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LATE BRONZE AGE CREMATION BURIALS:
A COMPLEX EVENT WITH FEW REMAINS
Kristóf Fülöp 1 – Gábor Váczi 2
The process of Late Bronze Age cremation rite burials may appear at first glance – due to incineration – to
be a type of find that is extremely short on data. However, an analysis of the cremated human remains and
the small amount of ceramic and metal grave goods from the perspectives of the history of the event and
object biography can contain enough information to provide a basis for determining the roles and functions
of the objects found in the cremation/burial process.
The cremation ritual, in contrast to the inhumation burial method, is supplemented by the traces of the
cremation event. The characteristic, tangible results of this supplementary phase leave special and clearly
recognizable evidence on the human and animal bodies, as well as on the various objects. Due to this we are
able to discover a few elements and related phenomena of the complex series of actions performed between
the moment of death and the final closing of the grave, in other words
between biological and social death, which in the case of inhumation
rite burials for the most part cannot be observed.3
The incineration of the deceased on a funeral pyre is a fast and directed method for the decomposition of the body. The transformation
of the body in this spectacular, interactive and emotionally focused
manner can raise this entire process to a communal event or performance. Presumably the so-called cremation platforms at prominent
locations, appearing in an attractive manner at the cemetery of Pitten
in Lower Austria can be interpreted in this way.4 The entire process is
radical in the sense that the powerful effect of heat transforms the physical characteristics of the deceased and the accompanying objects to a
great extent. By the time the pyre burns out, the remains of the body –
depending on the gender, age and health of the deceased – amount to a
maximum of two and a half kilograms of burnt bone fragments.5 What
remains are secondarily burnt, often deformed and damaged fragments
Fig. 1: Pot burnt and deformed
on a funeral pyre
of ceramic objects and burnt or melted amorphous bits of the metal
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objects (Fig. 1).6 This scanty amount of data makes it so the analysis of the cremation rite only extends to
differentiating between the urn burial or scattered ash variants and the comparison of the types and numbers
of grave goods perhaps in the light of other cemeteries.
The fundamental unit of investigation must be the creation of the individual graves as an event as opposed to the cemetery. However, for this to become something that can be examined it is necessary to
supplement the important – but by no means full – general series of data (grave dimensions, orientation,
the method of internment, the conditions of the body and the types and numbers of grave goods), which
lead, even unintentionally, to the false approach in which the grave is considered a momentary event and
the placement of the deceased and the objects in the grave are handled as an imprint. In contrast to this,
numerous examples from ethnography and cultural anthropology show that burial is a wide ranging series
of processes diversified through space and time with diverging actions and participants in varying numbers
and roles.7 Precisely due to this there is a need to pose questions from a new perspective in the archaeological investigation of the entire series of rituals; the micro-level analysis of the event history must be placed
within the context outlined by typochronology and cultural classification, with the goal of reconstructing to
the greatest extent possible the burial rituals of the individual people taking into account the actions before,
during and after cremation.8
When examining cremation
burials within the context of the
series of funerary rituals, it is possible to determine that the actions
occurring between the death of
the individual and the covering
of the grave can be interpreted as
a succession of minor, divergent
series of events and not as a linear
process. From an archaeological
perspective the events prior to the
body being placed on the funeral
pyre, for example the preparation
of the body (washing, anointing, shaving, dressing, etc.), can
only be examined rarely and under special circumstances,9 and
the length of time of this phase
is unfathomable without written
sources. Therefore, for the most
part it is only the weapons, jewelFig. 2: The lighting process of a funeral pyre from a present-day Indian example
(Oestigaard 2005, 14. Fig. 1.5)
ry and tools burnt on the pyre that
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indicate the events related to caring for the deceased prior to cremation, while the condition of the body
when placed upon the pyre remains unknown in most cases.10
From an archaeological perspective cremation is an event that is accompanied by clearly observable
results, but whose process at the time is difficult to reconstruct (Fig. 2). The event of cremation can be
dealt with as a fact, but where and how it occurs remains an open question. One or several cremation sites
found in cemeteries excavated over a large area provide surprisingly little information. Their surfaces are
