Intrasite spatial analysis of the cemeteries with dispersed cremations
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The cemeteries with dispersed cremations were the main burial
type in Estonia during the Iron Age. The essential characteristic of
them is their collective nature and intentional indistinguishability
of the individual burials – the cremation burials are without
container, and burned bones and artefacts are scattered over the
whole cemetery area. The intrasite spatial and quantitative methods
which are applied for cemeteries with separate individual burials
are not suitable for the analysis of dispersed cremation burials
because of the specific nature of the latter.

Spatial data of artefacts, bones and charcoal were studied on two
levels. First, the material from cemetery were analysed as point
pattern data with the aim to find out the regularity in spatial
distribution. After that, smaller clusters and concentration areas of
finds and bones were taken into closer consideration. Different
analysis methods were used: autocorrelation, nearest neighbour
analysis, point density analysis and minimum distance analysis.

Spatial co-occurrence of artefact types was studied with minimum
distance analysis. Within distance up to 20 cm the most frequently
occurring combination was pair of different types of ornaments,
as well as a combination of knife
and ornament. These items were
7
probably placed into the burial
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ground as a one unit.
Bear claws

Software: MapInfo Pro, Vertical Mapper, Crime Stat, Past.

The aim of this study is to find appropriate methods for the analysis
of dispersed cremation burials in order to understand the funerary
rituals and the formation of cemeteries.

Case Study

Results
Autocorrelation Moran’s I statistic was used to examine the
spatial formation of cemetery. There was a negative autocorrelation
in spatial distribution of well-dated artefacts. Thus, the majority of
the cemetery area was in constant use and grave goods from
different time periods were lying next to each other.

The 10th-13th c. AD cemetery at Madi, Estonia
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Conclusion

7 indviduals by bones
70 indviduals by artefacts
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Madi with area of 1600 m is one of the largest
flat cairn cemeteries in Estonia.
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Photo: Institute of History at the University of Tallinn

Excavations in Madi were
carried out in the 1920ies,
1960ies, and results
remained unpublished.
However, the excavations
in the 1960ies were well
recorded and can be used
for spatial analysis.
Excavations in Madi, 1966.

In one of the places were buried
along with the bones of a dog
and bear the cremated remains
of a man together with weapons,
riding gear and other items
from 12th century.

1600 findspots and 3 kg
of cremated bones
1240 findspots and 500 g
of charcoal
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Distribution of dog bones and bear claws.

Noteworthy is the location of
the dog bones and bear claws.
They were distributed only in
the certain part of the cemetery.

Altogether there were at least 15 spots inside a cemetery where
both the artefacts and bones occurred in large quantities. This
indicates the presence of individual burials alongside dispersed
cremation burials.

2650 findspots of artefacts
11 kg of potsherds

977 sq m
excavated
in 1960ies

Stones
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Point density analysis of artefacts (1) and bones (2) with Kernel smoothing (10 m radius).

According to the nearest neighbour statistic the distribution of
artefacts, bones, and charcoal was clustered. Point density analysis
shows that the bones were distributed in a more restricted area
then artefacts. The correlation between distribution of artefacts and
bones was weak (r = 0.275). This could mean that the cremated
bones and grave goods collected from pyre place have been treated
individually during the funerary rituals. Some artefacts are
probably additional offerings outside the main burial area.

This paper was first attempt to study the cemeteries with dispersed
cremation burials with the help of intrasite spatial analysis. As a
result, we have better understanding of the formation of this type
of cemeteries and more diverse picture of the funerary rituals
performed on the burial place.
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