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Introduction 
 

 

 

With the title ‘A Cultural Perspective on Merovingian Burial Chronology’, it is implied that such a 

perspective is required as an integral component of this field of research in Merovingian archaeology and 

that such a perspective has been absent, or at least not yet comprehensively developed. 1 The burial 

chronology of the Merovingian period has been es tablished on the basis of an abundant number of 

furnished graves throughout early medieval Gaul an d is, in principle, accepted by early medieval 

archaeologists. 2 These burial phases are obtained with methods of which the practical backgrounds, 

performance and possibilities for ongoing chronologi cal refinement are, alre ady over a period of 

approximately one century, extensiv ely discussed in what can be call ed the chronological debate. The 

chronological analysis of the grav e goods from the Vrijthof and Pand hof cemeteries of the Servatius 

complex in Maastricht, Netherlands (Figure 1), 3 in antiquity a part of northern Gaul, is published in this 

thesis. The initial work hypothesis for this study was that the statistical method of seriation, the 

customary method for chronological analysis in Mero vingian burial archaeology,  could provide reliable 

sequential orderings of the graves and grave good s from these cemeteries. Se veral problems, however, 

were encountered in the first stages of the preparations for this analysis. These problems originally 

relate to seriation as a chronological method, but they relate especially to the observed shortcomings of 

the general ‘cultural’ assumptions that stand at the basis of the consulted chronological studies of 

Merovingian cemeteries. This thesis therefore aims at the redefinition of the chronological debate which 

incorporates, next to the practical aspects of chro nological analysis, a thoroughly discussed cultural 

perspective and its conseq uence for chronological research on the early medieval burial evidence. 

Furnished burial, the most prominent archaeologica lly visible characteristic of the funerary rite 

in Merovingian Gaul, was already practised in the late Roman period, and disappeared in the course of 

the eighth century. The characteristics and temporal change of the Merovingian burial rite, but also of 

the period just before, in Northern Gaul , is already described in broad outline. 4 A change in grave goods 

repertoires over this period can be observed: a change that relates to the many transformations in 

social, economic, political, religious and cultural life. An important cemetery in which the burial 

continuity from the late Roman period on can be observed is the extensive cemetery of Krefeld-Gellep, 5 

but the majority of the excavated cemeteries have  a shorter life span. The burial evidence from 

Maastricht covers the period from th e fourth century, although this evidence is scarce, to the period 

                                                 
1 In short, ‘cultural’ refers in this thesis to the general, although constantly negotiated and thus persistent or variable, 
‘way of doing things’ in early medieval society, of which some aspects will be explored in detail in the upcoming 
chapters.    
2 ‘Merovingian’ and ‘early medieval’ are us ed alternately. Both terms refer in this thesis to the earliest phases of the 
early medieval period from which the majo rity of the characteristic burial practises are known: principally, the sixth and 
seventh centuries, but also the periods just before and thereafter.  
3 The all round analysis of the cemeteries will be published in two separate volumes by the Servatius project group 
(research term: 2002-2009) of which the researchers invo lved were Prof. Dr. F.C.W.J. Theuws, Dr. T.A.S.M. 
Panhuysen, Dr. R.G.A.M. Panhuysen, Dr. E. Smits, Drs. D.E. Sm al, Drs. N.L. Jaspers and Drs.  M.F.P. Dijkstra (all from 
the Amsterdam Archaeological Centre). The members of th is group studied the structure of the cemeteries, the 
individual grave structures, the skeletal remains, the sections (on the basis of which a reconstruction of the landscape 
was made) and the architectural remains. The Servatius proj ect was financed by the University of Amsterdam, the 
Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research, and the town of Maastricht. 
4 Halsall 1995a. 
5 See the extensive list of Pirling’s publications from 1966 to 2006 of this cemetery. 
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around the end of the seventh century. 6 The fifth-, and especially the sixth- and seventh-century burials, 

are the most prominent in the Servatius complex. 

 

 
 

Figure 1 . The location of the Servatius complex in Maastricht 

 

 

Several archaeological excavations in and around th e church of Saint Servatius produced the sets of 

data, which together form the archaeological record th at is referred to as the Servatius complex (Figure 

2). This archaeological complex consists of the ancient construction remains of the religious buildings 

that preceded the current church, an extended number of burials with skeletal remains and a variety of 

grave goods, as well as other features. The excavations of the Vrijthof site (1969/70) and the Pandhof 

site (1953/54) revealed numerous graves of the Merovingian period. The Merovingian Pandhof cemetery 

of the sixth and seventh century was preceded by bu rials from the late Roman period (fourth century) 

and the fifth century, a century that can at best be considered a phase of transition from the late Roman 

to the Merovingian period. The boundaries of this cemetery were not completely exposed by the 

excavators. However, it is thought that the burials before the first building phase of the stone church 

(around 550) originally formed one burial ground with the graves that were excavated during the 

campaign from 1981 to 1989 inside the current church. 7 How the difference between the burials intra 

muros  and extra muros  were perceived after c. 550 remains open for debate. The Vrijthof cemetery, 

although situated close to the Pandhof cemetery, is a separate burial ground that was in use in the sixth 

and seventh centuries. The excavations of the Pandhof and Vrijthof cemeteries have only very 

summarily been published to date, and the chronolo gical phasing of the Servatius complex has been 

based on the ancient building phases of the church. 8  

                                                 
6 The Pandhof site is after the eighth century still in use as a burial ground, but this period does not fall within the scope 
of this thesis.  
7 Panhuysen 1991. 
8 Panhuysen 1988, 309-312; 1990a; 1991; Panhuysen/De La Haye 2002, 106-115; Panhuysen 2005, 68-97. 
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The first phase is the Cella Memoria  phase (c. fourth and fifth centuries). It was named after a 

construction of stone that was excavated inside the church and which was for some time thought to be 

the grave chapel of Servatius, although its functi on and dating has been subject to considerable 

discussion thereafter. The Pandhof site was evidently in use as a burial ground in the fourth and fifth 

century; for the late third century, there are some indications of burial activity, but no concrete proof. 

The Vrijthof site, on the basis of the available archae ological evidence, was not in use as a cemetery at 

this time. The second phase is the Templum  phase (sixth-seventh centuries), named after the 

construction of the Templum Magnum  (second half of the sixth century, but characteristic of this phase) 

by bishop Monulphus. During this phase, both the Pandhof site and the Vrijthof site were places where 

the inhabitants of Maastricht and the surrounding area buried their dead. Although the Pandhof and 

Vrijthof cemeteries are two separate burial grounds,  both were located near a church, constructed of 

stone, which celebrated the cult of the Christian Saint Servatius. The choice for the interment of the 

dead in one of these cemeteries was by then sure ly influenced by the proximity of the church, but 

considering the dead and the burying groups as confirmed Christians offers a one-sided picture 

regarding this selection. The third early medieval phase is the basilica phase (eighth-tenth centuries), 

which is named after the construction of a large new church with a ground plan of a basilica  on the 

location of the Templum Magnum . This is the period in which the Merovingian period gradually 

transforms into the Carolingian period, and during which the custom of furnished burial also came to an 

end.  The burial evidence from the Servatius complex in  particular offers the po ssibility to refine these 

building phases with temporal sub- phases on the basis of the chronological analysis of the grave goods, 

the vertical stratigraphy  and radiocarbon dates. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2.  The excavated cemeteries of the Servatius complex in Maastricht. 

 

The Servatius complex as a whole is a relatively unique site in early medieval Europe. 9 Not many sites 

are known to have such extensive burial remains rela ted to a church and an early medieval centre of 

                                                 
9 Others are the churches of Saint-Victor in Xanten, Saint-Severin in Cologne, Saint-Denis in Paris and Saint-Maximin in 
Trier.  
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already considerable importance,  compared to the abundant and numerous sixth- and seventh-century 

(row graves) cemeteries from rural locations. The ceme teries of the Servatius complex were not the only 

burial grounds in Maastricht, but the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries were the largest cemeteries in the 

area during the sixth and seventh centuries. Some of the features of both cemeteries are of an 

extraordinary character compared to other Merovingian burials. Th ese graves with a remarkable 

appearance, although they contain numerous exclusiv e objects of gold and silver cannot, however, be 

compared with the most luxurious and extravagant bu rials of this period such as the well-equipped 

grave of Queen Arnegunde in the basilica  of Saint-Denis (Paris), the legendary grave of Childeric in 

Tournai, or the famous graves that were excavate d in the Cathedral of Cologne (Figure 3). Although 

conspicuous and with noticeable resemblances, th e ‘richest’ graves of the Vrijthof and Pandhof 

cemeteries do not fall into the same category of graves of this upper echelon of Merovingian society. The 

remainder of the furnished graves from the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries fit into the common image 

of Merovingian funerary practises, and the discussion of the cultural perspective on burial chronology in 

this thesis relates not so much to the graves of ki ngs, queens, princes and prin cesses, but rather to the 

graves of the social strata below. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 3 . Grave goods from the grave of Childeric, Tournai 482 (after Chiflet 1655, 141, 202).  

 

 

One of the primary goals of this thesis is to publis h a selection of the burial evidence, the grave goods 

from the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries, which could contribute to the analysis of the chronological and 

topographical development of the Servatius comple x. The construction of a solid method for the 

description, classification and absolute dating that serves the variety of grave goods from these two 

burial grounds was required for this goal. The st udy of early medieval grave goods knows a nearly 

century-old tradition in which the primary focus has been on chronological reconstructions of burial 

phases. However, the methods have changed, from the dating of only a limited range of the grave goods 

to computerised methods with a statistical componen t in which all the grave goods can be processed. 

This lengthy tradition of chronological investigation has resulted in a vast amount of typo-chronological 

schemes, mainly developed in Germany and France where the majority of early medieval cemeteries 

were excavated. This body of chronologica l sequences of grave goods became a commonly 

acknowledged construct, based on a range of assumpti ons, of which the validity is generally accepted. 
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The obtained typo-chronological schemes are assumed to form a so lid basis for the chronological 

analysis of various cemeteries for which isolated typo-chronol ogical schemes cannot  be produced, but 

also for interpretative models concerned with the cultural aspects of mortuary practises (i.e. the 

deposition of objects with the dead). The main discussion in the chronological debate currently revolves 

around the degree of chronological re finement that can be established. 

  

The publication of the grave goods from the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries resulted in Part II of this 

thesis which consists of their basic chronological anal ysis. However, in contrast to the original plan, it 

does not form the major discussion. The local specific s of each early medieval cemetery require isolated 

dating procedures. The dating methods generally used  are seriation and/or topo-chronological analysis. 

The dataset of the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries do not meet the requirements for seriation or other 

statistical dating methods in terms of size and sufficient numbers of usable grave ensembles, and the 

typo-chronological results that were obtained by seri ation or topo-chronology on  the basis of cemeteries 

somewhat remote from Maastricht ha d to form the analytical basis. On several occasions, however, 

questions arose regarding the accuracy of the typo-c hronological schemes offered. The fact that these 

schemes are framed by the moment of death, together with the observations that the complex life 

processes of the deceased and the material culture in volved that precedes death were not integrated as 

meaningful components of the chronological discussions, was the main incentive for this contemplation. 

