron Age inhumation 
burials (Parfitt 1995), while a shallow pit 
containing horse skulls was a feature of the late 
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Roman inhumation cemetery at Vicar’s Farm, 
Cambridge (Lucas 2001, 83; see fig. 6.30). 
Within a ditch surrounding a late Roman cemetery 
by the roadside settlement at Dunstable, Central 
Bedfordshire, were the articulated remains of four 
horses and a dog, alongside a number of 
inhumations (Matthews 1981). Dog skeletons 
accompanying inhumations have also been 
identified at Reigate Road, Ewell, Surrey (Cotton 
2001), A303 Stonehenge Area C1, Wiltshire 
(Wessex Archaeology 2002), and Figheldean, 
Hampshire (Graham and Newman 1993), while 
at Asthall in Oxfordshire a child inhumation burial 
was accompanied by two dog feet, thought to 
represent a dog skin in which the deceased was 
lain (Booth 1997, 73). The overall evidence 
certainly suggests that there were close social 
connections between dogs and people at some 
sites. At Wattle Syke, West Yorkshire, the late Iron 
Age burial of a young female was placed next to a 
‘pillow’ of stones lain over a dog burial; this 
individual was the only burial of this date with 
accompanying grave goods, marking it out from 
others in the vicinity (Martin et al. 2013). Several 
female burials dating to the Roman period at 
Wattle Syke were found with chicken bones placed 
in their graves, perhaps indicating that gender may 
have occasionally played a role in the choice of 
animals selected for burial (ibid.).

‘Amuletic’ items

As well as food offerings and companion animals, 
some animal remains may have been interred 
because they were considered important as 

personal items. At Ridgeway Hill, Dorset, a 
fossilised shark tooth was found in one inhumation 
burial (Brown et al. 2014). The vertebrae of a 
small shark and a shark tooth were found to have 
been buried with two late Iron Age cremation 
burials at Marston Moretaine, Central Bedfordshire 
(Hounsell 2003). At Glen Garth, Hayton, East 
Riding of Yorkshire, an inhumed neonate was 
found to have been buried with a perforated 
animal tooth (Halkon et al. 2015).

THE UNBURIED DEAD

In his contextual analysis of Romano-British 
burial practice, Pearce (2013, 25) calculated that 
the ratio of excavated burials to the predicted 
original burial population was over forty times 
lower in rural contexts than in urban areas – in 
other words, there was a distinct lack of interred 
rural dead. Even with the mass of rural burial 
evidence collated for the current project, this 
conclusion remains the same for the vast majority 
of England and Wales. Weiss-Krejci (2013) 
discussed three of the possible scenarios for such 
‘unburied’ dead, comprising ‘people who are 
denied funerals’, ‘inaccessible corpses’, and ‘dead 
bodies on display’. There can surely be little doubt 
that the first two of these scenarios would have 
occurred in Roman Britain, perhaps including the 
exposure and dispersal of neonates, the disposal of 
criminals or other outcasts of society, and people 
lost as a result of warfare or other violence, or else 
drowned within rivers, lakes or the sea. Yet these 

fig. 6.53.  Proportion of burials with animal remains at sites with ten or more inhumation burials

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

Ke
m

ps
to

n,
 C

hu
rc

h 
En

d 
(2

)
Al

in
gt

on
 A

ve
nu

e,
 F

or
di

ng
to

n 
(3

)
N

IA
B,

 H
un

ng
do

n 
Ro

ad
, C

am
br

id
ge

…
Br

au
gh

in
g,

 B
un

ng
fo

rd
 R

oa
d 

(3
)

Po
un

db
ur

y
Bl

et
so

e
Fr

oc
es

te
r C

ou
rt

 (1
)

M
ai

de
n 

Ca
st

le
 (1

)
Al

ce
st

er
, S

ou
th

er
n 

Ex
tr

am
ur

al
 A

re
a

Ro
th

er
le

y
Hi

gh
am

 R
oa

d,
 B

ur
to

n 
La

m
er

 (1
)

La
nd

 W
es

t o
f B

ed
fo

rd
 S

ite
 S

L5
4

W
oo

dc
ut

s
Du

xf
or

d
W

a
le

 S
yk

e 
(3

)
Pi

er
ce

br
id

ge
Ba

rt
on

 C
ou

rt
 F

ar
m

 (2
)

Hi
gh

am
 F

er
re

rs
 O

A 
(3

)
G

us
sa

ge
 A

ll 
Sa

in
ts

 (1
)

