Amerind studies in Anthropology
series Editor John Ware

Transformation by Fire
The Archaeology of Cremation
in Cultural Context
Edited by Ian Kuijt, Colin P. Quinn,
and Gabriel Cooney

tucson

The University of Arizona Press
www.uapress.arizona.edu
© 2014 The Arizona Board of Regents
All rights reserved. Published 2014
Printed in the United States of America
19 18 17 16 15 14   6 5 4

3

2

1

Jacket designed by Miriam Warren
Jacket illustration from The Cremation of Sam McGee,
written by Robert W. Service and illustrated by Ted Harrison.
Used by permission of Kids Can Press Ltd., Toronto.
Illustrations © 1986 Ted Harrison.
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Transformation by fire : the archaeology of cremation in
cultural context / edited by Ian Kuijt, Colin P. Quinn, and
Gabriel Cooney.
pages cm — (Amerind studies in anthropology)
Summary: “This edited volume explores crematory practices
as both an archaeological phenomenon and social practice,
within cultural constructs. This exploration aims to illustrate
the need to view cremation as a study of not only mortuary
practices, but also of a dynamic social process that deals
with ‘death, movement of the body, and final deposition of
remains’ (Kuijt)”—Provided by publisher.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-8165-3114-1 (cloth : alkaline paper)
1. Human remains (Archaeology) 2. Cremation—
Social aspects—History—To 1500. 3. Funeral rites and
ceremonies—History—To 1500. 4. Social archaeology.
5. Ethnoarchaeology. 6. Ethnology. I. Kuijt, Ian.
II. Quinn, Colin P. III. Cooney, Gabriel.
CC79.5.H85T73 2014
393’.2—dc23
2014000130
This paper meets the requirements of ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992
(Permanence of Paper).

Contents

Acknowledgments
Introduction: Contextualizing Cremations
Colin P. Quinn, Ian Kuijt, and Gabriel Cooney

vii
3

Part I. Fire and the Body:
Reframing Perspectives on Cremation
1

Perspectives—Complexities of Terminologies and
Intellectual Frameworks in Cremation Studies
Colin P. Quinn, Lynne Goldstein, Gabriel Cooney,
and Ian Kuijt

25

Part II. Connecting Treatments of the Body:
Cremation and Inhumation as Social Practices
2

3

4

5

Perspectives—Socially Responsible and Culturally
Conscious Approaches to Cremations in the New
and Old World
Liv Nilsson Stutz and David Hurst Thomas

35

Reconcilable Differences: Cremation, Fragmentation,
and Inhumation in Mesolithic and Neolithic Sweden
Åsa M. Larsson and Liv Nilsson Stutz

47

The Temporal and Cultural Contexts of the Enigmatic
Cremations from the Yokem Site, Illinois, USA
Mark R. Schurr and Della Collins Cook

67

A Well-Urned Rest: Cremation and Inhumation in
Early Anglo-Saxon England
Howard Williams

93

vi

6

Contents

Cremation, Gender, and Concepts of the Self in the British
Early Bronze Age
Joanna Brück

119

Part III. Social Impact of Cremation:
Transformation, Movement, and the Body
7

8

9

Perspectives—Reflections on the Visibility of Cremation
as a Physical Event
Liv Nilsson Stutz and Ian Kuijt

143

Pathways to Personhood: Cremation as a Social Practice
Among the Tucson Basin Hohokam
Jessica I. Cerezo-Román

148

Re/turn: Cremation, Movement, and Re-collection
in the Early Bronze Age of Denmark
Tim Flohr Sørensen

168

10 The Role of Cremation in Mortuary Practice in
the Irish Neolithic
Gabriel Cooney

189

11 Transformation and Metaphors: Thoughts on Cremation
Practices in the Precontact Midwestern United States
Lynne Goldstein and Katy Meyers

207

Part IV. Reassembling the Pieces: Future Directions
12 Reflections—Techniques, Potential, and Challenges
of Cremations
Mark R. Schurr
13 Future Directions for the Archaeology of Cremation
Jessica I. Cerezo-Román and Howard Williams
References Cited
Contributors
Index

235
240
257
309
313

Introduction
Contextualizing Cremations

Colin P. Quinn, Ian Kuijt, and Gabriel Cooney

There are strange things done in the midnight sun
By the men who moil for gold;
The Arctic trails have their secret tales
That would make your blood run cold;
The Northern Lights have seen queer sights,
But the queerest they ever did see
Was that night on the marge of Lake Lebarge
I cremated Sam McGee.
—R. W. Service, “The Cremation of Sam McGee”