burnt through to a depth of 10-20 cm and some charcoal, human remains and vessel fragments are found.
However, we do not know whether in addition to the surviving platforms – most likely fashioned in shallow
pits – surface pyre sites were also used, and if so, how many of these served one cemetery and how they
kept these clean.11 What we can be sure of is that cremation in the grave pit is not characteristic of Late
Bronze Age cremation cemeteries in Hungary, or in other words following the cremation the collection of
the remains and the “furnishing” of the grave was a secondary event.12
In research on cremation on funeral pyres within the context of experimental archaeology, the process
of the transformation of the body has received great emphasis. Amongst other topics the experiments have
dealt with the structure and color of bones following heat shock, which has helped in creating a color scale
to determine the heat of combustion of the pyre.13 In fortunate cases the direction from which the pyre was
lit and the time when it collapsed too early can also be reconstructed on the basis of the change in color
of identifiable bones. The size of the pyre is an important and recurrent question, or rather the amount and
quality of wood necessary for full cremation.14 In the experiments, in addition to the amount of wood, the
use of catalyzing agents has also been investigated. In addition to all of these, the structure of the pyre and
the rate of its burning and collapse are frequently recurring questions in determining the intentional or accidental occurrence partial cremations or those that only result in macrofragmentation.15
In relation to the cremation experiments we unfortunately have less information about the manner and
extent to which the variable influences and circumstances that arise during cremation impact the objects
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of various materials placed on the
pyre.16 The utilization of these
results in archaeology is still insignificant, even though when
examining the graves, the physical characteristics and changes
that clearly indicate the use of
the objects in the cremation ritual can be observed in many cases
in the grave goods. We can even
gain information by the detailed
examination of marks clearly visible to the naked eye about the location of the objects on the pyre
and their conditions, bringing us
closer to understanding their former function and significance.
The secondarily burnt ceramics can be split into three major
categories based on the strength
of the heat effect on the vessel and
the size of the affected surface.
In the first case, a discoloration Fig. 3: Urn vessel from one of the graves at the Late Bronze Age tumulus cemetery
indicating a slight effect of heat
of Jobbágyi-Hosszú-dűlő.
a) The surface of the entire vessel is nearly uniformly moderately burned from
can be observed only on part of
a secondary fire.
the vessel, such as its side, rim or
b) As a result of the sudden heat of the secondary burning a section of the vessel’s
bottom. In this situation, the vesbelly has partially broken down.
sel may have stood immediately c) The round black mark that can be observed on the base indicates that the vessel
next to the pyre or have come into
was placed on the pyre in a standing position.
contact with its cooling remains
later. In the second case, the entire surface of the vessel is slightly burnt, which may indicate that the vessel was on a section of the pyre
where a lower level of heat affected it. The third type is a strong secondary burn, during which the surface
was not only discolored, but melted or cracked in a net pattern and in rare cases the material is burnt through
its entire cross-section and its form is distorted and deformed. This can only be imagined if the vessel was
in the central section of the pyre and similarly to the bones was subject to steadily high heat even after the
collapse of the structure (Fig. 3).17
The biography of individual ceramic objects and the reconstruction of their role in the ritual can be further
detailed if we take into account the evidence of use found on the vessels. On the basis of the various types of
damage, cracks and evidence of wear it is possible to differentiate between vessels that were new, hardly used
or heavily used when they were placed in the grave (Fig. 4). In this way it can be seen whether the vessels
used during burial can be interpreted as having been made as grave goods especially for the ritual or were
pieces taken from everyday use or from the home for the burial.
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Amongst others, the interdisciplinary experiments performed by M. Becker and his colleagues deal in detail with the
transformation of grave goods placed on the pyre: Becker, Matthias – Döhle, Hans-Jürgen – Hellmund, Monika – Leineweber,
Rosemarie – Schafberg, R.: Nach dem großen Band. Verbrennung auf dem Scheiterhaufen – ein interdisziplinärer Ansatz.
Bericht der Römisch-Germanischen Kommission 86 (2005), 61–195.
Ceramic restoration expert László Gucsi is researching and documenting the effects of the heat of the pyre on vessels and the
indications of this.
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Fig. 4: Traces of wear on one of the urns from
the Late Bronze Age cemetery at Balatonendréd
(photograph: László Gucsi)

