CHAPTER 10

Come rain or shine? The social implications of seasonality and weather on the cremation rite in early Anglo-Saxon England

Kirsty E. Squires

Abstract
Cremation was one of the primary funerary rites employed during the fifth and early sixth centuries AD. However, the difficulties faced by communities to ensure that successful cremations were achieved are often overlooked by archaeologists. Weather and seasonality would have undoubtedly played a major part in the success of an open-air cremation. This paper intends to explore how early Anglo-Saxon communities dealt with a fatality during the winter months and periods of adverse weather. The effects of a death under these circumstances would have impacted these populations on a household and a communal level. An examination of the hardships faced by cremation practicing groups on both a practical and social level can provide an insight into the relationship between individuals and communities in early Anglo-Saxon England.

Introduction

Limited information is available pertaining to the weather and seasonal conditions of early Anglo-Saxon England. Environmental evidence and documentary sources indicate a downturn in climatic conditions from the fifth though to the early seventh century (Lamb 1981: 57-61; Carver 1989: 142; Dark 2000: 27-28; Hooke 2011: 315-316). This period was dominated by wet and cold conditions, which is in stark contrast to the preceding warmer and drier climate of Roman Britain (Dark 2000: 27). Documentary records from the Continent, dating from the fifth to the ninth century, reference several severe winters which seem to have increased in severity from the fifth through to the seventh century (Brooks 1949: 310-311). A particularly wet and cold year would have decreased agricultural output and made food storage extremely difficult (Koepke and Baten 2005: 147). These factors would have resulted in seasonal scarcities and, in the most severe of cases, famine would have ensued resulting in increased mortality rates. Environmental catastrophes would have also had a similar effect on human populations. The starkest example from this period has been dated to AD 536. It is thought that volcanic eruptions or extraterrestrial impacts from meteorites or comets led to environmental and socio-economic crises, particularly in Scandinavia (Gräslund and Price 2012: 431). Dendrochronology and literary sources provide evidence for lower temperatures, increased rainfall and famine subsequent to this event while social changes, such as the migration of villages to higher ground due to rising water levels and the adoption of new ideologies and funerary rites, have been associated with this environmental disaster (ibid.: 430, 432, 437-438). 

Seasonality also has an impact on health and disease. Due to unfavourable weather conditions and freezing temperatures, people are more inclined to spend longer periods of time indoors during winter (Roberts and Cox 2003: 37). In addition to the affects of the cold and wet, increased time indoors can contribute to respiratory infections, such as influenza, the common cold and sinusitis (ibid.: 37, 173). These conditions would have been made worse in early medieval homes due to indoor pollution from hearths and poor ventilation of these buildings. Bronchitis and joint disease are exacerbated during the winter months, while other diseases such as poliomyelitis, meningitis, glaucoma and mental health conditions (such as seasonal affected disorder) are also linked to this time of year (ibid.: 37; Roberts and Manchester 2005: 15-16). Weakened immune systems make individuals, especially the young and elderly, particularly vulnerable to contracting infectious diseases during winter and in severe instances can result in death. This notion is supported by modern clinical studies. The most recent statistics available for England and Wales has estimated that 24,000 deaths occurred during the winter of 2011/2012, the majority of which were individuals over 75 years of age (Office for National Statistics 2012: 2-3) (Fig. 10.1). This number equates to 15% more deaths during winter (December to March) than a non-winter period, with the highest number of mortalities occurring in the coldest month (February) of the study period (ibid.: 2-3). Elevated mortality rates during winter are a recurrent trend in the United Kingdom and in Continental Europe due to cold temperatures and poorly heated homes (The Eurowinter Group 1997; Wilkinson et al. 2001; Healy 2003; Office for National Statistics 2012). It has been estimated that three to four deaths per year would have taken place at the Elsham (North Lincolnshire) cemetery if it was utilized by a living population of 94 individuals for a period of 150 years (Squires 2011: 151). This figure decreases to two to three deaths per annum if the same cemetery was employed for a 200 year period and served a living population of 71 individuals (ibid.: 151). At the Cleatham (North Lincolnshire) cemetery, it has been estimated that six to seven deaths would occur each year if the cemetery was used for a 150 year period and was utilized by a living population of 168 individuals (ibid.: 213-214). Again, this figure deceases to five deaths per year if the cemetery was served by a living population of 126 individuals over a 200 year period (ibid.: 213-214). It is difficult to estimate how many of these individuals would have died during winter period, however based on clinical data it is likely that at least one death would have occurred during the winter months at Cleatham, while the probability of a death at Elsham over the same period is slightly lower. 
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Fig. 10.1:Graph illustrating number of deaths per month from 2011-2012 in England and Wales (data obtained from Office for National Statistics 2012)