The characteristics and results of this reflection can be found in Part I (Chapter 1 to 3) in which the 

perception of the assumed ‘chronological reality’ is  questioned from a cultural perspective in which the 

role of material culture in the world of the living in particular is addressed. It is not the aim of this thesis 

to deconstruct the generally accepted chronological sequences of the vast majority of the material 

culture from graves. Rather, a major part of the discussi on in this thesis is formed by the observed need 

to integrate essential cultural aspects of early mediev al life and material culture into the chronological 

debate in order to not only obtain a sound basis fo r further investigation, but also to legitimate the 

continuation of this debate.  

Chapter 1 elucidates the disadvantages of the absence of a thoroughly discussed cultural 

perspective in the chronological debate, especially in relation to the ambition for short chronological 

phases in Merovingian burial archaeology. It seems a logical step to find solutions for this absence in the 

interpretative debate on Merovingian burial customs. Chapter 2 illustrates that theoretical thought in 

early medieval archaeology has mainly been developed for the ritual context of mortuary practises, and 

that the material component of situations and events  outside the funerary context is underexposed. This 

conclusion forms the point of departure for Chapter 3. The discussion of the ambition to keep objects in 

circulation, which involves decisions regarding distribution, exchange, acquisition, keeping and 

transmission, offers the possibility to explore the way in which objects create relations and identities in 

various contexts other than solely the funerary context. The identification of cultural categories of 

objects on the basis of exchange and transmission shows to what degree the accuracy of the up-to-now 

produced typo-chronological schemes can be apprec iated. The introduction to Part II presents the 

connection between the preceding chapters of Pa rt I and the discussion of the grave goods from 

Maastricht. Here it is explained how the chronologi cal results for the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries 

were obtained and how the conclusions regarding the chronological accuracy from a cultural perspective 

in the first three chapters were integrated into this analysis.  

 

The choice for this discussion has resulted in two in itially contradicting parts. On the one hand, existing 

typo-chronological schemes were used on the basis of  which the burial evidence  from the two cemeteries 

was dated. On the other hand, a discussion was starte d in order to question the chronological accuracy 

of exact these typo-chronological schemes. However,  another solution was not available, and the grave 

goods and graves from Maastricht are published on the basis of a selection of the available typo-

chronological schemes, but in line with the conclusi ons of the first chapters. A new research project, 

which has already started, creates an opportunity to construct an isolated typo-chronological scheme for 
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the Middle Meuse area, into which the burial evidence from Maastricht will be integrated. 10 The 

conclusions regarding the chronological analysis from a cultural perspective wi ll form the basis for the 

construction of this typo-chronology for the Middle Meuse area. Thus, the focus of this thesis lies on the 

chronological analysis of the grave goods from Maastricht, which is influenced by the cultural perspective 

on chronology, as discussed in Part I. The aim is to illustrate that both the chronological and 

interpretative debate can be wide ned when a perspective is develope d not only for the rich material 

culture from graves as funerary expressions, but also for this group of material culture as objects that 

shaped the lives of the living during the Merovingian period before they were selected as grave goods. 

                                                 
10  The Anastasis project (research term: 2009-2013). 
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Chapter 1 
 

The Typology and Chronology of Merovingian Graves and Grave Goods and the 

Cultural Aspects of Material Culture: A Renewed Debate on Burial Chronology  

 

 

 

This chapter aims at th e evaluation and redefinition of the chronological debate in Merovingian 

archaeology. In doing so, the inte gration of two separate lines of research is required: the typo-

chronological research of grave goods as it is pr actised for a long time in early medieval burial 

archaeology, and some aspects of the more gene ral and broadly developed theoretical debates on 

funerary customs and the meaning of material culture in  various social contexts. The attainable length of 

the chronological burial phases is probably the most prominent discussion in the current chronological 

debate, and the quest for short chronological phases se ems to be a research goal on its own. Burial and 

the selection of objects from the material culture of the living for funerary rites, however, is a social 

practise that consists of variability in choices. The contemporary chronological de bate is characterised by 

the lack of a thorough awarene ss of certain relevant cultural variables and their influence on 

chronological results and therefore the possibilities for refined chronologies. The scholarly ambition for 

short chronological phases will be analysed in relation  to the backgrounds of the chronological method of 

seriation in particular, which is generally accepted as a reliable method for the dating of graves on the 

basis of their contents. The problems and shortcomings  of this method are of a practical and statistical 

nature, but they also relate to the absence of identified cultural variables as indispensable components 

of the chronological debate, especially when sh ort chronological phases are the goal. A detailed 

discussion of these variables and their place in the chronological debate will shape the discussions in the 

following chapters. First, however, their precise identification, their re lation with a chronological method 

such as seriation, and thei r contribution to the redefinition of th e chronological debate will be explored.  

 

 

1.1 The burial chronology of the Meroving ian period: Content of the current debate 

The chronology of the Merovingian period is in the archaeological discipline of this period mainly based 

on grave goods from more or less extensive cemeteries  and should therefore be defined as the burial 

chronology of this period. Although the methodolog y of Merovingian burial chronology is, at least 

according to the list of publications of the last fe w decades, a fashionable subject, the results of the 

discussions are rather one-sided. 11  The current chronological discussions in early medieval archaeology 

in France and Germany, where the majority of the cemeteries were excavated, concentrate mainly on 

the refinement and adjustment of the existing typo logies, the possibilities of the refinement of the 

chronological phases, and the adjustments of the absolute dates ascribed to these so-called ‘ Stufen ’, 

‘Schichten ’ or ‘ Phasen ’, from now on referred to as phases. The application of the chronological methods 

themselves, seriation and horizontal stratigraphy, are already discussed in detail, and their practical and 

                                                 
11  This is probably due to the fact that ‘method’ was not distinguished from ‘methodology’. The explanation of the 
technical and practical aspects of chronological methods and the ongoing adjustments of the chronological results alone 
do not shape the chronological debate; the underlying assumptions of the methods and their relation with relevant 
cultural aspects of early medieval life, death and material culture require reflection in order to validate chronological 
results.     
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technical backgrounds are no long er part of the recent debate. 12  Although the techniques of seriation 

and horizontal stratigraphy are in fact simple, this chapter illustrates that their underlying assumptions 

and the need to incorporate relevant cultural variables into the chronological validation of their results 

are subjects that are underestimated in the chronological debate. Only the chronological method of 

seriation will be the subject of discussion in this chapter, which was developed and used for 

chronological analysis in France an d the Rhineland area (Germany), for reasons that will be explained 

later on. Nevertheless, the conclusions in this chapte r also relate for the majo rity to other statistical 

dating methods and the method of horizontal stratigraphy. At times it was thought that especially 

seriation was an instrument that made it possible to create relative chronologies of graves in an 

objective way. 13  It is now acknowledged that this objectivity is false, although this conclusion did not 

actually change the practise of chronological analysis. A more general shared opinion is that the relative 

chronology of the early medieval period is one of the most refined and fundamentally accurate 

chronologies in the archaeological discipline, and that the available amount of burial data on which it is 

based is so comprehensive that new finds will not ch ange the chronological insights dramatically when 

they are included in new seriations. 14  This general shared optimistic opinion may explain why the 

majority of the participants of the chronological deba te concentrate on further refinement of typologies 

and absolute dating.  

The leading ‘methodological’ discussions are on th e one hand part of more detailed publications 

of a cemetery or a cluster of cemeteries, and on the other hand, they are publications that deal with the 

subject on its own. The founding works of earl y medieval chronology are those of Werner ( Münzdatierte 

austrasische Grabfunde , 1935) and the elaboration of this work by Böhner ( Die fränkischen Altertümer 

des Trierer Landes , 1958), who developed a method to construct a typo-chronology of grave goods that 

was based on the finds in the region near Trier (Germany). This method (often referred to as 

‘combinational analysis’) was in fact a basic form of seriation. Thereafter, most of the publications that 

dealt with the typo-chronology of graves and grave goods relied on this work of Böhner, without 

concerning too much about theoretical backgrounds and the methodological problems of chronological 

analysis. The most important public ations of cemeteries in which it is explicitly mentioned that 

methodological issues are considered and discussed are those of the cemeteries of Rübenach  (Neuffer-

Müller and Ament, 1973), Rübenach  and Mayen und der Pellenz   (Ament, 1973,; 1976a), Schretzheim  

(Koch, 1977), Ardenne and Meuse  (Périn, 1980), Zur Chronologie merowingerze itlicher Frauengräber in 

Südwestdeutschland  (Roth and Theune, 1988), Pleidelsheim  (Koch, 2001) and in particular, in the 

publication of the cemeteries of the lower Rhinelan d area (Siegmund, 1998) and the successive work of 

the Franken Arbeits Gruppe  (Müssemeier, Nieveler, Plum and Pöppelman, 2003). 15  However, the 

discussions in these publications are, as already mentioned, mainly concerned with the adjustments of 

existing typologies and absolute dates, and with complementary statistical methods that are considered 

to provide objective proof for the chronological significance of the results. 16   

                                                 
12  The method of computerised seriation in Merovingian burial archaeology is, for example, extensively discussed by 
Périn (1980), Ihm (1983), Herzog (1987) and Roth (1994). For an extended general introduction to chronological 
methods with specific attention to seriation, see O’Brie n/Lyman (1999). The method of horizontal-stratigraphy is 
especially discussed by Ament (1973; 1976; 1977) and Koch (197 7). It is also referred to as the chorological or topo-
chronological method; this method is developed and used especially for the chronological analysis of the cemeteries 
from Southern Germany. The object-types are plotted out on the cemetery plan from which the development of the 
cemetery (the chronological phases) can be extracted. The application of this method requires specific conditions: the 
cemetery has to consist of a regularly developed cemetery plan through time and it has to be excavated completely. 
This chronological method has been co mbined with the method of seriation (Roth/Theune, 1988; Koch 2001; Stauch, 
2004). 
13  Müssemeier et al. 2003, 13. 
14  See for example Legoux/Périn/Vallet 2004. 
15  See Chapter 4 of this thesis for a more detailed discussion of the methodological considerations in some of these 
works. 
16  Both a discussion of the method of seriation and horizontal stratigraphy and the combination of the two methods can 
be found in these publications. See Chapter 4 for a detailed discussion of the application of both methods in the studies 
that were used for the chronological analysis of the finds from Maastricht.  
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Figure 4 . Steuer’s possibility scheme: The ‘possible funeral time span’ of graves (after Steuer 1998, 

141)  
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The chronological discussions that are not embedded in the publication of a cemetery primarily focus on 

the evaluation and adjustment of the phases, as Böhner published them. 17  Altogether, the onsets for an 

encompassing chronological debate in which the as sumptions behind the methods used are combined 

with material aspects of social life, the selection of  objects for funerary rite s, and their influence on 

chronological analysis are only sporadically mentioned in these publications. 