F o
rd

in
gt

on
 B

o
om

, A
37

 W
es

te
rn

 L
in

k…
Fo

xt
on

Po
un

db
ur

y 
Fa

rm
 (3

)
W

el
w

yn
, W

el
w

yn
 H

al
l

M
ai

de
n 

Ca
st

le
 R

oa
d 

(2
)

W
el

ls'
 B

rid
ge

, B
ar

nw
oo

d 
(2

)
Ru

ds
to

n 
(2

)
Gi

ll 
M

ill
, D

uc
kl

in
gt

on
 (5

)
W

a
le

 S
yk

e 
(1

)
Bu

rn
by

 L
an

e,
 H

ay
to

n 
(2

)
So

ut
hd

ow
n 

Ri
dg

e 
(1

)
Cu

rb
rid

ge
W

hi
tc

om
be

Ba
in

es
se

 (S
ite

 4
6)

, C
a

er
ic

k
Iro

nm
on

ge
rs

 P
ie

ce
, M

ar
sh

el
d 

(2
)

Ca
m

p 
Gr

ou
nd

, C
ol

ne
 F

en
, E

ar
ith

 (1
)

Al
in

gt
on

 A
ve

nu
e,

 F
or

di
ng

to
n 

(1
)

G
lo

uc
es

te
r B

us
in

es
s P

ar
k 

Li
nk

 R
oa

d,
…

G
r e

et
w

el
l, 

Li
nc

ol
n

Hi
gh

am
 F

er
re

rs
 O

A 
(2

)
N

or
th

um
be

rla
nd

 B
o

om
, G

ra
ve

se
nd

As
th

al
l

W
es

t L
an

e,
 K

em
bl

e
Ea

st
 K

en
t A

cc
es

s (
Zo

ne
 6

 a
nd

 7
) (

2)
Ro

de
n 

Do
w

ns
Li

le
 D

ow
n 

Fi
el

d,
 L

an
sd

ow
n

Po
rt

la
nd

, R
oy

al
 M

an
or

 A
rt

s C
ol

le
ge

no animal remains with animal remains

RB3ch6.indd   275 29/05/2018   20:01:12



 LIFE AND DEATH IN THE COUNTRYSIDE OF ROMAN BRITAIN276

are not routine events and would only account for 
a very small fraction of the rural population. The 
final scenario, that of displaying the dead, has 
often been seen as the most likely explanation for 
the relative absence of a buried population during 
the Iron Age, in the form of excarnation (Whimster 
1981, 195). The resultant decaying body would 
then eventually be dispersed, either through 
anthropogenic or natural actions, leaving little or 
no trace in the archaeological record. Pearce 
(2008; 2013, 25, 145) has suggested that these 
‘invisible’ Iron Age funerary traditions, which may 
also have included the dispersal of cremated 
remains or submersion within watery contexts, 
probably continued into the Roman period, 
particularly in rural areas, which would explain 
the relative paucity of burial remains.

Any attempt to try and assess the extent of 
such ‘invisible’ rites is, of course, fraught with 
difficulties, with the presence of disarticulated 
human bone being one of the very few possible 
indicators. Such data were systematically collected 
for the current project, being noted in 462 
different excavated sites. The age, skeletal elements 

and context vary significantly, though cranial 
fragments do seem slightly better represented, 
noted in 30 per cent of sites, with elements from 
infants/neonates also relatively common. Some 
remains have been suggested as having been 
deliberately placed in features, often alongside 
other objects as part of ‘structured deposits’, as 
discussed in Chapter 5 (p. 184), one example 
being a fragment of human cranium with evidence 
for trepanation found in a late Iron Age ditch 
terminus at Eysey Manor, Cricklade, Wiltshire 
(Pine 2011). Most of the human remains, however, 
appear on the face of it to be ‘random’ finds in 
ditches, pits and other features, inside and outside 
of settlements, though many of these could still 
represent more purposeful acts of deposition, 
perhaps guided by cosmological motivations (cf. 
Chadwick 2012). 

The distribution of sites with evidence for 
disarticulated human bone is shown on fig. 6.54. 
Many of these lie within the well-defined 
concentration of inhumation burials in the central 
part of the province and, indeed, some could 
represent the truncated and dispersed remains of 

fig. 6.54.  Distribution of excavated sites with evidence for disarticulated human bone
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formal burials. The lack of evidence from parts of 
the south-east is, however, notable, and given the 
reasonable quantity of animal bone from this area 
(cf. Smith and Fulford 2016, 399, fig. 12.12), is 
unlikely to be wholly explained by issues of poor 
preservation. Instead, it may reflect the particularly 
strong burial traditions from this region throughout 
the Roman period, and a resultant reduced 
tradition of alternative funerary rites like 
excarnation. By contrast, in the South-West, where 
the number of sites with formal burial appears 
quite limited, there are eight sites with evidence 
for disarticulated human remains, including two 
fragments of adult jawbone from a long-lived 
settlement at Lellizzick, Padstow (Wessex 
Archaeology 2008c), and fragments of burnt 
human bone suggestive of cremation or deliberate 
burning, thought likely to be of late Roman date, 
at Tintagel (Barrowman et al. 2007). 