The information outlined above raises a number of important issues when studying mortuary practices in the past. For example: where were bodies stored if it was not possible to carry out a cremation? How would a scarcity of resources impact funerals and what can this tell us about relationships between households and communities during this period? Were funerals carried out at certain times of the year and, if so, were they influenced by seasonal activities? There is no doubt that weather influences open air cremations. However, this is rarely considered when interpreting the variability of cremated remains from archaeological contexts. The only way in which we can further our understanding of this complex funerary rite is by integrating osteological evidence and theories pertaining to the cremation rite. Therefore, this paper aims to explore how early Anglo-Saxon cremation practicing groups dealt with death, both on a practical and social level, during winter and periods of adverse weather. Osteological evidence from a number of early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries will be discussed throughout this paper (Fig. 10.2). Documentary sources and ethnographic case studies will also be examined to explore how other societies cope with a death under unfavourable circumstances and social pressures. It is hoped that the approach taken in this paper will further demonstrate how scientific evidence and archaeological theory can address complex issues concerning the cremation rite in the past.
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Figure 10.2: Number of cremation burials from early Anglo-Saxon mixed-rite and cremation cemeteries
Decomposition of the body

Cadavers experience varying degrees of decomposition depending on the amount of time that elapsed between death and cremation. Unfortunately, this is difficult to establish from osteological remains (Carr 2007: 447). The decomposition of a body, and its subsequent skeletonization, differs depending on a variety of factors including: body size, trauma and cause of death, scavenger and carnivore activity, treatment of the corpse (i.e. preservation), dressing the body in clothes or a shroud, amount of oxygen in the immediate environment, temperature, humidity and the type of surrounding environment (i.e. if the body was exposed in the natural environment or in a building) (Henderson 1987; Mann, Bass and Meadows 1990; Vass 2001). At this stage it is necessary to consider how long it takes a body to decompose under various climatic conditions and environments. This will provide an idea of the length of time that bodies were stored in Anglo-Saxon England before complete skeletonization took place.

The first macroscopic decompositional changes that affect soft tissue occur at around 48 hours after death (Clark, Worrell and Pless 2006: 153). It can take anywhere between several days or a number of months after this period for the body to lose its soft tissues, resulting in complete skeletonization (ibid.: 162). Humid environments (hot or cold) result in the rapid decomposition of cadavers (Mann, Bass and Meadows 1990: 105; Prieto, Magaña and Ubelaker 2004: 4; Bass 2006: 181; Galloway 2006: 144). Increased humidity, as well as high temperatures, aids the development of insects which accelerate rates of decomposition (Mann, Bass and Meadows 1990: 105; Bass 2006: 181; Adlam and Simmons 2007: 1012; Simmons et al. 2010: 891). In contrast, dry conditions (again whether hot or cold) slow down the process of decomposition (Galloway et al. 1989: 610; Mann, Bass and Meadows 1990: 105; Chamberlain 1994: 43; Komar 1998: 59-60; Prieto, Magaña and Ubelaker 2004: 3; Bass 2006: 185). Putrefaction (anaerobic degradation) is significantly reduced below 4˚C because bacterial growth is impeded at this temperature threshold (Vass et al. 1992: 1246; Micozzi 2006: 172). Vass (2001: 191) estimates that it would take 128.5 days for a body to become skeletonized, on the premise that the cadaver was laid on the ground and exposed to an average temperature of 10˚C. Decomposition during winter prolongs the preservation of a corpse. Galloway (2006: 147) has identified that it can take up to a week for bodies to enter the first stage of decomposition if they are left outside during winter. However, Komar (1998: 61) notes that in extreme winter conditions the skeletonization of a body will not take longer than four months. The rates of decomposition presented in this paper are based on experiments where external factors differ greatly. Environmental conditions vary from site to site and this point must be taken into account when considering rates of decomposition. 