An exception from this overview is the in 1977 published article of Steuer ( Bemerkungen zur 

Chronologie der Merowingerzeit ) in which the importance of the assessment of the ‘burial time span’ is 

introduced (Figure 4). The burial time span refers to the minimum length of time in which graves can 

accurately be dated when the interrelation of cultural  aspects such as the various acquisition moment of 

objects, the circulation period of objects and the age at death are ta ken into consideration. 18  This article 

can be appreciated for the awareness it creates regarding the problems of Merovingian burial 

chronology. The methodological and theoretical conclusi ons of Steuer, however, are hardly ever followed 

or elaborated on by other scholars working in the field, despite the observation that the article is 

frequently cited. 19  Steuer himself elaborated on this subject in a more recent article 

(Datierungsprobeleme in der Archäologie , 1998), in which he eloquently added the problems concerned 

with the quest for short chronologi cal burial phases. These articles  could form the foundation for a 

further development of the chronological debate, desp ite the fact that some important subjects were 

not, or not thoroughly, explored by Steuer. Fu rther investigation of the backgrounds of the 

aforementioned cultural variables is of particular  interest for the development of the chronological 

debate.  

It can be concluded that the current chronological debate in  early medieval archaeology 

predominantly revolves around one question: How short can the chronological phases actually be? The 

consequences of the incorporation of cultural va riables into the current chronological debate for 

especially the validation of short phases will be discussed in the following sections. First, the underlying 

assumptions of the complete process of seriation as a chronological method will be analysed in relation 

to the creation of short phases. How do the current discussions of typology, relative dating and absolute 

dating relate to the construction of short phases , and what is missing in these discussions? Which 

cultural aspects of early medieval society and burial practises subscribe or challenge the cultural reality 

of these short chronological phases? Can these discus sions form the chronological debate, and will they 

create a platform to sustain this  debate in early medieval archae ology? How can supplementary and 

independent data such as the analysis of the skeletal remains find a place in this debate and in future 

research?  

 

 

1.2 Chronological methods and the quest for short chronological phases: A conflict?  

The chronological methods, which are generally used in contemporary Merovingian mortuary 

archaeology for the creation of isolated typo-chron ological schemes, are seri ation and/or horizontal 

stratigraphy. Both are performed on  the basis of a typology of the objects from graves. The subsequent 

steps that are required to create a chronology on the basis of these methods are carried out separately, 

but are ultimately considerably entangled. The choice s made in each of them are of great influence on 

the final appreciation of the obtained chronology. The majority of Merovingian cemeteries do not meet 

the requirements to be analysed successfully by th e chronological method of horizontal stratigraphy, 20  

                                                 
17  See for example Martin, 1989. A new chronology scheme was, for example, proposed by Ament, 1977.   
18  Steuer 1977, 387-390, 397-98, 403, Abb. ‘ Umlaufs- und Vergrabungszeiträume von Altertümern ’; 1998, 141, Abb. 4. 
19  Theune also made the observation that Steuer’s thoughts  are often referred to but never employed (1999, 25). One 
of the most explicit rejections of Steuer’s thoughts as relevant considerations for chronological research can be found in 
the work of Périn (1980, 195-198). The assumption that th e dead were buried with their inalienable personal 
possessions and that these objects are not subject to inheritance practises implies, according to Périn, that disturbing 
cultural aspects such as those discussed by Steuer are of minor influence on chronological analysis. The majority of 
archaeologists who are involved in chronological research  subscribe this basic assump tion (see also Siegmund, 1998, 
222-223), and Steuer’s cultural variables as a consequence neve r obtained a solid position as matters of reflection in 
the chronological debate.      
20  See note 16. 
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and their chronological analysis depends on seriation. 21  The result of a seriation is a sequence of graves 

and their contents, which is generally interpreted as a chronological sequence (Figure 5). The method of 

seriation forms the basis of most of the publications in which the chronological analysis resulted in short 

burial phases. Given that seriation is a statistical method that averages the processed data, but at the 

same time seems to provide sequences of graves on the basis of which refined chronology schemes 

could be created, it is decided to focus on this method, which was mainly applied and developed for the 

chronological analysis of the cemeteries in the Rhin eland area in Germany and in northern France. The 

main question to be answered here is how the chro nological seriations and their underlying assumptions 

relate to the construction of short phases and to the presumed cultural reality of the obtained 

chronological sequence and these short burial phases.  

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 5.  The sequence of graves as a result of seriation. The graves  are plotted on the x-axes, the 

objects on the y-axes. The boundaries that are drawn in the sequence represent the relative 

chronological phases to which eventually absolute dates are attached. The occurrence of the grave goods 

(object-types) over the phases represents their circulation period (after Legoux 1998, 171).   

 

 

The various steps for a chronological seriation are firs t, the creation of a typology, second, the actual 

statistical process of seriation on the basis of th is typology, third, the construction of relative 

chronological phases of graves by drawing boundarie s in the obtained sequence, fourth, the assignation 

of absolute dates to the relative chronological ph ases of graves, and fina lly (when possible), the 

combination of the chronological results with the re sults of the additional methods of horizontal and 

vertical stratigraphy. 22  After this, the absolute chronological sequence of graves and grave goods is 

                                                 
21  Böhner (1958) introduced the combinational method, which developed into a much more refined and computerised 
procedure of seriation, the method commonly applied nowadays.   
22  Vertical stratigraphy, however, is not widely used as an additional chronological method for the analysis of 
Merovingian cemeteries, since they rarely developed in layers.  
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translated into a typo-chronology scheme (a scheme of phases with their characteristic object-types) in 

order to present conveniently arranged results. 23  That the outcome of a seriation is already for the 

greatest part decided in the typo logical choices made in the first step is generally acknowledged. 24  It is 

often also stated that the created relative sequence of graves and grave goods of the Merovingian period 

generally represents chronological reality. It is only the exactness of the absolute dates, it is argued, 

that remains open for discussion. 25  It can be questioned whether relative dating is always accurate and 

involves fewer problems than absolute dating; in fact, absolute dating involves an additional set of 

methodological problems. 26  The problems of both relative and ab solute dating with seriation become 

apparent in the following discussion of the problematic relation between the scholarly ambitions for short 

chronological phases and the (statistical) limitations of chronological methods. In doing so, three levels 

of information that can be read in a chronological se riation of graves are identified. The information that 

becomes obscured in the statistical processing of gr aves and grave goods is defined for each of these 

levels, as are their related assumptions and problems regarding the chronological significance of the 

obtained sequences and the historical reality of short chronological phases (Table 1). 27  

 

 
The contents of a 

chronological seriation 
Obscured information Problems: Chronology and short phases 

from a cultural  perspective 
1. Graves  
The relative and absolute 
sequence of culturally 
gendered graves  

-Biological sex 
-Age at death 
-Ordering variables other than 
time 
-Empty graves 
-Graves with one object 
(-Disturbed graves) 

-Similarity is contemporaneity? 
-Phase boundaries and absolute dates: 
scholarly constructs 
-The exactness of the positions of graves 
in the sequence 
-Absence of independent data 
-Burial with personal possessions and a 
rapid replacement of objects as cultural 
reality? 
 

2. Objects  
The range and 
distribution of object -
types   
 

-Unique objects / singular 
features 
-Recurring object -types in a 
grave 
-Unknown cultural criteria  

-Morphological changes in object groups: 
Do they always relate to time?  
-Refined typologies for cultural analysis, 
crude typologies for chronological 
analysis  
 

3. Circulation  
The average circulation 
periods of object -types  
 

-The circulation period of 
individual objects 
 
 

-The average representation of 
circulation   
-Limited knowledge of circulation as a 
social process  
-Various categories of objects equal 
various processes of circulation?   

 

Table 1.   The three levels of information in a chrono logical seriation of graves and grave goods in 

relation to the statistical and cultural limitations  of the creation of short chronological phases. 

 

 

1.2.1 The chronological ordering of graves 

The first level of information is identified as the actual chronological ordering of graves, as it is obtained 

by the method of seriation (Table 1). A seriation of graves is an arrangement of a number of graves on 

the basis of their contents (grave goods assemblages) , which are classified as a series of object-types. 

The greater the resemblance of the grave goods assembla ges, the closer they are placed in relation to 

                                                 
23  See Theuws (2001, 196) for a more detailed discussion of  the problematic aspects of this ‘translation’.     
24  See for example Hines 1999, viii; Koch 2001, 26-27; Müssemeier et al. 2003, 13.  
25  Ament 1977, 133; Steuer 1977, 398. 
26  See Theuws (2001, 196-197) for some remarks regarding the problems of absolute dating on the basis of coins.  
27  The three levels of information together illustrate the limited set of data (compared to the content of the burial 
remains from the Merovingian period) on which chronological analysis is based. The position of the grave goods in 
relation to the body, the types of grave structures, the orientation of the graves, the position of the grave in the 
cemetery, and the types of grave markers, etc. have rarely  been incorporated into seriations for chronological analysis.  
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each other in the seriational sequence. Only graves  with two or more finds can be processed in a 

seriation; a grave with none or only one find cannot be ordered in relation to other graves. 28  The 

graphical representation of a seriation shows the ordere d sequence of graves on a diagonal line, which is 

believed to represent a chronological sequence (Figure 5). 29  An interpreted chronological seriation 

consists of the division of this continuous relative ordering in chronological phases to which absolute 

dates are attached. The average circulation periods of  object-types can be established on the basis of 

this construct. 30  It is usually thought that the regular change through time of the composition of the 

grave goods assemblages (and also the gradual change in the morphological features of objects) is the 

ordering principle of the created sequences. This is  based on the supposition that the higher the degree 

of similarity between grave goods assemblages is, the more likely it is that they date in the same 

chronological period, which is in fact the main underlying supposition of a chronological seriation. 31  

Regarding the short chronological burial phases as a representation of cult ural reality implies an 

additional set of assumptions. It implies that the objects that were used as grave goods rarely have 

deviant or prolonged circulation peri ods in the period prior to their deposition, and, especially with 

regard to the short phases (15-30 years), that the objects underwent a relatively rapid rate of 

replacement; they were in circulation as long as approximately one generation. These assumptions 

relate to the presumed nature of the relation between grave goods and the deceased; the deceased 

were buried with their inalienable personal posses sions. Hence, a rapid chan ge of approximately one 

generation of grave goods repertoire can be observed in the burial evidence. Aspects of this fundamental 

cultural assumption, which is a requ irement for the construction of short chronological phases, will be 

discussed later in detail. First, the general chronological significance (similarity equals contemporaneity) 

of the sequences obtained by seriation will be discussed. 

The phasing of burial moments provides opportunities to reconstruct the timely change of grave 

goods depositions and therefore the reconstruction of th e development of funerary rites. However, is this 

what the seriations of graves on the basis of their contents show?  32  A seriation is generally considered 

to represent an average of dates of ob ject production, us e, and deposition. 33  With regard to the 

underlying assumption, that similarity equals contemporaneity it will be illustrated below that 

comparable graves can hypothetically date in diffe rent chronological phases  and vice versa, that 

dissimilar graves can date in the same chronologica l phase, especially when short phases are created 

(Table 2). 34  The examples illustrate  that a seriation does not necessaril y represents a sequ ence of actual 

or averaged burial moments. 