Cremation is an important, widespread, and often overlooked means of
dealing with death, the body, and the social world. On a material level,
cremation provides a means of fragmenting the body and creating a
new form of human remains. But cremations also serve as venues where
concepts of person and body, individual and community, and life and
death are challenged, negotiated, and constructed. The highly sensory
experience of witnessing the physical transformation of the body creates
a social context in which the ephemeral nature of identities and social
constructs is laid bare. Written in 1907, the Robert Service poem “The
Cremation of Sam McGee” engages the reader to confront the sensory
realities and emotional tensions of cremation. Service’s poetic narrative
plays on the contrast between hot and cold as well as the potential discomfort and fear of witnessing the transformation of the familiar human
form to bare bones and ash, both of which were situated in the world
of the Victorian and Edwardian British Empire, where inhumation was
the dominant mortuary rite. Service uses humor to tap into the visceral
discomfort of people in the Western world with the transformation of
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the body in cremations. This poem underscores the sights and smells,
the social rights and obligations, and the perspectives of life and death
that are all present when fire and the body are combined. The emotional tensions and spiritual challenges experienced by the characters
in the poem parallel the intellectual tensions and evidentiary complexities posed by the archaeological study of cremation. In introducing the
reader to the topic of cremation in this chapter, we frame our discussion
around Service’s poem and follow Sam’s journey, through places and
spaces and from life to death and life again, throughout this chapter.

What Is Cremation?
On a Christmas Day we were mushing our way over the Dawson trail.
Talk of your cold! through the parka’s fold it stabbed like a driven nail.
If our eyes we’d close, then the lashes froze till sometimes we couldn’t see;
It wasn’t much fun, but the only one to whimper was Sam McGee.
And that very night, as we lay packed tight in our robes beneath the snow,
And the dogs were fed, and the stars o’erhead were dancing heel and toe,
He turned to me, and “Cap,” says he, “I’ll cash in this trip, I guess;
And if I do, I’m asking that you won’t refuse my last request.”
Well, he seemed so low that I couldn’t say no; then he says with
a sort of moan:
“It’s the cursèd cold, and it’s got right hold till I’m chilled clean through
to the bone.
Yet ’tain’t being dead—it’s my awful dread of the icy grave that pains;
So I want you to swear that, foul or fair, you’ll cremate my last remains.”
—R. W. Service, “The Cremation of Sam McGee”

Defining cremation is not easy or straightforward. As an authoritative
source, The Encyclopedia of Cremation (edited by Davies and Mates) represents an ambitious interdisciplinary collaborative project designed
to integrate a broad account of the nature of cremation across time
through many different societies (Davies and Mates 2005:xvii). In light
of its length of nearly five hundred pages, therefore, the fact that there
is no entry for cremation itself is surprising. In fact, the editors do not
provide an explicit definition of cremation in the introduction, instead framing their discussion around basic principles: “In cremation,
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fire combines with death not simply as some mechanical technique of
corpse combustion, even though at certain times and in certain cultures
that industrial image may predominate, but also as a value-laden and
socially grounded means of coping with death and reflecting up on the
meaning of life” (Davies and Mates 2005:xvii).
Echoing this, we believe that the complexities within cremations,
as material remains and social practices with deep histories and global
extents, preclude a restrictive definition of cremation. In this volume we
start with a simple premise: cremation is the combination of fire and the body.
As can be seen throughout the volume, this broad categorization subsumes an incredible amount of variability in material remains, practice,
and meaning. As researchers begin to understand such variability and
the range of practices, purposes, and meanings of cremation, we gain a
clearer insight into cremation as a social process.
It is important to keep in mind that cremation is linked with, yet
distinct from, other funerary practices (see Williams, chap. 5, this volume). Archaeologists must develop and employ analytical and theoretical techniques that study both the specific unique aspects of cremation
and the larger context of mortuary practices within which cremation is
one of many possible choices. While the study of cremation has deep
roots within mortuary archaeology (e.g., Beck 2005; Binford 1971:25;
O’Shea 1995; Parker Pearson 1982; Rakita and Buikstra 2005), surprisingly little research has considered the coexistence of cremation and
inhumation, the comingling of burnt and unburnt bone, and the factors and processes that blur the distinction between cremation and inhumation. At the same time, cremations pose a unique set of social,
economic, and archaeological circumstances that necessitate theorization that is distinct from other ways of treating the body (see Oestigaard
1999; T. Sørensen 2009; Sørensen and Bille 2008; Williams 2008a).
The complexities of cremations, and the diverse contexts in which
cremations are found, make clear and restrictive definitions of cremation extremely difficult (see Quinn et al., chap. 1, this volume). Cremation refers to both an archaeological phenomenon (burnt human
remains recovered from archaeological contexts) and a social process (a
range of practices from death to deposition). As a social process, cremation can refer only to the act of burning the corpse (McKinley 1997:130)
or to the wider range of practices and movements involving burning,
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the living, and the dead (see Downes 1999; Cerezo-Román, chap. 8, and
Goldstein and Meyers, chap. 11, this volume). In its wider application,
the cremation process involves multiple nodes of activity (i.e., locations
where mortuary acts take place) and pathways of the body (i.e., routes
of movement of the body from death to entry into the archaeological
record). This approach allows researchers to consider different stages of
the process, including the roles of different rituals, actors, and participants; the diverse purposes or place of participants within these rituals;
and how these actions are likely to be materialized differently in the
archaeological record. The reasons why people chose to cremate, how
people were selected to be cremated, and who organized the cremation
are all key, and largely unexplored and undertheorized, topics.