Osteological evidence

Burned bone from Elsham and Cleatham cemeteries showed minimal amounts of fracturing (or fissuring) and warping (Table 10.1). These results highlight that the oxidation of these skeletal remains took place at a steady rate and at relatively high temperatures (Squires 2011: 142-143, 203). Transverse and curvilinear transverse were the most common types of fractures identified at Elsham and Cleatham, indicating that bodies were fleshed at the time of cremation. In addition, the majority of cremated bones from these cemeteries were white in colour (ibid.: 143, 201-202). Similar burning patterns were identified from the Sancton (East Riding of Yorkshire) (McKinley 1993: 296) and Spong Hill (Norfolk) (McKinley 1994: 83) bone assemblages. Yet the incomplete cremation of certain bones was noted at each of these sites. In many cases the os coxae, vertebrae, proximal dorsal femora, the occipital and petrous portion of the temporal bone, hands and feet were black, brown, grey and blue in colour and exhibited minimal shrinkage. These visual characteristics are analogous to burning patterns observed from modern crematoria and denote deoxidizing conditions and incomplete incineration of bone (Bohnert, Rost and Pollak 1998: 16; Symes et al. 2008: 32-33). In the context of early Anglo-Saxon cremation, incomplete burning of some bones, for example the occipital, hands and feet, can be explained by their position and peripheral location on the funerary pyre and the lack of fatty deposits in these extremities. Nonetheless, the position of the dead cannot be the sole explanation for differential burning patterns. Thick layers of soft tissue will inhibit high temperatures and oxygen flow from reaching certain bones and will lead to incomplete cremation (McKinley 1994: 75). Meanwhile the pugilistic pose, which is induced through high temperatures and results in muscle shrinkage, causes the body to contract, particularly at the elbows, wrists and knees (Saukko and Knight 2004: 317). This process leads to the protection of bones that would otherwise be directly exposed to high temperatures and is known as ‘tissue shielding’ (ibid.: 316; Symes et al. 2008: 30; Ubelaker 2009: 2). Consequently, the distal epiphyses of the radii and ulnae, dorsal surface of the carpals, and a small area of the anterior distal femora, patellae and proximal epiphyses of the tibiae and fibulae are the primary bones affected by fire (Symes et al. 2008: 31-33). An examination of the osteological remains from early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries indicates that oxidizing conditions were achieved on the pyre and the process was highly efficient given that open air pyres were used during this period (Squires 2011: 143, 204). However, this is unsurprising given the wide use of fire in everyday activities, for example brewing and cooking (Lee 2007; Hagen 2010; Perry 2011), smithing and other metalworking (Leahy 2003; Hinton 2013), and, potentially, ritual uses during ceremonies (Hooke 2010).

	Degree of modification
	Warping
	Fracturing

	
	Elsham
	Cleatham
	Elsham
	Cleatham

	Severe
	12 (2.1%)
	3 (0.3%)
	12 (2.1%)
	69 (7.1%)

	Severe-moderate
	21 (3.7%)
	11 (1.1%)
	45 (8.0%)
	130 (13.3%)

	Moderate
	225 (39.8%)
	218 (22.3%)
	288 (50.9%)
	437 (44.7%)

	Moderate-none
	241 (42.6%)
	518 (53.0%)
	190 (33.6%)
	306 (31.3%)

	None
	67 (11.8%)
	227 (23.2%)
	31 (5%)
	35 (3.6%)


Table 10.1: Degree of warping and fracturing of cremated bone from Elsham and Cleatham. Note: these figures refer to all burials from these cemeteries including animal burials