The problem of the basic chronological assumption  (that similarity equals contemporaneity), the 

disregard of underlying cultural variables in the ch ronological debate, and the problems concerned with 

the aim to create short chronological phases all become visible in these two examples. It can be 

concluded that with the method of seriation, graves can be dated in the phase of their actual 

construction, but also at a substantial time before their construction, because the acquisition moment of 

the objects (what causes assemblages with which one is buried to be similar, assuming that 

contemporaneous objects show considerable resemb lance) in these examples is dated. This is 

problematic when conclusions are drawn on the circulation period of objects (they can be in the 

                                                 
28  Graves containing only one or no objects can find a place in the grouping of graves by the chronological method of 
horizontal stratigraphy. 
29  The graphical result of a seriation shows the grave numbers on the x -axes and the object-types on the y -axes. 
30  The average data of a seriation is phrased, for example,  by Dickinson as: “…a Correspondence Analysis of burial 
assemblages ‘averages’ dates of artifact production  […] with dates of use  and dates of deposition ” (Dickinson 2002, 79-
80). 
31  This basic assumption should be tested with vertical st ratigraphy (O’Brien/Lyman 1999, 4). The possibilities to test 
chronological orderings against vertical stratification, however, are scarce for Merovingian cemeteries.  
32  See also Steuer 1998, 136-140. 
33  Dickinson 2002, 79-80. 
34  Comparable examples were also presented by Steuer  (1998 136-140, 142, Abb. 5) on the basis of which the 
theoretical problems of short chronological phases were illustrated. The two examples in this thesis are hypothetical, 
and very probably a simplification of reality, in order to explore which cultural variables need to be part of the 
chronological debate and require further research. Further exploration of these cultural variables is underexposed in 
Steuer’s work.   
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possession of a person for an extended period of time  without this being shown in a seriation) or when 

claims are made about rapid changing grave good s repertoires. A seriat ion therefore shows the 

similarities between grave goods assemblages, wh ich, however, is not necessarily the same as 

contemporaneous burial phases. On the basis of the examples, it becomes apparent that a seriation of 

burial phases should rely on the newest objects that were added to the assemblages and that these 

should have been extracted from the material cultur e in circulation at that moment. This means that 

these objects have no life-time connection with the deceased, but were selected to suit the burial 

practise of that moment; the so-called occasional objects. Contemporaneous burials should contain 

some ‘occasional’ objects that are considerably similar in order to create an ordering of burial moments. 

It remains questionable whether it was a general practise to deposit ‘occasional’ objects with the dead in 

Merovingian times. This is not yet explored in the chronological debate, and accepting that seriations are 

averages of production, use and de position does not completely solve this problem, as the examples 

have illustrated. These examples are hypothetical with a variety of cultural assumptions behind them. In 

order to answer the question of whether a seriation ca n result in chronological phases of burials, it will 

first be discussed which ordering pr inciples other than time could cause assemblages to be similar or 

dissimilar and how exact the positi on of a grave in a sequence from a more practical point of view 

actually is.  

 

 

Example 1: Dissimilar graves date in the same chronological phase  

 

Woman 1  Woman 2 

Year of birth: 530 Year of birth: 585 

Acquisition objects: 14 years (year 544: phase 4) Acquisition objects: 14 years (year 599: phase 7) 

Age at death: 75 years (phase 7: 605) Age at death: 15 years (phase 7: 600) 

Date objects: phase 4 Date objects: phase 7 

Real date grave: phase 7 Real date grave: phase 7 

 

 

Example 2: Comparable graves date  in different chronological phases  

 

Woman 1 Woman 2  

Year of birth: 530 Year of birth: 530 

Acquisition objects: 14 years (year 544 phase 4) Acquisition objects: 14 years (year 544: phase 4) 

Age of  death: 15 years (year 545: phase 4) Age at death: 75 years (year 605: phase 7) 

Date objects: phase 4 Date objects: phase 4 

Real date grave: phase 4 Real date grave: phase 7  

 

Table 2.  Two examples of graves of women that can da te in different or corresponding chronological 

phases, depending on the moment of ob ject acquisition and the age at death. 35  

 

 

The ordering principle of gender is obvious for the graves of the early medieval period, and seriations 

are performed separately on the graves of men and women. 36  There are strong indications that the age 

                                                 
35  The moment of object-acquisition at the age of 14 is hypothetical and chosen for illustrative reasons; the practise of 
formalised acquisition of objects is only scarcely discussed for the Merovingian period. However, it can be assumed that 
the acquisition of the wide variety of objects that are know n from the Merovingian period relates to various moments in 
the life cycle of persons (see Chapter 3 in this thesis for a further discussion of this subject). The phases and their 
length in the table are based on the lower Rhineland phases of Siegmund (1998). 
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of the deceased is also decisive for the range of objects deposited with him or her. 37  This implies once 

more that dissimilar graves (con temporaneous burials of women or men of different age groups) can 

date in the same phase. The burials of a 60- year-old woman and a 20-year-old woman may be 

contemporaneous. However, if their grave goods re present their cultural ag e, they have different 

appearances and may be placed considerably apart in  the obtained sequence. If these contemporaneous 

graves do not have shared object-types, they will never be connected in a seriation, and can 

consequently be interpreted as chronologically different. If this is the case, seriations should be 

performed separately on gender an d age groups. It can be imagined that contemporaneous burials may 

have deviating appearances for vari ous reasons. One of the key questions in the chronological debate 

should relate to the expected singular influence of time, which causes graves to be similar or dissimilar 

in appearance. 38  In addition to age, this can also be influenced by the social or economic position, cause 

of death, number of children, etc. 39  Such distorting influences of a cu ltural character ar e also not solved 

by accepting that a seriation provides  ‘averages’. The discussion on the relative and absolute phases in a 

seriation of graves is not only technical and statistical,  but is also related to social life and to the choices 

of the survivors regarding the construction of a de sired image of the deceased. The degree to which the 

components of social life disturb the chronological pi cture as constructed by archaeologists should be 

integrated in the chronological debate. The chronologi cal accuracy of the orderings obtained by seriation 

or other chronological methods can only be substant iated by independent evid ence such as vertical 

stratigraphical sequences of the ordered graves and scientific research such  as radiocarbon dating. 40  

Next to the chronological significance of a sequence of seriated graves (similarity is 

contemporaneity), the chronological significance of sh ort phases (15-30 years) can also be questioned. 

The construction of phases with absolute dates in a seriation makes it possible to assign graves to one 

specific phase. A phase represents a limited period of time in which the associated assemblages of grave 

goods (=grave) are more comparable to each other th an to assemblages in other phases. The division of 

the seriation in relative chronological phases and the assignment of absolute dates to these phases is a 

scholarly construct. 41  The boundaries of the relative phases are based on the disappearance of certain 

object-types or the appearance of a new set of object-types in the sequence of graves. Generally, 

however, no clear-cut ‘groups’ can be identified in the sequence of graves in a seriation. Clear 

procedural steps are not described for the drawing of such boundaries in a continuous sequence of 

graves. Dickinson rightly mentions that “There is also an inevitable tension between sorting data in a CA 

seriation to accent continuities and in a grid -square matrix to emphasize relative phases”. 42  Absolute 

dates are attached to these boundaries by coin-c ontaining graves, dendrochronological data and 

historically dated graves. Both th e establishment of relative phases and the assignation of absolute 

dates to these phases reveal methodological problems. 43  It is generally acknowledged that every 

boundary drawn is too strong and does not meet histor ical reality, and that th ese chronological divisions 

are merely an analytical tool. 44 These general acknowle dged remarks, by which the modelled and 

                                                                                                                                               
36  The identification of a grave of a woman or man in most studies is based on the gender associations of the grave 
goods. When available, the determined biological sex of the buried persons is often used for comparison. The ‘neutral’ 
graves are in a seriation processed with either the graves of the men or women.        
37  Halsall 1995; 1996; Stoodly 2000; Stauch 2008.  
38  Multi-dimensional statistics do not necessarily solve this problem because knowledge about ordering variables and 
the way to translate them into typologies stands at the basis of this problem. See Chapter 4 for an example of how 
multi-dimensional ordering is used on the basis of Siegmund’s typology of the Rhineland area. 
39  The search for meaningful correlations between the assemblages of grave goods and certain biological variables is 
promising in this respect.  
40  Steuer 1998, 143-145. Next to the renewed interpretation of  the vast number of coins, he mentions the possibilities 
of radiocarbon dating and dendrochronology in relation to the age at death for the evaluation of the constructed and 
generally accepted chronological phases. See Stutz (1994) for a realistic point of view regarding archeometric methods 
(radio carbon dating, thermoluminiscence, and dendrochronology). She claims that these methods do not offer absolute 
dates because of their imprecision; the obtained dates should always be interpreted against the background of their 
archaeological context (Stutz, 1998, 103). Narrow chronological burial phases require detail ed independent dates to be 
tested, and it is questionable whether these detailed dates can be obtained.   
41  Steuer 1977, 380. 
42  Dickinson 2002, 80. 
43  Theuws 2001, 195-197. 
44  Steuer 1977, 379-381.  
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averaged character of the results of a seriation ar e accepted, do not correspond to the quest for short 

chronological phases, which assumes a regular and ra pid replacement of the ob ject assemblages that 

can also be read in a seriation. Researchers who question this regularity promote longer chronological 

phases (generally 50 years or longer). 45  They also concede to the need  for chronological boundaries for 

analytical reasons, but beli eve that long phases are less in conflict  with historical and cultural reality, 

and that relatively long phases are therefore a preferab le basis for further analysis  of the burial remains.  

Although chronologies and chronological phases are constructions, it can be stated that they 

represent the development of the grave goods assemb lages over the course of time to some degree. 

However, what is the chronological significance of short phases? It can be questioned whether a 

seriation provides sequences that are exact enough  for the creation of short phases. Hence, the 

exactness of the position of the graves in the sequences must be questioned. A seriation is performed 

only on a selection of the once existing, but also of the currently available data. This means that if all the 

objects, including those that have decayed (wood, text ile, etc.), lost through post-excavation processes, 

and those that could not be incorporated in the analysis as a consequence of statistical requirements, 

were incorporated in the seriation, the place of th e graves in a sequence obtained by seriation could 

change dramatically. This could also occur when the typology used is adjusted into a more refined or 

coarser classification, and when other features of the burial evidence such as grave structures and 

orientation of the graves are integrated in the chronological analysis with the method of seriation.  

The obtained sequence is a result of scholarly choices; it is not even close to a direct reflection 

of the reality of deposition. The short phases are created on the basis of this incomplete and 

manipulated dataset. How can the position of a grav e in a seriation be perceived? I think a seriation 

appears to represent a very general chronological orde ring of graves, rather than a precise one because 

the close proximity of graves is only based on a rela tive comparison of a selection of the total burial 

evidence, of what the grave contents once were, an d of archaeologists’ choices regarding the burial 

evidence. A precise ordering and near ly exact positions of graves should be the starting point when short 

phases are the aim, and therefore the availability of  the complete set of burial data that was once 

present. This dataset, however, is only fragmentarily available for archaeologists. Ascribing a historical 

reality to the refined chronological burial phases of graves should be dealt with cautiously, as the two 

aforementioned examples taken from a cultural perspe ctive have already illustrated. Nonetheless, the 

results of chronological seriations are regularly published as relatively precise results.   