Cremation in a Global Context
Cremation has a long history in human culture and was employed in a
range of geographic and cultural contexts (see Kroeber 1927) (figure I.1,
table I.1). One of the earliest dated cremations (circa 30,000 BP) comes
from Lake Mungo in Australia (Bowler et al. 1970). Recent work has
identified evidence of cremation in Paleo-Indian North America (Potter
et al. 2011). Other examples of cremation from around the world spanning the past ten thousand years include Mesoamerica (e.g., Duncan et
al. 2008), the Pacific Islands (Scott et al. 2010), and China (Fengming
2005), to name just a few.
Because of prevailing ideologies of the afterlife in Western societies,
however, cremation was rarely practiced in Europe and North America
in the historical periods prior to the mid-nineteenth century. From the
mid-nineteenth century on, there has been a movement in Western
societies, against a complex background of social change, to establish
cremation as a legal and socially acceptable mortuary practice (Davies
and Mates 2005:xviii–xix). In many areas of the world, the expanded
adoption of cremation was encouraged as a social reform to improve
public health (e.g., Rosen 2004; Davies and Mates 2005:xix). Over the
course of the twentieth century, changing mores, increasing tolerance
by different religions, and in many cases a favorable cost differential
when compared to inhumation facilitated the broader acceptance and
adoption of cremation.

Figure I.1. Select examples of the cultural and temporal context of cremation in the Old and New
World. Case studies in this volume are indicated by chapter number in parentheses, and additional
detail is provided in table I.1. Note that this listing is not comprehensive and is largely focused on
prehistoric rather than contemporary case studies.

Late Bronze Age
Early Bronze Age
Middle Bronze Age
Neolithic
Mesolithic to Neolithic
Neolithic
Lake Mungo

England

Romania

Ireland

Southern Scandinavia

China

Australia

Bronze Age

Cambodia

Uzbekistan

Stone to Metal Age transition 1000 BC

Cameroon

Early Bronze Age

Prehistory

Vanuatu, Pacific Islands

Denmark

Prehistory

India

30,000 BC

8000 BC

5000–2300 BC

3800–2500 BC

2000–1500 BC

2500–1100 BC

1800–1200 BC

1500–1100 BC

1500–1000 BC

900 BC

800 BC

AD 100–500

Late Republic Rome

Italy

Period
AD 500–700

Early Anglo-Saxon

Cultural context

England

Location

Bowler et al. 1970

Fengming 2005

Larsson and Nilsson Stutz, chap. 3,
this volume

Cooney, chap. 10, this volume

Boroffka 1994

Brück, chap. 6, this volume

Kuzmina 2008

Sørensen, chap. 9, this volume

Higham 2009

Lavachery 2001

Scott et al. 2010

Peregrine and Ember 2001

Adkins and Adkins 1999

Williams, chap. 5, this volume

Source

Table I.1. Select Old and New World examples of the cultural and temporal context of cremation

Old World

AD 0–1200

Middle Woodland to
Mississippian
Formative Mixtec
Archaic

Midwestern United States

Mexico

Chile

Post-10,000 BC
11,500 BC

California, United States Prehistory

Alaska, United States

Potter et al. 2011

Duke 2006

Goldstein and Meyers, chap. 11, this
volume

Santoro et al. 2005

Duncan et al. 2008

Schurr and Cook, chap. 4, this
volume

Cerezo-Román, chap. 8, this volume

Source

Note: The locations of these case studies are noted in figure I.1. This listing is not comprehensive and is largely focused on prehistoric rather than the
contemporary use of cremation.