The cremation of bodies dressed in layers of clothing would also result in bones that showed variable signs of incineration. Burned bear teeth, phalanges and claws, which are indicative of pelts, have been recovered from cremation burials at Elsham (Squires 2013: 187); Cleatham (ibid.: 187), Sancton (Bond 1993: 307-308) and Spong Hill (McKinley 1994: 92). If bodies were wrapped in pelts, like a shroud, unsuccessful cremation would ensue since high temperatures and a flow of oxygen would have to permeate layers of textiles before reaching the cadaver (Holck 1986: 173; McKinley 2008: 178). Alternatively, pelts may have functioned as a throw which were placed over the wooden structure (McKinley 1994: 94). This would have formed an insulating layer between the cadaver and pyre, creating a deoxidizing environment around the dorsal surface of the body. Nevertheless, the use of pelts in this manner would have been more efficient in terms of the cremation process than wrapping these articles around the cadaver. The identification of iron and copper-alloy staining and adhering globules of molten metal and glass to burned bones provides further evidence for the cremation of clothed corpses (McKinley 1993: 298; 1994: 83; Squires 2011: 143, 202). The location of staining on skeletal elements can provide evidence for the type of artefacts that accompanied the deceased on the pyre (McKinley 1994: 83). Copper-alloy staining and adhering globules of the same material have been identified on metacarpals and hand phalanges from Sancton (McKinley 1993: 298), Spong Hill (McKinley 1994: 83), Elsham and Cleatham (Squires 2011: 289). This implies that some individuals were wearing finger rings at the time of cremation. At Spong Hill, a metacarpal was fused to a cervical vertebra with molten glass which is thought to have derived from glass beads (McKinley 1994: 83-84). McKinley (ibid.: 83-84) has proposed that this individual was placed on the pyre in a supine position with their arms folded across their torso. No signs of animal gnawing, which indicates excarnation or exposure of the body, were seen on the skeletal remains from Elsham and Cleatham. Complete hand and foot phalanges were frequently identified from burials at these sites, which also suggest that excarnation was not carried out as small bones are often missing from deposits containing excarnated remains. 

An examination of early Anglo-Saxon burned bone highlights that bodies had not undergone complete skeletonization at the time of cremation. However, there is both archaeological and documentary evidence to suggest that bodies were not always buried or cremated immediately after death. Fly puparia was identified on a brooch from the early Anglo-Saxon inhumation cemetery at Sewerby (East Riding of Yorkshire) (Hirst 1985: 31) and on an iron padlock from an inhumation burial from Mill Hill (Kent) (Halliwell 1997: 267). These examples provide evidence for the exposure of bodies for a number of days (or even longer in cold and dry conditions) before burial. Documentary sources also support the archaeological evidence from Sewerby and Mill Hill. Clause 21 in the seventh century Laws of Ӕthelbert states that an individual who kills another man must pay wergild of 100 shillings, 20 of which had to be paid at the open grave (Sayer 2009: 152). Sayer (ibid.: 152) has highlighted that this would have caused delays to a funeral as feuds had to be settled before a grave could be closed. In Ibn Fadlan’s account of the cremation of a Rus chief, the deceased was placed in a grave which was covered with a roof for 10 days while his funerary attire was prepared (Frye 2005: 66). Fadlan noted that upon exhumation, the only visible change to the cadaver was the colour of the skin, which had turned black from the soil (ibid.: 68). Analogous observations were made in an experiment conducted by Jonuks and Konsa (2007). It is difficult to provide an accurate length of time between death and cremation in Anglo-Saxon England. Osteological evidence has shown that bodies were fleshed at the time of cremation, though there are signs from unburned bone that some degree of decomposition of the body did occur. Mourners had, at the very most, around two to three months to cremate the dead before bodies underwent extensive decomposition.

Storage of bodies

As previously mentioned, the staining and adherence of metal and glass to cremated bone from early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries suggests that individuals were dressed at the time of cremation. The preparation and display of a body is likely to have taken variable amounts of time ranging from several days to a few weeks. In the first instance the deceased may have been laid out in their home, though it seems unlikely that a cadaver was left among the living for a prolonged period of time as buildings were comprised of a single room during this period (Hamerow 2011: 136). Osteological evidence indicates that bodies did not undergo extensive decomposition before cremation. The storage of bodies within houses would have been impractical as the heat generated from hearths would aid the process of decomposition. If a funeral was delayed, it is possible that the dead were relocated to a cooler environment to prevent rapid decay of the body. Analogous practices have been identified in archaeological and ethnographic studies. A funerary shaft at Folly Lane, Verulamium (Hertfordshire), which dates to the Late Iron Age, has been interpreted as a place where the body was housed and funerary rites were conducted before cremation (Niblett 1999: 58). Similarly, when an individual dies among the Todas, a tribe that inhabit the Nilgiri region of southern India, temporary funeral huts are erected which are used to store the body before cremation rites commence (Rivers 1906: 340). After the cremation of a male, the funeral hut may be used again if it is not damaged, while the funeral huts of females are burnt down after the cremation (ibid.: 338-340). 