Apart from the descriptive typology, the analytical result of a chronological seriation is generally 

presented in two ways: in a list of  dated graves, in which the graves are restricted to one (sometimes 

more than one) phase, and in a typo-chronology sch eme that represents the subsequent chronological 

phases with their characteristic cont ents in the form of object -types, i.e. the chronological change of the 

object-types. The average circulation period for most ob ject -types is limited to the phase of their most 

frequent occurrence in a seriation, and the typo-chron ological scheme is often published as the ‘final 

result’ of a chronological analysis of a cemetery. 46  This typo-chronology scheme is a simplification of the 

descriptive overview of types and their associated dates. 47  When the circulation periods of the object-

types are considered independently (as is often done in studies of cemeteries without their own 

seriations and which rely on other typo-chronology schemes for the chronological analysis), it becomes 

difficult to restrict the dating of the graves to on e phase solely on the basis of this information. It 

appears, for example, that most of the object-types  in the graves of Siegmund’s phase 5 (Rhineland 

phase 5: 555-570 AD) are not restricted to this phas e; they also occur in phases 3, 4, 6 and 7. 48  On the 

                                                 
45  Stoodly 1999, 15-16; Lucy 2002. 
46  In some typo-chronology schemes, the occurrence of object-types in multiple phases is illustrated by an arrow that 
crosses the phase boundaries, and in some typo-chronology schemes this is not represented. In the latter, the object-
types are graphically restricted to a single phase. See also Steuer, 1998, 130-135, Abb. 2-3. 
47  Theuws 2001, 196. 
48  Siegmund 1999, 180-195, 204-205. He clearly states that the establishment of chronological groups of graves is 
necessary for research purposes, but that the presentation  of his typo-chronology scheme does not support the so-
called ‘phase model’. However, his graphical depiction of the 12 Rhineland phases with their characteristic object-types 
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basis of this information alone, it would be difficult to assign the grav e to only one phase. A discrepancy 

exists between the exact position of a grave in a se quential ordering of graves with created phases 

(boundaries) and the length of time in which the gr ave can possibly date acco rding to the circulation 

periods of its contents (object-types). The exact dati ng of a grave to one phase can consequently only 

be realised by a seriation (or other chronologica l method), not on the basis of available typo-

chronologies.  

This discrepancy can best be illustrated with th e opposition between the ‘phase model’ and the 

so-called ‘battleship model’. 49  The premise behind the phase model is that certain grave goods 

assemblages exist together during a specific period of time. They ap pear and disappear quite rapidly, 

after which they are replaced by another series of grave good assemblages. The battleship model 

contrarily assumes that much more overlap exists between the occurrence and disappearance of various 

object-types. Moreover, the various circulation period s of different but contem porary object-types are 

also considered. The battleship model is generally ac cepted as the most plausible model to represent the 

development of material culture through time, although the typo-chronological schemes as a result of an 

analysed seriation are of ten published as if they  represent a phase model. 50  When the battleship model 

is accepted, phases (especially short ones) are more difficult to create and are more ‘artificial’ compared 

to the change in material culture according to the ‘phase model’. The paradox is that the battleship 

model is preferred over the phase model, but that  the latter provides a solid basis for (short) 

chronological phases and that the results of seriation are often handled as if they represent such a phase 

model. Apart from the comment that his creation of short distinct phases should not be interpreted as a 

phase model, Siegmund does not ma ke further reservations about th e seemingly sharp boundaries. On 

the contrary, he relates some essential cultural conc lusions to the ‘observed’ rapid change in material 

culture, as will be illustrated below. 51  

The construction of legitimate short chronologica l phases from a cultural perspective requires a 

limited period of time between the acquisition of  contemporary objects and their burial with the 

deceased. The limited period of time between the ac quisition of contemporary  objects and burial, as 

illustrated in the examples, applies to death at a young age. This relates to the assumption that the 

dead were buried with their personal belongings, of which it is thought that the majority acquired the 

dress-related items in particular in their teens and early twenties, and that these items remained 

inalienable personal possessions thereafter. No research has actually questioned how and at which 

moment object assemblages from Merovingian graves were constructed. 52  Was this in the course of life, 

in the early stages of life, or just before death? It  further remains questionable  whether the creation of 

assemblages of objects at approximately the same mo ment implies a de gree of similarity, and what the 

variation is in the process of obje ct assembly and subsequent burial. Although multiple models can be 

utilised, the debate on bu rial with personal possessi ons in particular becomes important with regard to 

these questions, as will be discussed in Chapter 2.  

Summarising, the problems of the validation of the chronological results that are obtained with 

the method of seriation, and especially the cultural reality of the short burial phases, relate to the 

specific nature of burial evidence (incomplete, selective), the underlying problems of (statistical) 

procedures (typologies and seriations average the data, which is already a selection of what was 

originally present), and to the absence of considerations from a cultural perspective.  

                                                                                                                                               
is the representation of a genuine phase model. Siegmund explains his typo-chronology scheme as an analytical tool. 
This was already more thoroughly discussed by Theuws (2001).  
49  Theuws 2001, 196.   
50  The ‘battleship’ model as a point of departure is often explicitly mentioned. See for example Roth/Theune (1988, 9) 
and Siegmund (1998, 178), although he mentions that for some  objects the ‘phase model’ seems more justified; some 
objects appear and disappear nearly exclusively together.   
51  Siegmund 1998, 222-223. 
52  This may be due to the fact that it is generally acknowledged that chronologies of graves and grave goods are a 
“…sort of mid-way point…” between the production and the deposition of objects which, however, is not necessarily 
considered tot be problematic for chronological resear ch (Hines 1999, ix; Steuer 1998, 139-140; Dickinson 2002, 79-
80). According to Hines (1999), this is only problematic when  the assemblages to be studie d are large and inconsistent. 
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1.2.2 The object-types in graves 

The second level of information in a chronological seriation of graves involves the presence of the 

defined object-types (Table 1). 53  The individual grave goods need to be classified as a range of object 

types in order to perform a seriation of graves on the basis of their contents. Both the graves and the 

typological groups require some statistical conditions. 54  The objects that are unique and occur only once 

in the burial evidence are not included in the anal ysis. The defined object-types have to consist of a 

reasonable number of individual ob jects for their statistical workabili ty. The main contribution to the 

chronological debate from a cultural  perspective regarding typologies deals with the discussion of the 

significance or meaning of the identified object-types, and therefore with the question of whether the 

morphological characteristics on the basis of wh ich they are classified  represent a temporal 

development. The uniqueness of Merovingian grave goods (hardly any object is entirely similar to 

another) requires an artificial grouping to make them suitable for statistical processing. Object-types can 

be defined in a fluid scale from very general to very specific depending on the research goals set and the 

statistical requirements. The variability of Merovi ngian grave goods offers various classification 

possibilities. Consequently, every typology scheme can be regarded as  subjective and theory-loaded, 

and every typology scheme will result in another sequence of graves. If a seriation is intended to 

produce a chronological ordering of graves, the grave goods should be classified accordingly. 55  Is it 

possible to create such an unambiguous chronologica l typology for all the grav e goods? Can the position 

of graves in a chronological sequence change considerably when the underlying typology scheme is 

altered? What does this reveal about the aim for short chronological phases? 

The underlying assumption of a chronological ty pology is that categories of objects show a 

morphological change through time, which is captur ed in the defined subtypes of each category. 56  

Garnet disc brooches, for example, are a specific group of objects. The subtypes with associated dates 

in, for example, Siegmund ’s typology scheme are: 57  

 

-Fib.1.1 : (Rhineland phase 3/4) Kleine Almandinscheiben fibel; rund, einzonig, vier und mehr Zellen   

-Fib.1.2 : (Rhineland phase 4) Kleine Almandinscheibenfibel; Vierpaßform  

-Fib.1.3 : (Rhineland phase 4/5) Almandinscheibenfibel; rund od er rosettenförm ig; zweizonig  

-Fib.1.4 :  (Rhineland phase 5) Almandinscheibenfibel; rund oder rosettenförmig; zwei- oder dreizonig; in 

der Mitte tiefe Felder ohne Almandineinlage 

-Fib.1.5 : (Rhineland phase 6) Große Almandinscheibenfibel; rund, dr eizonig, engzellig mit Almandinen 

belegt  

-Fib.1.6 : (Rhineland phase 8) Schiebenfibel Kaarst Grab 12.1  

 

The subtypes represent the temporal change of the mo rphological characteristics of an object -type. It 

can be assumed that the evolutionary premise very  generally applies to the material culture from 

Merovingian cemeteries. The definiti on of broad typological groups (o nly ‘garnet disc brooches’ without 

subtypes) makes the problem of the chronological significance of object-types less substantial (disc 

brooches, for example, disappear from the burials in the seventh century), but the disadvantage is that 

it will be more complicated to create short chronological phases in the obtained orderings of graves. The 

                                                 
53  Only the occurrence of an object-type in a grave can be  read in a seriation of graves, not the frequency of its 
occurrence in a grave. The difference between ‘occurrence se riation’ and ‘frequency seriation’ is described by O’Brien 
and Lyman (1999). Archaeologists of the Merovingian period work with ‘occurrence seriation’ because the multiple 
occurrence of an object-type in a grave does not occur often enough that it can form the basis of a statistical ordering. 
Moreover, the multiple occurrence of one object-type in a grave is rarely considered as a chronologically significant 
feature.  
54  See Périn (1980, 129-136) for a detailed description of the statistical requirements for seriations. 
55  O’Brien/Lyman (1999) refer to chronologically significant types as historical types, and offer an interesting discussion 
of the construction and meaning of types, especially in relation to seriation. 
56  This evolutionary change as a characteristic of chronological types is extensively described by O’Brien and Lyman in 
their chapter on archaeological types (1999, 23-58). S ee also Périn (1980, 156-164) and Jensen/Nielsen (1997, 30-
31).   
57  Siegmund 1998, 45-46. 
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creation of short chronological phases requires refine d chronological typologies su ch as the classification 

of the garnet disc brooches of Siegmund. Can thes e be obtained for all the sorts of objects?  

Although new typologies were presented afte r the pioneering work of Böhner, hardly any 

methodological or theoretical discussion about the chronological validation of the typological criteria can 

be found. Their dates are a derivative of the sequen ces of graves that have been obtained by past 

chronological research. The most important works in  early medieval archaeology that discussed the 

subjectivity and chronological significance of typologies are those of Siegmund, the Franken AG, Périn, 

and Koch and Stauch for Southern Germany. 58  Siegmund and the Franken AG, however, are the ones 

who explicitly investigated the chronological significance of the selected criteria. 59  It is difficult to solve 

the question of whether the specific, detailed characte ristics of objects are actu ally significant temporal 

aspects. Siegmund presented some tests to prove this significance. 60  The danger of circular reasoning, 

however, is very much present, since independent da ta such as radiocarbon dates and detailed vertical 

stratigraphy, which could provide proof  for the validity of the more or less narrow date-ranges of object-

types, are only sporadically available.  

The construction of a typology, however, is indi spensable for different research purposes. This 

manipulation of the dataset in order to perform st atistical procedures and to handle the often huge 

amount of material, disguise the spec ific features of individual objects. The conclusion that a typology 

already averages the variation makes it even more urgent to question the exactness of the position of a 

grave in a sequential ordering. A seriation on the basi s of a typology is already the second step in which 

averages are averaged again. This conclusion argues in  favour of the creation of  a general reconstruction 

of Merovingian burial phases. The broader a typolo gical group is defined, the more the specific 

characteristics of objects are obscured. Broad typo logical groups are probably the best point of 

departure for the creation of meaningful, although general, chronological results, which can form the 

basis of the cultural analysis of the development of the funerary rite over a period of approximately 

three to four centuries.   