The records of disarticulated bone have been 
further sub-divided by phase where this has been 
possible, showing an approximately even 
distribution between the late Iron Age/early 
Roman and mid- to late Roman periods, which 
appears to be at odds with previous indications 
that such material was less abundant after the 
Roman conquest (Pearce 2013, 145). Indeed, 
assuming that this bone is representative of 
alternative funerary rites, it is suggestive of some 
degree of continuing practice from the Iron Age 
right through to at least the end of the Roman 
period. 

Almost half of all sites with disarticulated bone 
comprised farmsteads (fig. 6.55), and c. 30 per 
cent of these showed no evidence for any formal 
burial. Although the majority of ‘isolated’ rural 
sites with disarticulated human remains also had 
evidence for formal interment, including a number 

with cemeteries, there were still many examples of 
human bones being found apparently isolated 
within field ditches as well as in other contexts 
such as caves (cf. Branigan 1992, 15–16). 
Excavations of a possible late Roman fishing weir 
close to the confluence of the Rivers Thames and 
Wey at Shepperton in Surrey encountered some 
disarticulated human bone from the silts (Bird 
1999), providing some hint that rivers may have 
been used to carry the dead from the land of the 
living. Further examples of human remains from 
riverine contexts include those dating to the 
middle Iron Age found from the River Witham at 
Fiskerton in Lincolnshire, along with many other 
apparently deliberately placed deposits (Field and 
Parker Pearson 2003, 125–7), and Godwin Ridge 
in the Cambridgeshire Fens, which was suggested 
as an important site for mortuary rites involving 
riverine interment during the later Iron Age 
(Evans 2013b). The extent to which rivers were 
used to dispose of the dead in the Iron Age and 
Roman periods is far from certain, and the 
discovery of much human bone in Roman contexts 
within the Walbrook Stream in London is now 
believed to result from natural causes (i.e. erosion 
of burials lying close to the river bank) rather than 
a deliberate choice to use the river as a path to the 
afterlife (Harward et al. 2015). 

Overall, the evidence suggests that funerary 
practices that did not result in the interment of the 
individual were a consistent feature of the country-
side in most parts of Roman Britain, probably 
continuing on from Iron Age traditions. Just how 
far these can be viewed as ‘mainstream’ or 
‘alternative’ practices remains uncertain and 
probably varied over time and between different 
communities, much the same as formal burial 
itself. 
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fig. 6.55.  Proportions of total number of sites with disarticulated human bone by site type (n=569)
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CONCLUSIONS

If the response to death can be seen as a measure 
of societies’ cultural values, then the sheer diversity 
and dynamism of funerary rites observed within 
late Iron Age and Roman Britain suggests a largely 
fragmented patchwork of communities across the 
province. The analysis presented in this chapter 
has focused upon the more archaeologically visible 
aspects of this funerary practice – notably the 
burials themselves, rather than the increasing 
evidence for wider mortuary rituals – and though 
there is now a substantial dataset of rural burials, 
there is also a growing awareness that such formal 
interment was probably not part of the ‘normative’ 
funerary process for large sections of the 
population. There was clearly a variable and 
complex attitude to the treatment of the dead, and 
a key question remains as to why certain 
communities, but not others, adopted formal 
burial practices. And what were the motivations 
that led communities who had lived within 
settlements for many generations to radically 
change funerary practices and start burying their 
dead, or at least a sizable number of them, in 
specialised cemetery zones, and in a variety of 
ways? Equally, why did some settlements and 
wider localities appear to have burial in certain 
phases, with little evidence for interments before 
and after, even when occupation clearly continued? 
Rarely before or since have societies undergone 
such momentous shifts in attitudes to the treatment 
of the dead as appears to have happened, on a 
piecemeal basis, across much of England and 
Wales over the course of the late Iron Age and 
Roman periods.