In early Anglo-Saxon England, ‘houses of the dead’ have been identified from a number of sites (Evison 1988: 34-36; Down and Welch 1990: 25-33; McKinley 2003: 15-18). These structures consist of four or five postholes in the form of a square or rectangle and are linked together by ditches or gullies (ibid.: 15). Down and Welch (1992: 66) proposed that these small buildings were erected over cremation burials to commemorate the dead. The size of these structures vary significantly, for example feature 32 at Alton (Hampshire) measured 3.40m x 3.08m (Evison 1988: 116) while those identified at Park Lane (London) ranged in size from 0.50m x 0.30m to 0.70m x 0.55m (McKinley 2003: 15). It is plausible that burned bone were deposited in these structures or, indeed, buildings within settlements (e.g. sunken-feature buildings), if a burial had to be postponed due to adverse weather conditions or throughout winter when the ground was frozen and the excavation of a grave was not possible. In addition, the larger structures may have also been used to lay out bodies before the cremation rite. These structures are found within cemetery boundaries and would have provided a place to display the body away from settlements (Evison 1988: 34-35; Down and Welch 1990: 25; McKinley 2003: 15). 

Environmental effects on funerary rites 

Environmental conditions undoubtedly influenced the cremation process and associated funerary rituals as open-air pyres were utilized in early Anglo-Saxon England. The microclimate of a site may have influenced the choice of funerary rite that was conducted by a community. Wooded areas would have facilitated cremations as they provide fuel necessary for the cremation process as well as shelter from the elements. In contrast, sites that were located in open areas with little shelter from trees would have been more exposed to rain and strong winds, which are detrimental conditions to open-air cremations. Strong winds can cause funerary pyres to burn and collapse unevenly, leading to the incomplete incineration of a cadaver if human intervention is absent. (McKinley 2000a: 407). Williams (2004: 274) and McKinley (2006: 81-82) have briefly addressed the issues that cremation practicing groups would have faced during episodes of adverse weather conditions, highlighting that this factor alone would have delayed a funeral. In reference to prehistoric cremation practicing groups, Gejvall (1969: 470) stated that severe snow or rain would be the main conditions to delay or minimize the completion of a cremation. 
These postulations are supported by experimental archaeology which highlights the problems of using open pyres. Jonuks and Konsa (2007: 104-105) selected the highest and most observable location on the landscape for their experiment. It was concluded that this location was a poor choice because shortly after lighting the cremation pyre ‘a strong wind picked up and carried most of the flames and heat away from the dead body’ (ibid.: 104-105). Marshall (2011) conducted a number of experimental cremations from 1993-1996 to establish the properties of funerary pyres when lit under different conditions. One of these cremations involved the use of damp and improperly prepared wood to build a poorly constructed pyre. The cremation took place in wet weather and burned bone was removed prematurely from the pyre site (ibid.: 33). A combination of these factors led to incomplete and inconsistent burning of the cadaver (ibid.: 33). Interestingly, Marshall (2011: 33) also points out that reaching optimum temperatures and oxidizing conditions of pyres constructed out of either dry or damp wood during wet weather is extremely difficult. Experimental archaeology has highlighted that dry weather together with a gentle breeze are the most favourable conditions for a successful cremation since there is no risk of extinguishing the fire through rain or snow, and a light wind provides suitable oxidizing conditions (Squires 2011: 89). 

Household hearths are likely to have provided a continuous source of fire with which to light pyres, although a challenge might remain if the cremation was not taking place close to dwellings. Accelerants such as animal fat and clarified butter may have been applied to funerary pyres if poor weather conditions and/or the use of damp wood hindered the ignition of the pyre. These products would also increase the temperature of the pyre, thereby aiding the cremation process. Analogous practices have been identified from the Roman period, where perfumes and oils were poured on to funerary pyres (Williams 2004: 276), and in modern India, where ghee and scented oils are applied to the pyre (Dubois and Beauchamp 1906: 364; Parry 1994: 177). 

Seasonal activities and daily life

Time constraints and the pressures of daily life are likely to have influenced the amount of investment placed into a funeral. The early eleventh-century Cotton Julius manuscript provides an insight into farming practices and activities that were carried out at different times of the year (Hill and Worthington 2003: 15; Lee 2007: 29-30; Hill 2013: 9). Spring, summer and autumn were the busiest times of year as livestock management, hunting, wood gathering, haymaking, harvesting, and sowing were integral to the daily running of each household (Hill and Worthington 2003, Hill 2013). The demands of agricultural activities would have been at its lowest during the winter months. Tasks that were carried out during this period included: fence construction, threshing, and preparation of the land for the following year (Hill and Worthington 2003; Hill 2013). Therefore, if an individual died during this season, households would have had more time to invest in the preparation of a funeral compared to other times of the year. 