However, the wide variety of objects and their appearances are specifically suitable to be 

analysed from a cultural perspectiv e. Härke, for example, discovered a significant correlation between 

the length of knives and the age at death. 61  The length of the knives wa s hardly ever considered a 

significant typological criterion, which is, as now can be concluded, justified for chronological analysis. 

What would happen to the positions of graves in a se quence if the underlying ty pology was, for example, 

altered with refined subtypes on the basis of the le ngth of the knives? The graves of old and young men 

who died in approximately the same period would no t be identified as contem poraneous graves on the 

basis of this refined classification of knives. Featur es that are indicative of the age at death should 

therefore not be incorporated in chronological classifications. It can be imagined that specific features of 

other sorts of objects also relate to the age at death, or perhaps other social categories, but these 

correlations have not yet been discovered. This is an other example on the basis of which the accuracy of 

the chronological results of a seriation, especially the refined ones, can be questioned. General 

typologies are less sensitive to the influence of features that are more significant for other aspects such 

as the age at death than they are for time. Howeve r, broad chronological phases are a consequence of 

this choice. The conclusion is that refined chronological typologies can in fact only be created when the 

chronological significance of all the classified features  is known; otherwise, it is a hazardous undertaking. 

Next to insights in their chronological significance, it would be interesting to discover how specific 

features relate to biological variables such as gender, age and pathology. For such cultural research 

questions, refined classifications are the preferable option. Various tests can identify the correlations 

between very specific features such as decoration mo tives and colour nuances, as well as between such 

features and biological variables of the dead. Such specifics, however, should  not form the typological 

                                                 
58  See Chapter 4 for the discussion of their ‘chronological’ typologies. 
59  Siegmund 1998, 176-177; Müssemeier et al. 2003, 13.  
60  Siegmund 1998, 121-127.  
61  Härke 1989; 1992, 187-190, Abb. 39.  



 26

basis for chronological analysis. The obscured individuality of objects, on the other hand, is in particular 

related to the problems of the averaged circul ation periods of the constructed object-types.  

 

1.2.3 The circulation of objects 

The third level of information that can be extrac ted from the results of a seriation is the various 

circulation periods of object-types (Table 1). The grap hical depiction of a chronological seriation of early 

medieval graves and their contents, which is divide d into absolute chronolo gical phases, apparently 

offers an easy way to determine the period during  which object-types were deposited as grave goods 

(Figure 5). This is often referred to as the circulatio n period of object-types because it is considered to 

represent their averaged period of  production, use and deposition. 62  Such conclusions, however, are 

based on the results of seriations of which the chro nological accuracy and the chronological meaning of 

the assigned phases, especially the short ones, are now questioned. The circulation period of an object -

type in a seriation is often used to substantiate the temporal limits of that object-type. 63  As previously 

mentioned, the chronological meaning of an object-type is a requirement for a chronological seriation, 

and one should consequently be aware of some degree  of circular argumentation. The main question for 

now is how object circulation from a cultural pe rspective relates to the requirements for short 

chronological phases. Which research questions regarding the circulation of objects should be added to 

the chronological debate? What do short phases imply with regard to the circulation (production, use and 

deposition) of objects? 64    

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.  The representation of the average circulation periods of object-types and the variation in 

circulation periods. 65  

 

 

The primary circulation is the circulation of object s, which includes the start, growth and end of 

production, followed by a period in which they ar e still frequently used and exchanged (Figure 6). 66  After 

this period, objects can stay or be reintroduced in ci rculation for various reasons. It is evident that short 

                                                 
62  The point has to be made that the appearance of an object -type in a relatively high number of graves does not equal 
a longer circulation period, although it may appear as such in a seriation. 
63  Müssemeier et al. 2003.  
64  When objects are clearly older pieces within an assemblage of grave goods, they are removed from the seriation. It 
should be questioned whether the mixture of older and younger  objects in an assemblage can always be identified. This 
will be further discussed in Chapter 3.  
65  From: http://encarta.msn.com /media_461546925_761572159_-1_1/Seriation.html. 
66  Steuer 1977; 1998.    
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chronological phases are theoretically incorrect when it frequently occurs that similar objects (of the 

same object-type) have both short and prolonged circulation periods (a high degree of variation in their 

circulation periods); consequently, the phases do not represent the actual burial moments, and the 

objects can be in circulation considerably before an d after the phases in which the type is dated. The 

actual primary circulation period of the object-types and the prolonged circulation of the individual 

objects are difficult to determine outside the cont ext of the burial evidence, for hardly any large 

production centres are known (central ised production, as in the Roman period, did not exist) and similar 

objects from contexts other th an cemeteries are scarce in  considerable quantities. 67  Circulation, 

therefore, is a subject that requires further theorisa tion. The complete set of early medieval grave goods 

is extensive in variety, and the circulation period of all the groups of objects should be perceived 

differently. 68  A general distinction is often made between ‘personal’ items such as dress-related objects 

and portables such as seaxes, swords  and purses, and more ‘impersonal’ objects such as pottery, glass 

and furniture. The definition of su ch categories is an attempt to de fine the nature of  the connection 

between the objects and the dead, and they imply various trajectories of circulation. 69  On the basis of 

such categorisations, it can be suggested that a common pot has a less complex and different circulation 

period than, for example, a sword. 70  General categorisations probably oversimplify the role of material 

culture in social life. The theoretical and cultural  backgrounds of production, distribution, exchange, 

acquisition, use and transmission and how they relate to  funerary activities should be integrated into the 

chronological debate, and will as such be further discussed in Chapter 3.  

On the basis of the discussion of the three leve ls of information in a seriation, it can be 

concluded that the exactness of the position of th e graves in a seriation can be questioned; partly 

because the method (typology and seriation) averag es and obscures information, but mainly because 

the chronological analysis is performed on incomplete and manipulated data. The historical reality of the 

short burial phases, which are created on the basis of these results, is questionable. This is even more 

so because it was concluded that a series of cultural variables were not fully explored in relation to the 

chronological analysis. The investigation of both the nature of the connection between grave goods and 

the deceased (such as for example the concept of personal possessions), and the variety of the 

associated circulation of objects are identified as essential components of the chronological debate, and 

they will receive further re flection in the next chapters. However,  first, what are the opinions of the 

participants of the chronological deba te regarding their ambition for shor t or long chronological phases in 

relation to these cultural compon ents of the chronological debate? 

 

 

1.3 Reconsidering cultural variables and the qu est for short chronological phases: A conflict? 

It was concluded that the central discussion in the current chronological debate aims at the highest 

possible refinement of abso lute chronological phases. 71  This can be observed in the development of the 

typo-chronological schemes in early medieval archae ology. Whereas the first schemes of Werner (1935) 

and Böhner (1958) consisted of chronological phases of approximately 50 years or more, some of the 

recent typo-chronologies consist of  phases as short as 15 years. 72  It is claimed that  these short burial 

                                                 
67  Damage and repairs can be informative for the time an obje ct circulated before its deposition as a grave good. For a 
good example, see Von Richthofen (2000).  
68  Steuer 1977, 386-387. 
69  Dress-related objects are often assumed to be more connected with a person’s life than, for example, pottery or 
glass vessels.   
70  These suggestions are very subjective and based on the presupposition that the rare occurrence and valuable 
material component of objects make them more likely to be cherished for a long period. Further discussion of this 
subject can be found in Chapter 3 of this thesis.  
71  Although infrequent, the prevalence for the construction of longer chronological phases is expressed in recent 
research, for example, in Stoodly (1999) and Lucy (2000).  
72  This development was observed by Steuer (1998). Next to the schemes of Werner and Böhner, phases of 
approximately 50 years were published by Ament (1977) , Périn (1980), and Koch (1977). The more recent typo-
chronologies with shorter phases can, for example, be found in the work of Siegm und (1998), Müssemeier et al. 
(2003), Koch (2001) and Stauch (2004). See Chapter 4 for a detailed discussion of the creation of their typo-
chronology schemes.  
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phases come close to representing the historical and cultural reality of the early medieval period. 73  This 

implies that a rapid and steady change in the a ppearance of the grave goods assemblages can be 

observed, and that objects with a prolonged or devian t circulation period were rarely deposited as grave 

goods. In other words, it is assumed that the short phases reflect the already long-lasting supposition 

that the dead were buried with their inalienable pe rsonal possessions. That this presupposition was 

originally falsely based on historical sources is generally acknowledged, but it is still considered a sort of 

logical, unquestionable custom and persists as a major assumption (with the current assumed cultural 

reality of the ‘observed’ short phas es as evidence), especially in the chronological debate. From a 

theoretical point of departure, however, an other cultural reality can be imagined.  

 Two contradicting works regarding their expresse d prevalence for short or long chronological 

phases can serve to illustrate the general ideas in ea rly medieval archaeology with regard to the cultural 

aspects that were identifi ed as important components of the ch ronological debate in the previous 

sections. The realistic length of chronological phases is explicitly related to certain cultural aspects of 

early medieval society in both the work of Sieg mund (1998) and Steuer (1977; 1998), although from 

different standpoints. The fact that contradicting st andpoints have already been  expressed implies that 

the historical reality of the current chronological schemes can be questioned. Siegmund came to his 

‘cultural’ conclusions after his construction of the typo-chronology for the lower Rhineland area 

(Germany) with short chronological phases as an important (cultural) result. 74  Steuer chose a theoretical 

starting point, for which he identified a number of relevant cultural variables, to discuss the realistic 

length of chronological phases. 75  Their contradicting points of view  are best illustrated in Table 3. 

 

 

Siegmund 1998  

(based on the created Rhineland chronology)  

Steuer 1977; 1998  

(based on a theoretical discussion) 

Short phases:  15-45 years  

Graves that are alike date in the same phase  Graves that are alike can date in different phases 

Chronological homogeneous grav es: majority Chronological ho mogeneous grav es: can exist 

Chronological heterogeneous graves: rare Ch ronological heterogeneous graves: can exist 

Short circulation period of objects Long ci rculation period of objects is possible 

Old objects are sporadically used as grave g oods Old objects can be used as grave goods 

No inheritance Inheritance is possible 

 Long phases: > 50 years 

 

Table 3.  The opposite standpoints of Siegmund and Steuer  with regard to the length of chronological 

phases in early medieval burial archaeology. 

        

 

Despite their opposite perspectives, it seems that both Siegmund and Steuer share one assumption 

which, however, is not explicitly mentioned: Persons in the early medieval period were buried with the 

personal belongings that they acquired during their lifetime. In Steuer’s model, this can be concluded 

from his concern with the various acquisition moments of certain objects (which were assumed to have 

been kept after acquisition) and the consequences of this for the chronological analysis of grave contents 

(Figure 4). 76  In his most recent article on this subject, this can be read in a phrase such as “ Immer ist 

die Fundkombination irgendwann im Leben der gestorbenen Person zusammengekommen und am 

                                                 
73  Siegmund 1998, 222-223. See for example the title of th e latest publication of Legoux, Périn and Vallet, ‘Chronologie 
normalisée du mobilier funéraire Mérovingien entre Manche et Lorraine ’, which suggests that the final phase of 
typological and chronological refinement is entered.  
74  Siegmund 1998, 222-223.  
75  Steuer’s basic theoretical ideas can be found in his ar ticle from 1977. The central problem of short phases is 
formulated in his article from 1998.   
76  Steuer 1998, 141, Abb. 4.  
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Schlu �Ã dann als Totenausstattung ins Grab gelegt worden” .77  In Siegmund’s work, this is expressed by 

phrases such as “… mit jedem Tod wurde eine Trachtausstattung der allgemeinen Benutzung entzogen, 

mit jeden neuen Leben wurde auch die Herstellung einer neuen Trachtausstattung notwendig” , and 

considering a rare example of a chronological heterogeneous grave, “ Diese etwa um 560 n. Chr. zu 

datierenden Stücke dürfte sie erst in höherem Alter erworben haben” .78  To assume that persons are 

buried with their personal possessions implies that the acquisition moment of objects in life and their 

subsequent appropriation as inalienable personal po ssessions, which were consequently not transmitted 

through practises of inheritance or other forms of  transmission, become in teresting and important 

subjects of research that requir e a place in the chronological debate. What do Siegmund and Steuer 

think about the acquisition and ownership of objects? 