Paleo-Indian

6000 BC–AD 1000 AD

Midwestern United States Precontact

4000 BC

1000 BC

AD 450–1500

Period

Hohokam

Cultural context

Arizona, United States

Location

Table I.1. (continued)

New World
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The recent shift away from inhumation toward cremation in the
United States is borne out in the statistics compiled by the National
Funeral Directors Association (2013) demonstrating that in 2010 cremation approached 40 percent and estimating that by 2025 cremation will
have risen to over 50 percent. Changes in modern mortuary practices
have been surprisingly rapid and broad. As recently as 1970, the cremation rate in Canada was less than 6 percent and in the United States less
than 5 percent. Increased selection of cremation by people can also be
seen in the United Kingdom and other English-speaking countries such
as Australia and New Zealand.
Cremation is a choice made against a complex cultural, ethnic, and
religious backdrop. As a result, there is heterogeneity in the nature of
cremation across space. For example, there were significant differences
in the cremation rate in the United States (42 percent) and Canada
(almost 60 percent) in 2011 (Cremation Society of Great Britain 2013).
Even though the traditional Roman Catholic discouragement of cremation, based on a strong theological interest in the dead, has softened (Davies and Mates 2005:109), there are lower rates of cremation
in countries with a strong Catholic tradition, such as Poland, Italy, and
Ireland. This can be contrasted with higher rates in countries where the
attitude of many Protestant churches in seeing a sharp division between
life and death in theological terms has facilitated the growth of cremation. There is also dramatic variation even within the same countries.
For example, in Nevada nearly 70 percent of the population is cremated
after death, while in Mississippi the figure is less than 12 percent (National Funeral Directors Association 2013).
In many non-Western societies, cremation represents a continuity
of traditional religious practice. For example, Hinduism, Sikhism, and
Buddhism specify the use of cremation to assist the liberation of the
spirit for its transmigratory journey. Other religions, however, including Islam and the Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox churches,
specifically oppose cremation, as incompatible with religious beliefs.
Judaism has a varied attitude toward cremation, with Orthodox Jews
opposing it on religious terms and a secular reaction to its use because of links with the Holocaust (see Pursell in Davies and Mates
2005:284–86).
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There is both a contrast and a tension between the relatively recent
post-nineteenth-century adoption of cremation in the Western world,
with formal and legal institutionalization, and the traditional, longestablished use of cremation in other parts of the world, which tends to
be more locally and loosely regulated. This contrast is starkly seen in the
cremation process itself and in the deposition of the cremated remains
afterward. The “modern” cremation in Western societies occurs in a crematory or cremator that is housed within a crematorium. The crematorium may be situated in a funeral home or cemetery. The cremator is
a furnace designed to efficiently burn the corpse, which is placed in a
chamber known as a retort (Mates in Davies and Mates 2005:146–51).
The following description of the appropriate ritual that is followed
in Ireland captures the general character of modern cremation practice:
“Similar to burials it is usual to hold an appropriate service in your local
church or place of worship. The coffin is then removed to a chapel in
the crematorium where a short committal service takes place (similar to
that at the graveside). At the end of the service the coffin is moved into
the committal room (behind curtains) and the mourners leave. The coffin is taken to the crematorium. The body and coffin are cremated on
the same day as the service” (Citizens Information 2013). After incineration the white dry bone fragments are taken out of the retort and pulverized in a cremulator to produce ashes. These are placed in a container
and given to the next of kin.
In contrast with this very controlled process led by professional undertakers, traditional cremation practices depend on the active involvement and engagement of the mourners, particularly the family of the
deceased. This can be illustrated with reference to different traditions
of practice. In many cases the participants are required to clean and
purify themselves. It is a Hindu tradition that a close member of the
family begins the cremation process by putting the first fire to the body.
In India and Nepal, cremation takes place on public open-air pyres, or
ghats, located close to sacred rivers such as the Ganges. Nevertheless,
in the holy city of Banaras, or Varanasi, on the Ganges there is now an
electric crematorium (Parry 1994). In Balinese Hinduism, often cited as
an example of the complexities of cremation practice, cremation takes
place on auspicious days decided on at the village level, and it is families
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that cremate the dead. Corpses or disarticulated bone, or symbols of
such bone, are conveyed in procession from the home to the cemetery,
where women place the remains in effigial or simple pyres. Offerings
are placed with the dead. After the cremation the remains are carefully
raked to assist cooling, and the bone fragments are then collected by the
women of the family for the next stage in the funerary rituals (Hobart
et al. 1996). In the Buddhist rite in Japan, family and friends acting
in pairs pick up bone fragments from the pyre with chopsticks and
place them in an urn (Kretschmer in Davies and Mates 2005:281–83).
Although there is variation in practice, in traditional contexts of cremation the mourners are not just passive observers; rather, they are agents
of cremation. While in some contexts guided by ritual practitioners,
they are integral to the successful and proper transformation of the dead
body. Interestingly, Western and non-Western forms of cremation come
together where traditional practice takes place in a Western country, as
in the case of Hindu cremations in Britain (Firth in Davies and Mates
2005:238–40).
The contrast between the Western mode of cremation and a more
diverse range of traditional practices can also be seen in the deposition
and disposal of ashes or bone fragments: the cremated remains. Placement of cremated remains in cemeteries is still a common practice in
North America and Europe (e.g., T. Sørensen 2011), and the scarcity of
space, particularly in urban cemeteries, has long been one of the factors
behind the promotion of cremation. However, the practice of scattering ashes in a location chosen by the deceased is becoming increasingly
common. The move away from interment in consecrated ground could
be seen as an indicator of increasing secularization of cremation as a
mortuary rite. This is supported by the variety of ways in which ashes
may be retained in memory of the deceased. Thomas Lynch (2000:91)
has noted that cremated remains may be “cast into bookends or paper
weights or duck decoys. They can be recycled as memorial kitty litter,
sprinkled on our rose bushes, mixed with our oil paints to add texture
to fresh masterpieces!” By contrast, the deposition of cremated remains
in traditional religious practice is often seen as an essential element in
the spiritual journey of the deceased. Not surprisingly, the deposition of
cremated remains often takes place in locations regarded as sacred or as
portals to the other world, such as rivers, the sea, or a temple.
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Cremations in Temporal, Spatial,
and Social Contexts
And every day that quiet clay seemed to heavy and heavier grow;
And on I went, though the dogs were spent and the grub was getting low;
The trail was bad, and I felt half mad, but I swore I would not give in;
And I’d often sing to the hateful thing, and it hearkened with a grin.
Till I came to the marge of Lake Lebarge, and a derelict there lay;
It was jammed in the ice, but I saw in a trice it was called the “Alice May.”
And I looked at it, and I thought a bit, and I looked at my frozen chum;
Then “Here,” said I, with a sudden cry, “is my cre-ma-tor-eum.”
—R. W. Service, “The Cremation of Sam McGee”