The identification of charcoal from potential pyre sites and within cinerary urns demonstrates that wood was the primary fuel used in the cremation process in Anglo-Saxon England (Dickinson and Speake 1992: 100; Carnegie and Filmer-Sankey 1993: 107; McKinley 1994: 82; Filmer-Sankey and Pestell 2001: 251-252; Hather 2009: 427-428; Squires 2011: 293). The use of supplementary fuels in the cremation rite, such as brushwood and grasses, has been identified from a number of early Anglo-Saxon cremation burials (McKinley 1994: 82; Filmer-Sankey and Pestell 2001: 251; Ennis 2008: 54). However, there is no surviving evidence to suggest that these fuels or, indeed other resources, for example turf, peat or seaweed (Downes 1994: 151; Photo-Jones et al. 2007
), were used in place of wood as the primary fuel type. Alongside the wood collected for domestic use, additional wood is likely to have been collected by each household in the eventuality of a death over winter. This alone demonstrates the organized nature of cremation practicing communities. However, depending on the size of the pyre that was to be constructed and the severity of seasonal conditions, additional wood may have been taken from supplies that were initially collected and stored for domestic consumption. Holck (1986: 43) has estimated that the quantity of pinewood required to cremate a human body under ideal weather conditions lies in the region of 146 kg. Yet, based on the amount of gas required to conduct a successful cremation in modern crematoria (210 units), McKinley (1994: 79) has calculated that two to three times the amount of wood originally estimated by Holck (1986: 43) is needed for a successful open air cremation. Becker et al. (2005: 128-129), cited in Høilund Nielsen (2009: 98), point out that one to two whole, large tree trunks or the equivalent amount of firewood needed for a single person for one to two years would be needed to cremate a body. This is a significant quantity of wood and even more would have been required if animal offerings were to accompany the deceased on the pyre. Considering these estimates, it appears that if a single household, consisting of around eight individuals (Stoodley 1999: 126), was to provide wood for the construction of a funerary pyre during the winter, they would have insufficient fuel to last until spring. Instead, each household within a community may have been expected to contribute some wood for a cremation. Consequently, the custom of cremation demanded more exchanges of resources and materials collectively between groups than the inhumation ritual. The collective contribution of fuel, labour and funerary offerings would have been crucial to ensure a successful cremation was carried out during the winter months. 