 

The supposition that people are buried with their personal belongings in the work of Siegmund (short 

phases) implies a set of assumptions regarding the acquisition moment of objects, and it also implies 

that similarity equals the contemporariness of grave construction, i.e. that relatively similar assemblages 

of grave goods can be restricted to short chronolo gical phases. Siegmund assumes that objects that 

were related to the adornment of the body (clothing) and weapons were acquired in life. Siegmund 

believes that the rapid change of available and acquired objects in life is reflected in the burial evidence. 

Early medieval people were, acco rding to Siegmund, fashion-conscious people. The few examples of 

temporal heterogeneous assembla ges of grave goods are explained by the (presumed and not 

substantiated on the basis of skeletal remains) high age of the deceased. Their high age makes it 

possible to see the rapid change in fashionable ob jects reflected in the assemblage they acquired 

through their lifetime. These examples, however, are exceptions. Siegmund thinks that it was unusual to 

keep objects that became out of fashion. In Sieg mund’s opinion, dress accessories and weapons were 

not acquired over a long period, but rather at specific moments in life ( punktuell erworben ). 79  It seems 

as if Siegmund wishes to express that objects were  regularly replaced with new fashionable objects in 

the course of a person’s life. This implies that th e elderly were generally buried with their recently 

acquired objects or with old object s that were altered according to the prevailing fashion standards, 

although this is not explicitly expressed. 80  Such statements can only be substantiated with comparisons 

to the determined biological age of the deceased . The graves from the lower Rhineland area can, 

according to Siegmund, be dated in short phases because of this rapid replacement of obje cts in life. The 

age at death, therefore, has little distorting influence. The chronological results of the lower Rhineland 

area, as it can be extracted from Siegmund’s cultur al considerations, represent acquisition moments, 

which, in time, lie close to the burial moments. The distorting influences on chronology through deviant 

circulation periods of the grave g oods do not play a significant role . Siegmund discovered that early 

medieval antiques (objects that are clearly from an earlier phase) are rarely used as grave goods in the 

Rhineland, and consequently that the choice of grave goods does not include inherited objects. 81  This 

does not mean that the inheritance of moveable proper ty was not part of early medieval social life; it 

merely suggests that these objects were rarely selected as grave goods.   

It can be questioned, however, to what extent the rapid change in material culture is 

represented in Siegmund’s research results. Rhineland phases 5 and 6 (both 15 years in length) are 

relatively short. If one examines the contents of the graves in these phases, most of these graves 

appear to contain objects that occur in two or more phases. Köln-Müngersdorf  grave 97A, for example, 

                                                 
77  Steuer 1998, 135. 
78  Siegmund 1998, 222. Phrases that express more or less th e same can be found in numer ous studies. See Chapter 4 
in this thesis for a selection of them.  
79  Siegmund 1998, 222-223. 
80  This is not in accordance with the majority of the correlations that were found between grave goods assemblages and 
the age at death such as in the model of Halsall for Lorraine (north-eastern France). See Chapter 2 for a more detailed 
discussion of these correlations.  
81  This was also concluded by Périn (1980, 180). It remains qu estionable whether this applies to very old objects in 
more recent assemblages (which are easy to identify) or less old objects in younger assemblages (which are more 
difficult to identify as older). This specific subject of more or less prolonged circulation will be elaborated in Chapter 3.    
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contains a Sax 1  (seax) and a Lan 2.4  (lance). 82  The knife and small bronze buckle from this grave are 

not included in the seriation of Siegmund. Siegmund dates the seax in Rhinelan d phases 4 to 7, and the 

lance in Rhineland phase 4. The grave is dated to Rhineland phases 4-5 (530-570). 83  On the basis of the 

information of the contents of the grave alone (a s represented in the typo -chronology scheme and 

described in the typological overview), the grave should be dated in phases 4 to 7 (530-610). Only on 

the basis of the position of the grave in the seriation with applied chronological bo undaries, it is dated to 

one phase (phase 5). This assign ation was probably broadened into two phases on the basis of 

additional information (see Chapter 4). However, a considerable number of the graves in Siegmund’s list 

of datable graves are assigned to one phase. 84  Does one accept the position of the graves as the correct 

position in the chronological ordering, or does one qu estion this exactness of the places of graves in a 

seriation? It can be assumed that the seriation represents a general chronological ordering (the graves 

on both extremities of the seriation very likely date in chronologically different periods), but that the 

exact position of the graves in relation to each other, especially of those within the short phases in the 

middle of the seriation, can be doubted. It was already discussed that this exactness should be 

questioned because the ordering is based on a selectio n of the available burial evidence; the position of 

the graves in relation to each other is based on incomplete data. If one questions this exactness, the 

lance from Müngersdorf grave 97A may very well be an old element in the assemblage and may be 

deposited in Rhineland phase 7. In addition, if one only considers the circulation periods of the object-

types that appear in the graves of Rhineland phas es 5 and 6 (which each consist of 15 years), the 

change in grave good repertoire may not be as ra pid as Siegmund suggests. Too much importance is 

placed on the positions of the graves in the obta ined sequence. The drawing of boundaries and their 

chronological significance is extremely important to discuss more thoroughly, es pecially when important 

conclusions regarding the cultural aspects of early medieval society and burial practises, such as 

Siegmund proposed, are based on this presumed ex actness of the created chronology. The graves and 

the associated circulation periods of the grave goods require discus sion, not just the assignation of the 

assemblage (grave) to one phase.    

 

Although Steuer has an alternative perspective, he does not dismiss the main chronological assumption 

that resemblance equals contemporaneity. Rather, he claims that the dating of graves on the basis of 

their resemblances can be problematic when certain cultural variables are considered. The theoretical 

problems of the construction of sh ort phases, as illustrated above, ar e, according to Steuer, not only 

related to various ages at death an d acquisition moments of objects, bu t also to the different periods in 

which the objects (that became associated through burial) circulated. This aspect certainly adds more 

complication to chronological analysis. 85  In contrast to Siegmund, Steuer incorporates the possibility of 

burial with relatively old and in herited objects, which is anothe r reason for him to claim that 

chronological phases shorter than 50 years repr esent a false image of historical reality.  

Considering the theoretical backgrounds of the acqu isition moments of certain objects in life, no 

answers can be found in Steuer’s work; only hypo thetical situations are sketched. His theoretical 

framework is schematically represented in his possi bility scheme by two po ssibility groups each 

consisting of three examples. 86  Group 1 (Figure 4: situations 1-3) concentrates on the possible burial 

time span of three graves of persons who lived in di fferent times, but in which a similar object-type was 

found: the maximum length of the time span for the burials is mainly determined by the acquisition 

moment at birth, the highest possible age at death,  and the longest possible circulation period of the 

objects. The possible burial time span of the grav es on the basis of these examples comprises 100 

years. The maximum possible time span of burials that can be associated with group 2 (Figure 4: 

                                                 
82  Fremersdorf 1955, tafel 18, 97A. 
83  Siegmund 1998, 509. 
84  Siegmund 1998, 495-515, Liste  3. 
85  Steuer 1998, 141. Steuer used a fixed circulation length for all object types in his theoretical estimation of possible 
burial time spans, although he recognises that this may differ for various object -types. 
86  Steuer 1998, 141, Abb . 4  
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situations 4-6 (three chronologically different object-types that are found in the grave of one person)) 

depends on the youngest object-type, for which the ci rculation period was fixed at sixty years. In these 

situations, it is represented as if the oldest object -type can only be found with  the youngest object-type 

if they are ‘connected’ by the lifetime of the deceased. This is not always the case, for instance, when 

objects are subject to hereditary transmission for a considerable time. However, in these situations, the 

burial time span depends on the circulation period of the youngest object-type in the grave. How than, 

should circulation periods be established? 

It is clear that Siegmund’s work includes some degree of circular argumentation, and that his 

remarks such as the fact that the elderly could be buri ed with recently acquired objects, and that people 

felt the need to replace their objects with more fa shionable ones on a regula r basis, requ ires further 

investigation. A discussion of the cultural components of chronology preferably starts from a theoretical 

starting point, such as proposed by Steuer. The work  of Siegmund and Steuer showed that a theoretical 

exploration of the nature of the connection between  grave goods and the deceased, which also implies 

an exploration of the variety of associated circulat ion trajectories, is required for the chronological 

debate. These two cultural components of social life imply a set of questions that form the basis of 

further reflection in the context of the chronologi cal debate. Examples of relevant questions are: 

-Did people in the early medieval period acquire objects as an individual, and can certain ‘general’ 

acquisition moments be considered? 87  

-How did they appreciate these objects? As individual property which should be kept?   

-What were the contexts of acquisitio n? Is the acquisition of objects rela ted to the life-cycle of persons? 

-Does the acquisition of objects in the same period and at the same age equal the acquisition of a 

relatively similar set of objects? 88  

-Were persons buried with the objects they ac quired (burial with personal possessions)? 

-Were the elderly buried with the objects they acquired  at a young age, or was it a general practise that 

people replaced their objects in  the course of their lives? 

-Were practises of object transmission (through, fo r example, inheritance) rare in the Merovingian 

period, or is only burial with these objects a rare phenomenon?  

-What sorts of prolonged circulation other than the pr olonged circulation as a consequence of hereditary 

customs can be considered?  

-What sorts of objects other than personal belongings could have been placed in graves, and can these 

objects have prolonged circulations? 

-What is the range of age at death in a cemetery? 89  

 

This list is not complete, but merely serves to exemplify that a concept of burial with personal 

possession has more aspects than a simple image of acquisition, keeping, and deposition. The next 

chapters in this thesis will explore the relationships between people and objects and the associated 

variation in the circulation of objects, on the basis of which this list of questions that represent the 

cultural variables in the chronological debate can be extended. It is clear that a conflict exists between 

the actual assignment of graves to short chronolo gical phases and the theore tical discussion of the 

assessment of the time span (‘the possible funeral time span’) in which graves can be dated. This 

conflict can basically be formulated as the discrepancy between the ‘presented burial time span’ of 

graves by assigning them to one chronological phas e (generally phases from 15 to 50 years), of which 

                                                 
87  Steuer already showed that the acquisition moment of objects is an important cultural variable in the chronological 
debate (see Figure 4). This subject is hardly ever discu ssed in early medieval archaeology, despite the general 
assumption that the objects found in graves are personal possessions, which implies that active acquisition was a 
component of early medieval life.    
88  This is one of the results of Halsall’s research on the correlation between age and grave goods in the cemeteries of 
Lorraine (1995); see also Chapter 2 in this thesis.  
89  In Steuer’s possibility scheme (1977, 1998), the age at death was fixed at 50 years for all the examples. The range 
of age at death for each cemetery or cluster of cemeteries under study needs to be incorporated in the establishment of 
the possible funeral time span, in relation to the other cultural variables mentioned and the variability of the circulation 
periods of the associated objects.    
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the problems and artificialit y of the short phases in particular were  questioned in the sections above, and 

the ‘possible burial time span’  of which the assessment depends on the consequences of considering 

several cultural variables. The significance of these cultural variables for the Merovingian period appears 

to be essential for the chronological debate. 