Cremation is a process, rather than a distinct and discrete event. The activities before and after the burning of the body, which are often poorly
understood, also define the cremation process. Returning to the place
of cremation or the place of dispersal or interment and the reuse of remains, tombs, and graves extend social actions and the materialization
of mortuary practices, generating specific histories, ancestors, and references to the past (Bradley 2002a; Helms 1998; Williams 1997; Sørensen,
chap. 9, this volume). There is also considerable variation in the tempo
of cremation practices. The journey from life to death to burning and
deposition can take days or even years (Downes 1999). Monitoring the
variability in the tempo of cremation, within and between cultural contexts, is one of the most important avenues for understanding cremation as a social context. At longer time scales, cremation practices are
often repeated and modified over generations. By breaking down these
larger blocks of time and examining how the participants and practices
of cremation change or stay the same, archaeologists can reconstruct the
dynamic roles of cremation within a society (see Quinn and Kuijt 2013).
Cremations are made up of a complex suite of activities that take
place at multiple physical locations. At least in terms of the human
body, these locations start at the place of death and include where fire
and the body combine. The activities performed at locations along the
rest of the body’s journey, however, are highly variable, both within
and between cultural contexts. Each place and pathway would have
included different participants and observers, from immediate family
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Table I.2. General and specific reasons for why people might
cremate their dead
Nature of
explanatory
framework

Explanation/meaning/causal
mechanism/purpose

Citation

Functional

Disease control, transport
(portability/partability), space
saver, cleanliness(?), odor(?),
accident

T. Lynch 2000; Oestigaard
1999; Cerezo-Román,
chap. 8, this volume

Social roles

High status, low status,
gender, age class, outcast,
cultural identity

Scott et al. 2010; Brück,
chap. 6, and Cooney,
chap. 10, this volume

Social process

Destroying identity, creating
identity, transformation,
ancestor creation/veneration,
communal integration,
destroying the past