He who has the biggest pyre

Despite the communal nature of cremation practicing groups, the social standing and perceived importance of an individual (on the basis of their age, sex, kin affiliations, wealth and role in the community) is likely to have influenced the timing of a funeral. Documentary sources and ethnographic studies provide evidence for the differential organization of funerals according to the identity of the deceased. Alfred the Great’s translation of Orosius’ Histories provides a description of funerary customs among the Ests that were encountered by Wulfstan on his journey in the Baltic during the ninth century AD. The account recalls that: ‘when a man is dead there, he lies inside with his relatives and friends, unburnt, for a month, or sometimes two; and the kings and the other high-ranking men so much longer, in proportion to the wealth they possess, so that it is sometimes half a year they remain unburnt and lie above ground in their houses’ (Swanton 1993: 66-67). Similarly, an ethnographic case study from Bali illustrates that the bodies of priests and nobles are stored within the courtyard of their palace or house for at least 42 days (Metcalfe and Huntington 1991: 142). The display of revered or high-ranking individuals for prolonged periods of time provides evidence for the different tempos of funerals depending on the social identity of the dead. 
Early Anglo-Saxon cremation is renowned for the provision of animal offerings, pyre- and grave-goods and burial within cinerary urns. Yet, there is a chance that households or communities did not have the resources to cremate an individual of low social standing during periods of hardship. The provision of animal offerings in the cremation rite suggests that some social groups could afford to sacrifice commodities more easily than others, particularly if a cremation was carried out during a bad winter. The inability to sacrifice food for funerary feasting among groups of a lower social standing may have meant that a funeral was put on hold until conditions improved. Revered or wealthy persons would have had greater access to disposable resources and more people willing to assist in funeral preparations. The additional contribution of fuel and animal offerings by immediate kin and other households would have allowed a cremation to take place under more difficult circumstances. Consequently, funerals may have served as a way of demarcating status (Squires 2015). Differences in tempo during the preparation of a funeral and the cremation process itself are integral to this idea. Individuals of a lower social standing would have experienced greater delays before the funeral, especially if there was a shortage of fuel, while the cremation itself may be shorter as a smaller pyre would correspond to the resources invested in a funeral. In contrast, the commodities available to persons of higher social standing would allow cremations to take place relatively quickly after death, depending on the weather and rituals prior to cremation. A larger funerary pyre is likely to have been constructed for such individuals, particularly if numerous or large animals accompanied the dead, and consequently the cremation process would last longer. Therefore, the amount of resources, number of mourners attending and participating in the funeral and the weather were integral to the tempo of a ceremony. A similar observation has been made of the funerary rites of the Berawan of Borneo. Here, the funerals of high-ranking individuals often take place soon after death as they are more likely to have the commodities required for the necessary mortuary rites than individuals of a lower social standing (Metcalf and Huntington 1991: 146). However, where delays do occur, for example if rice stocks (which are a necessary commodity in the mortuary rites of the Berawan) are low or the death was unexpected, a secondary festival will take place at a later date (ibid.: 146).
Given the lack of pyre debris found in funerary vessels it appears that once a cremation was deemed complete and the skeletal remains were cool enough to handle, the burned bone was processed on site and subsequently placed in an urn (McKinley 1994: 85; Squires 2011: 293). Based on ethnographic evidence and experimental cremations, McKinley (1997: 68) has estimated that the collection process would take at least three hours if one individual gathered all of the cremated bone by hand. However, the length of time invested in the collection process would have varied between cremations (McKinley 2006: 85). For example, it would take a significant amount of time to collect the skeletal remains of an individual that was cremated with a horse or multiple animal offerings. A high number of mourners may have been involved at this stage of the funerary rite if the deceased was highly regarded among the community (ibid.: 85). This would have not only reduced the amount of time required to collect the cremated remains but a greater quantity of material would have been retrieved from the pyre site (ibid.: 85; Squires 2015). If a cremation was conducted during winter, mourners would have had to spend prolonged periods of time outdoors in unfavourable conditions. Where the attendance of funerals was not mandatory, individuals may have been more inclined to attend the cremation of a person that was wealthy or revered within the community, regardless of the weather, as the ceremony is likely to have been an elaborate and important event. If a downpour extinguished the fire and the bones were deemed ‘completely cremated’ it is possible that the length of time before collection also varied between individuals. Mourners attending the cremation of an admired or wealthy individual may have been more willing to collect the deceased’s cremated remains under wet conditions. In contrast, those involved in the funeral of a less favoured or poorer member of the community may have waited until the rain had stopped before collecting burned bone from the pyre site. Again, this is linked to environmental conditions and the tempo and number of participants at a funeral. 

The overall high efficiency of early Anglo-Saxon cremations demonstrates that all individuals regardless of social standing were provided, at the very least, a basic funeral. Ethnographic examples show that a lack of resources will lead to incomplete cremation. In modern day India, when a family cannot afford sufficient wood for an adequate pyre or the time to maintain it, bodies are half-burnt and placed in a river without further cremation, while the very poor are afforded no cremation at all and their bodies are placed directly into the Ganges (Rau 1986: 245; Barber 1990: 381). In contemporary Bali, individuals with little wealth or social standing are provided a basic inhumation burial (Metcalfe and Huntington 1991: 141). However, there is the potential for these individuals to be exhumed and cremated when resources and money are available or when a fellow kinsman dies, though this could occur numerous years after the initial death (ibid.: 141-142). Based on osteological evidence and an examination of ethnographic case studies, it is plausible that some less affluent kin groups in early Anglo-Saxon England had to postpone cremations until the spring due to a dearth of supplies over the winter months. There is no evidence for failed cremations from this period which reinforces the importance of a successful cremation and respect for the dead among these communities. This is in contrast to the preceding Roman period. Literary accounts from the continent during the Roman period make reference to ‘half-burnt bodies’ (Noy 2000). The remains of charred and partially cremated bodies from Roman Britain have also been recovered during archaeological excavations (McKinley 2000b: 39). Failed cremations can be attributable to the practicalities of this funerary rite, though on some occasions incomplete cremation appears to have been intentional and was a way of dishonouring and insulting the deceased (Noy 2000: 191-193). 