Fig. 5: Traces of burning and melting on a bronze bracelet
from the Late Bronze Age cemetery of Újsolt

Fig. 6: In many cases it was possible to observe a close
connection between secondarily burnt vessels and the human
remains at the Jobbágyi-Hosszú-dűlő cemetery

Similarly to the ceramic objects, bronze objects can also be categorized according to their condition. In
the first case traces of combustion or carbonized wood (embers) can be found (Fig. 5). These objects were
placed on the pyre after it collapsed and so were only partially burnt/melted. The second category is made
up of those bronze implements that became cracked or partially deformed due to the high heat. Their reconstructed location may have been the outer area of the pyre, where temperatures were not as high, or possibly due to the irregular direction of the collapse of the pyre they were only subjected to high temperatures
for a short time. The third group in the case of bronze objects is made up of thoroughly burnt objects that
melted entirely into liquid. These spent enough time in the hottest part of the pyre that they are put in the
grave along with the ashes as melted blobs or drips. It is not uncommon that they have incorporated burnt
bone fragments during cooling. Similar to the ceramics, the possibility and success of analyzing the traces
of use on these objects strongly depends on the condition in which the objects are found and the method
and extent of their restoration.
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The collection of the ashes can begin following
the burning down of the pyre. The watering of the
human remains and other ashes may have taken
place to speed up the cooling of the remains, which
may have also facilitated the cleaning of the bones
and their meticulous, more complete collection.
Arched cracks that split apart are the traces of this
remaining on the bones that have fragmented into
tiny pieces, and these are caused by a sudden change
in temperature and the escaping steam.18 The amount
of ashes placed in the grave as the final stage shows
a quite varying profile throughout the entire Bronze
Age, and on the basis of investigations up to this
point this cannot be correlated with either the age
of the deceased, the quality of the cremation or the
size of the vessel used as the funerary urn. However,
the varying amounts, which stretch from 5-10 grams
to 2,000-2,500 grams, clearly draw attention to the
conscious manipulation of the former physical body,
Fig. 7: Human remains scattered above a covered grave
which could be reconstructed in a few cases at the
at the Jobbágyi-Hosszú-dűlő cemetery
(Fülöp, Kristóf – Váczi, Gábor: Preliminary report on the
Late Bronze Age cemetery at Jobbágyi.19
excavation of a new Late Bronze Age cemetery from Jobbágyi
The placement of the urn or the remains in a
(North Hungary). Dissertationes Archaeologicae Ser. 3.
grave pit was accompanied by the “furnishing” of
No. 2. (2014), Fig. 5.2)
the grave and its provision with other grave goods.
It is at this point that the categorization of the objects described above becomes significant, because this is an important consideration for selection when
reconstructing the series of events. It is possible to differentiate within the objects placed in the grave
between the vessels and bronze jewelry, weapons and implements that were placed upon the funeral pyre,
those that were placed next to the pyre and those that are a part of the grave furnishings. In this manner
it is possible to outline the timing within the phases of the series of funerary events and the form of the
roles played by the individual storage and cooking vessels, components of drinking and dining sets, as
well as the various bronze objects. In addition, this makes it possible to reconstruct how these objects
were placed in the grave – amongst the remains in the urn or “scattered” in the grave pit – within the fixed
order of actions (Fig. 6).
The act of interment cannot be reconstructed in its entirety, but one or two details can be recorded during
excavation. Vessels found around the urn in the fill of the grave pit and not at the bottom of the pit, as well
as scattered amounts of burnt bones in the fill above the vessels indicate that the furnishing and covering
of the grave may have been a process made up of several phases (Fig. 7). However, we cannot even come
close to knowing the entire duration of this process or the length of time of the periods of filling the grave.
In many cases it is also difficult to provide a dependable answer to the fundamental question of where
the grave was. Due to the agricultural cultivation characteristics of the majority of the land in Hungary, we
only see the lower section of cremation burials that are located below the level of the tilled soil. In this way
it is difficult to estimate what portion of the grave was below the ground, and whether there may have been
some kind of grave marker or grave structure above the surface. The analyses of the previously mentioned
18

19

A detailed description of the physical and chemical reactions that take place during the heating of bone and its quick recooling can be read in Géza Szabó’s article from 2004 cited earlier.
Fülöp, Kristóf – Váczi, Gábor: Preliminary report on the excavation of a new Late Bronze Age cemetery from Jobbágyi
(North Hungary). Dissertationes Archaeologicae Ser. 3. No. 2. (2014), 413–421.
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cemetery at Pitten20 or the structure of the tumulus graves excavated in the Bakony region21 indicate that
Late Bronze Age graves did not necessarily end up in pits dug below the surface, and it is far from certain
that we can find all of the graves that once existed even at a fully excavated cemetery.
The data that can be collected on the basis of the criteria listed above become indispensible when we
want to process a cremation rite cemetery from the perspective of event archaeology and object biography. The combination of these two methods of analysis can provide a significant additional amount of
information, which can allow us to go beyond the earlier methods of examination based on typology and
quantity. With this knowledge we may be able to discover further details and elements of complex cremation burial rites that were comprised of a series of smaller events, which will provide greater distinction
and vibrancy to the reconstructed image of a burial custom that has been characteristically considered to
be lacking in data.
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