Many of the funerary practices seen within the 
Roman period stemmed from major changes that 
took place during the late Iron Age, though far 
from following an inherently conservative path of 
continuity into the post-conquest period, there 
continued to be dynamic developments right 
through to the fourth century and beyond. The 
number of burials overall certainly increased in 
the late Iron Age, and continued to do so in most 
areas into the later first and second centuries a.d., 
though, except for certain nucleated settlements 
such as Baldock and Braughing in Hertfordshire, 
rarely can these be considered as properly 
representative of the total populations of 
communities. It is only with the spike in burial 
numbers in large parts of central Britain, in 
particular, during the later Roman period that 
formal interment of the dead can start to be 
considered as a ‘normative’ funerary rite, and even 
then this was mostly restricted to some of the 
larger complex farmsteads, villas and nucleated 
settlements, paralleling the situation at larger 

Roman towns where substantial cemeteries also 
developed.

The increased use of defined burial zones, or 
cemeteries, appears to have been one of the key 
developments leading to the growth in the number 
of interments, though there was a definite hierarchy 
in terms of their use. They were present in almost 
all defended ‘small towns’, but were increasingly 
scarce at roadside settlements, villages and 
complex farmsteads, with very few at most other 
farmsteads. Here, if there was any burial evidence 
at all it was usually in the form of dispersed 
interments integrated within and around the 
settlement. The greater frequency of cemeteries at 
certain settlements appears not only linked to the 
scale of the site, and possibly to an increased 
population, but also to the levels of likely social 
and economic interactivity with other settlements, 
with cemeteries possibly used as part of wider 
mechanisms employed to enhance social standing. 
In certain areas the development of cemeteries 
can be linked to changes in surrounding settlements 
and landscapes, and perhaps even to shifts in the 
wider rural socio-economic system. Analysis in 
Volume 2, for example, highlighted the variable 
moves to more extensive farming practices in parts 
of southern and central Britain that were probably 
heavily dictated by the demands of the state (Allen 
and Lodwick 2017, 177). It is in these same areas 
that cemeteries associated with rural settlements 
were most common, particularly during the later 
Roman period, when a number of larger ‘isolated’ 
rural burial grounds also developed, some 
suggested here as possible communal cemeteries 
for surrounding farmsteads and villas. At this time 
there may have been tighter systems of control or 
management exerted over the rural population of 
these areas, especially the agricultural workforce, 
in order to meet the state’s agrarian needs. The 
increased interment of the dead within larger, 
more organised cemeteries may represent one 
facet of this control, with funerary rituals being 
more carefully managed within certain agricultural 
estates, and individuals and families perhaps 
having less say in where their dead were buried.

Despite the shift towards larger cemeteries in 
certain areas, it is clear that there was still a great 
deal of variation within the burial rites employed, 
which was perhaps more a matter of local custom 
and individual choice. From the late Iron Age 
onwards there was a mix of cremation and 
inhumation burial, and though the latter came to 
dominate all areas by the later Roman period, 
there remained substantial chronological 
heterogeneity across different regions and 
landscapes, and there certainly was not always a 
linear progression between the two rites. The core 
area of cremation burial in the south-east had 
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developed from the late Iron Age and is thought at 
this time to be representative of a distinctive 
cultural zone. However, by the late Roman period 
there were large parts of this zone that lack 
evidence for burial of any type, and there were no 
obvious traces of cultural cohesiveness remaining, 
at least not within the burial evidence. Instead the 
thin scatter of late Roman cremation burials lay 
mostly across the central part of the province, 
where they can be viewed as one of a number of 
funerary variants among the broad concentration 
of mostly inhumation burials. These variants also 
include the so called ‘deviant’ inhumation 
mortuary rites of decapitated and prone burial, 
which, despite having similar distribution patterns 
in central England, often display different 
characteristics. Decapitated burials are almost 
exclusively late Roman in date and are mostly 
found within defined cemeteries, especially those 
associated with nucleated settlements, whereas 
prone interments form a minor proportion of 
inhumation burial from the late Iron Age onwards, 
and are somewhat more likely to appear outside 
cemetery contexts. Despite many varied 
hypotheses, the possible motivations for the act of 
decapitation remain obscure, and were probably 
multifarious (but see Ch. 7, p. 283), though there 
are slightly greater indications to suggest that 
many of the individuals buried prone were likely 
to have been among the more marginalised 
members of society.

Further variation can be seen with the provision 
of grave containers and grave goods. The use of 
coffins, cinerary urns, caskets and cists display 
varied chronological and geographic patterns, 
probably governed by different social, cultural and 
economic factors. Both coffins and urns were 
more common in larger population centres where 
there may have been a slighter greater social 
impetus for the display of the dead. For the most 
part the same cannot be said for the provision of 
grave goods, which, despite displaying distinct 
regional and chronological patterning, shows 
remarkable consistency between most site types, 
both in the extent of provision and in the nature of 
the grave goods themselves. The use of grave 
goods may have been relatively restricted, 
particularly during the later Roman period, but 
their general consistency between different 
settlement types suggests that there may have been 
some more widely accepted conventions 
influencing the types of items thought most 
appropriate to inter with the dead, albeit 
conventions that changed over time. 