Multiple funerals

Practical reasons aside, social practices may have also dictated that large, multiple funerals took place. Given the large size of cremation cemeteries it appears that they served the local area, not exclusive to a single village but to numerous settlements that shared the same ethnicity or held similar beliefs (McKinley 1993: 315; 1994: 119; Hirst and Clark 2009: 760; Squires 2011: 265). Cremation is likely to have been carried out during the winter months though it is possible that large-scale communal celebrations that involved the burial of cremated bones took place during the spring or after periods of adverse weather conditions. Ethnographic studies have highlighted the custom of conducting two different funerals for the dead that are separated by variable periods of time. Among the Kotas, an Indian tribe of the Nilgiri Hills, two types of funerals have been identified. The first funeral entails cremation shortly after death while a second takes place once a year or every two years for all the individuals that had died since the previous large funeral (Poyil 2009: 32). Likewise, the Todas conduct two different funerals. The first involves cremating the body shortly after death while the second funeral is carried out at a later date and comprises the burning and burying of objects closely related to the deceased (Rivers 1906: 337). A similar premise may have been adopted by cremation practicing communities of Anglo-Saxon England. Osteological analyses have highlighted that multiple burials occur in relatively small numbers. Of the total number burials that contained cremated human bone only 2.0% of burials from Elsham (Squires 2012: 322), 3.7% of interments from Newark (Nottinghamshire) (Harman 1989: 23), 3.8% of burials from Spong Hill (McKinley 1994: 3, 100), 4.1% of interments from Cleatham (Squires 2012: 327), and 16.5-27.5% of burials from Sancton (McKinley 1993: 287, 298) comprise multiple deposits. Based on such low frequencies, it can be established that if a number of cremations did take place simultaneously, the cremated bones were not necessarily interred in the same urn. Instead, groups of burials that are frequently found at cremation cemeteries may represent the remains of numerous individuals interred at a single communal ceremony. These burial groups are more commonly identified as ‘household plots’ given the lack of segregation in early Anglo-Saxon cemeteries (Hirst 1985: 25; Ravn 1999: 51; Sayer and Wienhold 2013: 52; Squires 2013: 194-195). However, the burial of several urns in a ceremony would have only called for the excavation of a single grave. This could also explain why there is no demographic spatial patterning at these sites.

Conclusion

Cremation practicing groups in early Anglo-Saxon England would have faced a number of practical and social challenges if a death occurred during winter. Seasonality and weather was instrumental to the tempo of pre-cremation and post-cremation ceremonies and the cremation process itself. Heavy downpours and the inability to dig a grave because of frozen ground would have caused delays to the funerary rites. Despite the practical difficulties encountered by these communities, the cremation itself was, on the whole, highly efficient. This is partly attributable to the communal and organized nature of cremation practicing groups. The death of an individual during the winter months is likely to have called for all households within a community to contribute fuel, offerings and labour. A social obligation to share commodities, particularly during times of hardship, may have led to tensions arising between households. This would have been less of an issue for individuals of higher social standing and wealth as their kin groups are likely to have resources that they could sacrifice over the winter without the fear of shortages of fuel or food. Perhaps, the cremation of revered or wealthy members of society during periods of adverse seasonal conditions reinforced their position within the community. 
This paper has also highlighted that significant preparation was required in the cremation rite, such as the collection of additional wood during the summer months. In contrast, contemporary inhumation rituals did not require the same extent of preparation and planning as the cremation rite. An examination of the daily lives and seasonal routines of inhumation and cremation practicing communities will provide an insight into the differences between these groups in terms of the preparation, undertaking and completion of funerary rites during periods of hardship in early Anglo-Saxon England. On a broader scale, seasonality and weather would have affected the mortuary practices of groups on both a temporal and spatial scale. The consideration of these factors in future research may provide a valuable insight into the preparation of funerals in response to environmental and climatic pressures. However, it is clear that the isolated study of cremated bone, archaeological sites or theoretical concepts will not aid our understanding of this complex rite. It is imperative that scientific and archaeological evidence is examined alongside theories relating to the cremation rite if we are to gain a more comprehensive insight into the social and practical aspects of this complex mortuary ritual.
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