Sørensen and Bille 2008;
Larsson and Nilsson
Stutz, chap. 3, Williams,
chap. 5, Cerezo-Román,
chap. 8, Cooney, chap. 10,
and Schurr, chap. 13, this
volume

Other

Deliberately vague

Sørensen, chap. 9, this
volume

members to entire communities. As such, cremation offers several opportunities for integrating multiscalar social units, such as the family,
the broader household, sodalities, and the entire community. The multiple spatial scales of cremation require archaeological approaches that
are also multiscalar. These approaches include focusing on small-scale
archaeological features, such as pyres (e.g., Buikstra and Goldstein 1973;
Wilkins 2008) and burial locations (e.g., M. O’Sullivan 2005), through
sites (e.g., Cerezo-Román, chap. 8, Schurr and Cook, chap. 4, and
Williams, chap. 5, this volume) and larger regional (e.g., O’Shea 1995;
Brück, chap. 6, Cooney, chap. 10, and Sørensen, chap. 9, this volume)
and macro-regional landscapes (e.g., Goldstein and Meyers, chap. 11,
and Larsson and Nilsson Stutz, chap. 3, this volume).
Why do some people cremate their dead, why do others bury them,
and why do some people alternate between the two over time or indeed
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do both at the same time? This is a surprisingly complicated question.
To facilitate thinking about this issue, it is useful to separate the reasons
why people cremate from the act itself. There are many possible reasons
why people might cremate their dead (table I.2). Because of the diversity in reasons why people cremate, no singular explanation for why
people cremate across the globe can be invoked. Linking social meaning
to particular instances of cremation requires a detailed understanding of
the specific context and culture.

Recasting Cremation: Material Considerations
Some planks I tore from the cabin floor, and I lit the boiler fire;
Some coal I found that was lying around, and I heaped the fuel higher;
The flames just soared, and the furnace roared—such a blaze you seldom see;
And I burrowed a hole in the glowing coal, and I stuffed in Sam McGee.
Then I made a hike, for I didn’t like to hear him sizzle so;
And the heavens scowled, and the huskies howled,
and the wind began to blow.
It was icy cold, but the hot sweat rolled down my cheeks,
and I don’t know why;
And the greasy smoke in an inky cloak went streaking down the sky.
—R. W. Service, “The Cremation of Sam McGee”