Most of the variations in burial ritual just 
highlighted of course only represent differences 
relating to the act of interment, and not to the 
many other aspects of the funerary process, which 

were probably just as varied. Such heterogeneity 
undoubtedly reflects differences in individual 
choice, local customs and relative social status. 
Just how far the burial evidence informs upon 
social models within a rural context is difficult to 
determine. During the early to mid-Roman period, 
the act of burial itself may have been linked to 
enhanced social status, while there is also evidence 
for social differentiation through the type and 
quantity of grave goods (e.g. late second-century 
wooden casket cremation burial with a rich 
assemblage of grave goods found near to a possible 
villa at Creslow Manor Farm, Bucks; Booth and 
Champness 2014) and the use of funerary 
monuments (e.g. huge burial mounds at places 
like Bartlow Hills, Cambs.; Eckardt et al. 2009). 
Such features are less common, though not 
unheard of, during the later Roman period, and 
differences in status appear primarily to be marked 
by specific items of dress, such as crossbow 
brooches (though these remain particularly rare as 
grave goods in rural contexts), and by the use of 
lead-lined and stone coffins. Over half of all the 49 
burial records with evidence for stone coffins were 
associated with villas or lay in rural contexts in 
areas where villas were most frequent, and these 
were often found either as single examples or in 
small groups, thereby heightening their 
‘separateness’ from other sections of society. The 
various status indicators from burials do not by 
themselves, however, provide conclusive evidence 
for varying degrees of social inequality over time, 
and ultimately, the best indication for this is 
probably through detailed palaeopathological 
study of the human remains (see Ch. 7). 

Variations in burial ritual may also have been at 
least partly dictated by religious beliefs, though this 
is very difficult to discern. The scant evidence for 
Christianity in rural Roman Britain was discussed 
in Chapter 5, and various studies (e.g. Watts 1991) 
have attempted to identify Christian communities 
on the basis of their burial traditions, notably the 
‘managed’ late Roman cemeteries of well-ordered, 
east–west aligned inhumation burials with few or 
no grave goods and often with evidence for coffins. 
These tend to be found in the larger urban centres, 
with well-known examples at Poundbury outside 
Dorchester in Dorset (Farwell and Molleson 1993) 
and Butt Road, Colchester (Crummy et al. 1993), 
though such ‘managed’ late Roman east–west 
cemeteries have also been located at certain ‘small 
towns’ such as Queenford Farm, Dorchester-on-
Thames in Oxfordshire (Chambers 1987) and 
Ashton in Northamptonshire (Petts 2003, 144). 
The problems in assigning a definite Christian 
label to such cemeteries have been highlighted  
by Petts (2003, 138–49; 2016, 672–3), who 
nevertheless suggested that they may be related to 
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an increasing Christianisation of the imperial civil 
service, allowing the church to exert control over 
certain activities, including the organisation of 
burial grounds, although that was not to say that all 
who were buried in such cemeteries were necessarily 
Christian. Whether or not these ‘managed’ east–
west cemeteries were associated with increasing 
church/state control, it is clear that the vast 
majority of the buried population in the late 
Roman countryside of Britain did not lie in such 
contexts, with grave orientation, location and the 
provision of burial containers and grave goods 
continuing to be markedly varied, both on an intra- 
and inter-site basis.

It was just noted how the relative ‘cultural 
cohesiveness’ of the south-east England cremation 
burial zone appears to have been eroded over time, 
and to a certain extent this can be seen in other 
areas such as Dorset, where the late Iron Age/early 
Roman Durotrigan types of burial had mostly 

disappeared by the later Roman period. Overall, it 
does seem that the decline of such distinct regional 
burial traditions corresponded with an increased 
integration of the various funerary rituals, primarily 
within the broad band of burial running through 
central England from the south-west to the north-
east. But what this might mean in terms of cultural 
or ideological cohesiveness is another matter. Even 
within individual sites, deceased individuals could 
be cremated or inhumed, be laid out supine, flexed 
or prone, be decapitated, be buried with or without 
grave goods and with or without a container of 
varying form. This is, of course, assuming that they 
would have been afforded formal burial at all. Even 
during the late Roman period, when burials 
numbers in the central zone were at their height, it 
is very unlikely that all members of all communities 
would have been interred, though analysis of 
human skeletal remains can provide a vital insight 
into those who were.
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