Burning of the body is a destructive act. Despite the fiery physical context of cremation, however, all information about the body did not go
up in flames. There is no question that cremation makes research much
more complicated. Researchers are required to commit more time to
complete relatively straightforward bioarchaeological tasks, such as
identifying the age, sex, height, and health of the dead. Similar to the
study of inhumation, reconstructing the pathways of cremation requires
sophisticated methodological analyses (e.g., McKinley 1997; Schmidt
and Symes 2008), as well as the development of theoretical approaches
(e.g., Williams 2008a). The methodological challenges notwithstanding
(see Schurr, chap. 12, this volume), the range of information available
to archaeologists studying cremations has the potential to be similar to
that gained from the analysis of inhumations and other types of mortuary treatments.
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The fiery transformation of the body encourages archaeologists to
confront the sensory aspects of cremation: the heat, the flames, the
sounds, and the smells. While in the case of Sam McGee, this was a
frightening experience for the narrator, cremations would have evoked
different responses in other individuals and social contexts. In all contexts, however, the rituals associated with cremation would have been
significant events within the lives of participants and the wider communities. Therefore, cremation, like many other instances of ritual performance, would have provided opportunities for people to establish,
challenge, inflate, or undermine identities and social conventions.
Because only a portion of the actions and locations of cremation is
materialized in the archaeological record, many aspects of these practices are likely to remain unknown. This is further complicated by the
occasions when cremated remains are not buried. Practices such as
spreading the remains or placing them in water, which have the potential to render large segments of the population (if not the entire population) archaeologically invisible, pose challenges to interpretation by
researchers. The social moment of the wake, the temporary hosting of
the body in a specific social setting such as the home to commemorate
and say goodbye to the dead, is traditionally an important stage along
the pathway in which the body travels. It is also, however, likely to be
materially invisible or materially equivalent to other social events such
as feasting among the living.
For archaeologists, it is dangerous to assume that cremation, by
virtue of often materializing additional nodes of activity (namely, pyre
locations), necessarily allowed for longer and differential interactions
between the living and the dead than inhumation. In all mortuary rituals, the body travels along a range of pathways that have little or no
material manifestation. Even many stages and movements associated
with cremation will leave no material traces. At the same time, however,
archaeologists can and should take advantage of the materialization
when it occurs and should seek new and innovative means to trace the
pathways of cremated skeletal remains with new methods.
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Engaging with Cremation: Agenda of This Volume
Collectively, the chapters in this book illustrate that the study of cremation needs to be recast as the study of the dynamic social contexts associated with death, movement of the body, and final deposition of burnt
human remains. This framework provides the foundation for linking
patterns and variability in the archaeological record to past social action. From this framework, chapters in this volume generally focus on
two aspects of cremation: (1) the distinction between cremation and
noncremation practices (primarily inhumation); and (2) the distinction
among cremation practices.
The authors contributing to this volume consider several key dimensions of cremations. First, both archaeological and ethnographic studies
illustrate that there is significant diversity in how cremation is practiced.
For example, Schurr and Cook (chap. 4) describe Middle Woodland
tomb cremations at the Yokem site that were subsequently set on fire.
This type of practice produces burnt human remains but does not have
other features that are often associated with cremation processes such
as a pyre and the collecting and transport of burnt remains. In contrast, Cerezo-Román’s documentation of Hohokam mortuary practices
through ethnohistoric and archaeological evidence (chap. 8) reflects a
very different set of archaeological signatures that include separate locations for burning and deposition. What kind of diversity exists in cremation through time and space? Second, as many authors have noted,
cremation changes what constitutes “the body.” How do different comparative case studies help us understand this process? Third, cremation
changes the relationship between the living and the dead, often through
the process of remaking the body. How are concepts of individual, personhood, and community reinforced, challenged, and remade through
cremation? Finally, cremation is a multistage process that creates multiple nodes of activity (increasing stages and actions associated with the
funerary ritual while extending the transition from death to burial) that
may be archaeologically visible. How does this process compare to inhumation, and how are we to understand the similarities and differences of these rituals?
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These key topics are addressed through Old and New World case
studies. After an introduction to core issues within archaeological studies of mortuary practices in general and cremation in specific, the book
focuses on two broader themes. First, several authors consider the cooccurrence of cremation and other types of mortuary treatment, such
as inhumation, and attempt to understand the patterned variability between these different body treatments. Traditionally, inhumation and
cremation have been posed as diametrically opposed worldviews. The
case studies in this book, however, demonstrate that they can be found
together, even within the same community. Such a perspective on cremations necessitates more-nuanced social interpretations on why some
people were cremated and some were not. Second, at a different scale of
inquiry, several authors consider variability within cremation practices
themselves and explore what this means in terms of chronology, social
roles, gender, age, ancestors, social networks, community organization,
legitimization, and a suite of other social processes. Because cremations
have been so understudied by archaeologists interested in social narratives of the past, research into the significance of patterned variability
of cremation practices is almost nonexistent in the literature. In fact,
few researchers have taken steps to recognize variability within cremation practices at all. The case studies in this section demonstrate the
interpretive potential of examining cremation as a heterogeneous set
of practices.
These chapters highlight that a lot of information can be retrieved
from cremations—information that archaeologists have long thought
had “gone up in the flames” of the funerary pyre. The study of mortuary practices, as idealized and intentioned ritual actions, can inform
our understanding of the past in ways that are both different from and
complementary to other forms of research into the past (including the
archaeology of nonmortuary contexts, oral histories, and ethnographic
comparisons). Understanding why some people chose to cremate their
loved ones in the past can provide important information about social networks, worldviews, cultural identities, and belief systems that
enriches our knowledge of our shared human past. This enrichment
provides a deeper understanding of the nuanced cultural processes that
were eventually materialized in the ground.
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As the diversity of chapters in this volume demonstrates, the factors
that distinguish cremation from other practices or represent different
types of cremation practices are not necessarily universal. As with any
historically contingent social practice, cremation is contextually specific. Consequently, we do not believe that there is a single reason why
people cremated their dead. In this volume, the authors approach the
meaning of cremation grounded in their case studies and examine cremation with a broader purpose connected to a view of life and death, as
well as the social way of dealing with the body.
Through the presentation of case studies, this volume demonstrates
the large quantity and diversity of information we can obtain by studying cremations, illustrates how collaborative research can be conducted
in a way that is sensitive toward human remains and decent communities (and how this reflects multiple voices from multiple stakeholders),
and aims toward socially responsible research. In their chapter, Nilsson
Stutz and Thomas (chap. 2) explore the balancing of socially responsible and culturally conscious research with human remains. Through
this chapter, in combination with the case studies, they explore the
problems and potentials of research with human remains and the
contrasting social and cultural contexts of studying cremated materials in the Old and New Worlds. This chapter highlights the need for
archaeologists to engage with multiple stakeholders and to do so in
contextually specific ways. In some cases, this means that studying cremations is not feasible, but in other cases (and, we hope, the majority
of cases around the globe) it may be possible to incorporate multiple
communities and perform research on human remains that is socially
conscious and contributes significantly to our understanding of the
specific history of a region or community as well as the human past.
Although this book is not envisioned as an exhaustive treatment of the
ethical considerations of studying human remains, to varying degrees
all of the authors in this edited volume engage with this topic, particularly in the archaeological contexts that most warrant it. Instead of an
explicit ethical discussion, this book is intended to serve as an example
of how to learn about the past through the study of human remains in
a socially conscious manner.
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Just the Spark
I do not know how long in the snow I wrestled with grisly fear;
But the stars came out and they danced about ere again I ventured near;
I was sick with dread, but I bravely said: “I’ll just take a peep inside.
I guess he’s cooked, and it’s time I looked”; . . . then the door I opened wide.
And there sat Sam, looking cool and calm, in the heart of the furnace roar;
And he wore a smile you could see a mile, and he said:
“Please close that door.
It’s fine in here, but I greatly fear you’ll let in the cold and storm—
Since I left Plumtree, down in Tennessee, it’s the first time I’ve been warm.”
—R. W. Service, “The Cremation of Sam McGee”

In the final chapter of this volume, Cerezo-Román and Williams (chap.
13) put forth a call toward an archaeology of cremation: one that is
multiscalar, multivocal, and global. The authors, in part aided by several
days of discussion at a symposium involving all participants at the Amerind Foundation, propose multiple avenues for future research in the
archaeology of cremation. These avenues range from research design to
integrating the study of modern cremation into archaeological frameworks. The chapter by Cerezo-Román and Williams both reconnects
with concepts, such as rites of passage, that have long been associated
with cremations and explores innovative social theoretical concepts,
such as cremated remains as mnemonic and emotive substances that
had a complex and dynamic relationship among the living. CerezoRomán and Williams argue for a historical approach to cremations, one
embedded within specific histories (cultural and disciplinary), but also
a comparative approach to cremation that promotes dialogues, collaboration, and a global perspective on one, distinctive, way of treating the
body.
Many elements of the social process of cremation, such as the transformation, destruction, or construction of the body (Brück, chap. 6,
this volume; Oestigaard 1999; Williams 2001 and chap. 5, this volume)
as well as fragmentation (Cerezo-Román, chap. 8, and Larsson and
Nilsson Stutz, chap. 3, this volume), can also be associated with inhumation or noncremation secondary mortuary practices. Noncremation
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mortuary practices also involve multiple steps, movements, and extended opportunities for interaction between the living and the dead,
although the presence of these actions is poorly understood in contexts
of primary inhumation. The theoretical approaches to cremation that
emphasize movement, social action, and transformation underscore
the need to consider, and provide testable models for, the archaeological footprint of funerary practices in low-visibility contexts. As such,
a detailed study of cremation, within the context of the full range of
mortuary practices, can significantly enhance theoretical approaches to
mortuary archaeology as well as the broader study of all rites of passage.
The focus on North American and European contexts in this volume reflects not only the research areas of the authors but also the state
of global research in cremation studies. Cremation is common across
the globe, although research into the social significance of cremation
is almost nonexistent in the archaeological literature outside of these
contexts. We are hopeful that with increased recognition of cremation
both archaeologically and as a social phenomenon, archaeologists in
other parts of the world will take a more critical look at cremation. The
information that can be gained, and how it will augment our perspectives of cremation, is limited only by a lack of research.
In this volume, many of these underlying issues of cremation, social theory, and archaeological methodology are raised but not resolved.
The goal of this volume, however, is not resolution. Rather, the volume
should serve as the spark that promotes and aids efforts toward this
end. By situating cremations within a context of ritual performance,
mourning and celebrating the dead, and bringing together the living,
the chapters in this volume go beyond discussions of static material
remains of the past and advance a richer understanding of the dynamic
social processes involved in cremation rituals, the methods scholars can
employ to learn about the past, and how the use of cremation helps us
understand the social and ritual lifeways of the past. This more comprehensive understanding of cremation requires cross-cultural comparative
perspectives, an approach that is at the core of anthropological archaeology as well as this volume. Our hope is that the dialogues started
here will allow for an increasingly detailed and nuanced perspective of
cremation as a social context.