 

 

1.4 Conclusion: A redefinition of the chronological debate  

A number of subjects have been discussed in order to  define the contents of a chronological debate in 

which the practise of chronological analysis and the influence of cultural aspects of early medieval 

society and burial practises can be integrated. In the end, such a debate can result in chronological 

schemes of which the outcomes can be considered reliable and on the basis of which further 

interpretative research can be based.  In addition to the problems of chronological methods, discussed on 

the basis of the method of seriation, some cultural aspects complicate the construction of refined 

chronologies. It can be stated that a general change of the morphological features of objects that were 

used as grave goods probably existed over the course  of the Merovingian period. However, this change 

is not to the same degree represented in the burial ev idence due to complex social processes starting at 

their production and perhaps ending at the moment of  their deposition in grav es. This distortion is 

averaged by the creation of a typo logical classification and averaged again by the statistical process of 

seriation. This averaged character of the chronolo gical results of a seriation is acknowledged and 

accepted, but is not consequently integrated in the ‘c ultural’ conclusions on the basis of the chronological 

results. It is questionable whether the dating of graves in relatively limited periods of time represents 

cultural reality or the actual deposition phases. Th is becomes even more questionable if one considers 

the absence of numerous objects in the burial evidence and therefore the seriation. The cultural 

variables that influenced the appearance of the av ailable burial evidence, ho wever, offer interesting 

possibilities for future research an d can redefine the contents of the current chronological debate (Figure 

7). 

One of the central discussions in a more broa dly defined debate invo lves the question of 

whether people in the Merovingian period were buried  with their personal poss essions. Although in the 

majority of chronological studies this is considered to be a logical assumption, the concept of personal 

property and the burial of objects with their alleged owners are not thoroughly explored. If furnished 

burial with personal possessions is regarded as a cult ural aspect of early medieval society, theorising on 

the circulation periods and the acquisitions moments of objects in the lived life of the deceased become 

related subjects that also require further research. The rejection of burial with personal possession 

brings the opposite, burial with occasional objects, into scope: objects that the burying community 

selected from the material culture in circulation at the moment of  preparation for burial. In the next 

chapters, the case is made that mourners had various choices, and that burial objects cannot be 

captured in these two opposite categories of grave goods.  

Not only the nature of the relation between grave goods and the deceased should be 

understood, but also the associated circulation processe s of objects and object-types should find a place 

in the redefinition of the chronological debate. Th e assessment of the circulation period of objects 

requires knowledge about production  processes, distribution, acquisit ion, exchange and transmission. 

The identification and exploration of the cultural ca tegories of grave goods, such as the category of 

personal possessions and the identification of cultural categories of objects on the basis of circulation 

trajectories, will form the discussions in the following chapters. The results of physical anthropological 

research, the so-called ‘non-selective’ data, make it possible to find meaningful correlations between 

grave goods and, for example, age. 90  In fact, the comparison between these two kinds of data is 

                                                 
90  Härke discussed this distinction in ‘ Intentionale und Functionale daten ’ (1993) and in ‘The nature of Burial data’ 
(1997). The distinction between intentional and functional data, as Härke explains, offers the possibility to detect 
contrasts and contradictions between these two types of data, which are the best indicators for the variability of choices 
that were made in the event of death and burial. 
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promising for future research, and th e formulation of relevant research  questions that can be answered 

with the available research results of skeletal remains and as such connect the cultural aspects of 

Merovingian life and death with chronological results should also be integrated in the chronological 

debate. 

 

 

SHORT or LONG chronological phases? 

 

The assessment of the possible burial time span: 

 

              Cultural variables     Chronological methods  

Personal possessions <--> Occasional objects     -similarity is contemporaneity? 

-acquisition moment -circulation processes   -what is dated? 

-circulation processes      -why are graves similar? 

-age at death             -phases as scholarly construct 

        -the meaning of object-types 

        -obscured information 

        -circulation periods 

 

 

Circulation periods  

(production, distribution/ exchange, transmission, deposition) 

        -Primary circulation 

        -Prolonged circulation: 

           *heirlooms / objects with a biography 

          *antiques 

          *gifts 

 

Figure 7 . The cultural and methodological aspects of th e burials and grave goods in the debate on the 

chronology of the early medieval period. 
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Chapter 2 
 

Cultural Categories of Grave Goods on the Basis of Various Relations Between 

Grave Goods and the Deceased  

 

 

 

In the previous chapter it was concluded that the chronological phasing of early medieval graves is 

primarily based on the assumption that similarities  between grave goods assemblages are an indication 

of their contemporaneity, but that the exactness of this phasing can be questioned (especially when the 

short-phase model is the analytical point of departure). This presumed exactness raises questions which 

are concerned with the method of seriation, but also with certain cultural variables such as the age at 

death, the possibility of deviating circulation periods of objects and the various (hypothetical) acquisition 

moments of objects during the lifecycle of the de ceased as integral components of chronological 

research. Theorising on these cultural variables an d their implications for the chronological debate, 

however, has rarely been initiated in early medieval burial archaeology. In or der to add this cultural 

dimension to the chronological debate, one central theme will be further explored in this chapter: the 

identification of various cultural categories of grave goods. Such a categorisation serves to elucidate the 

nature of the connection between the deceased and their grave goods, and, following this line, the 

various circulation trajectories of objects in society before their interment as gr ave goods. The nature of 

the archaeological evidence has directed the archaeologists of the last few decades to focus on the 

funerary role of objects that were selected as grave goods. This development in theoretical thinking 

related the funerary role of these objects mainly to the aspirations of the survivors. The analysis of the 

development of the interpretative debate in early medieval mortuary archaeology will shape the 

discussion in this chapter. The focus in this analysis will be on the identification of the various scholarly 

positions towards the relation between the objects and the deceased, both in life as in death. The same 

point of departure is chosen for the analysis of a selection of interpretative models that can be 

considered to cover theoretical thought in early medieval mortuary archaeology of the last few decades. 

The analysis of grave goods and their role in funera ry practises have always been the main concern of 

archaeologists of the early medieval  period, but a shift in their assign ed meanings can be observed in 

the research history of this discipline. 

 

 

2.1 The development of the debate on the meaning of early medieval grave goods  

In the traditional (and in some instances modern) scholarly debate regarding mortuary practises in the 

early medieval period, it is often assumed, explicitly and tacitly, that the objects found in graves, or at 

least a selection of them, were the personal belongings of the dead. 91  This initially seems justified 

considering the fact that the dead were regularly interred with dress-related objects such as jewellery 

and belts and complementary objects such as weapons or purses with a variety of items, all of which it is 

reasonable to assume were once used by the dece ased. Alternative interpretations that consider the 

                                                 
91  Although this premise based mainly on historical sources has already been questioned for some time, references to 
the burial of personal possessions can still be found in recent publications such as for example “ Le propiétaire de cette 
tombe richement dotée avait manifestement un statut particulier mais lequel ?” (Vrielynck 2008, 33). Numerous other 
examples can be found (see Chapter 1 and 4). The question is how the recent references should be understood: as a 
prolongation of the legal interpretation or as a ‘common sense assumption’ of which the need to explore it is not 
acknowledged?  
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nature of the relation between the dead and the vari ety of grave goods, and, above all, the reasons why 

the dead were buried with their a ssumed personal possessions were rare ly a matter of discussion in the 

early stage of the debate. In the previous chapter, it was reasoned that the nature of this relation 

requires further reflection  in order to broaden the one-dimensiona l chronological discussion, but also for 

further interpretative research. The first question is whether burial wi th personal possessions existed, 

and if so, at which moments in the course of life these possessions were acquired, and what roles the 

objects had in the lived life of the deceased and in the community. 92  In addition, can burial objects be 

chosen from contexts other than the property of the deceased, and are questions regarding the influence 

of prolonged circulation on chronological analysis relevant with respect to this choice? The dead and 

their grave goods become one entity in the grave, but whether the burial it ems actually formed the 

personal belongings of the deceased is the basic question in this chapter. It forms the point of departure 

from which various alternative relati ons between grave goods and the dece ased will be explored, first, 

by sketching the development of the scholarly position towards this subject in the historiography of early 

medieval mortuary archaeology. 

The development of the theoretical and interpretative debate in early medieval mortuary 

archaeology has already been reconstructed along the line of the general consecutive paradigms in 

archaeology. 93  A general consensus regarding the function of funerary acti vities can be found in the 

general death and burial debate in archaeology; in essence, the activities are understood as ‘rites-de-

passage’, the reproduction of society, dealing with the disruption and unease a death causes, and/or the 

integration of individuals in the ancestral community. 94  In particular the meanin g of object deposition 

with the dead has been explained against the background of these abstract points of view in the 

interpretative models in early medieval archaeolog y. The rest of the fune rary remains, and their 

complementary research potential, such as cemetery structures, the interpretative possibilities of the 

study of skeletal remains, and the grave structures 95  themselves are only sporadically used in the search 

for a theoretical position regarding mortua ry behaviour in the Early Middle Ages.  

The interpretative models discussed below have  a key position in early medieval mortuary 

archaeology. They are all founded on  a selection of the burial evidence, either from one region or from 

one limited period of time, or on a specific category of grave goods. It can be stated that this selection 

of interpretative models represents the range of th eoretical standpoints. For their analysis, it is first 

useful to identify the models as either dead-c entred or mourner-centred approaches (Table 4). 96  Dead-

centred approaches focus on the role of the individu al dead in mortuary practises, whereas the latter 

concentrate on the participation and socio-political agendas of a group of mourners (organisers of the 

burial) in funerals. The supposed burial strategy in each model is translated into a theoretical position. 

This will elucidate the development of the interpretative debate in early medieval mortuary archaeology 

and the opinions about the relation amongst grav e goods, the deceased and the survivors. The 

theoretical positions, in chronological order from th e top down, of the dead-centred approaches can be 

found in the columns to the left and those of the mourner-centred approaches in the columns to the 

right. The associated cultural categories of grav e goods are listed in the column in the middle. 

The traditional dead-centred models (Table 4: U pper left corner) can either be placed in the 

culture-historical tradition or the processual traditio n in archaeology. The burial evidence was generally 

                                                 
92The assumption that people were buried with personal belongings suggests that objects were appropriated as 
‘personal possession’ and implies that an awareness of individuality or ‘self’ was a component of social life in the early 
medieval period. The concept of individuality or personhood in ancient societies is a separate discussion (see for 
example Fowler 2004), which is, despite a preoccupation with person al possessions, rarely touched upon by early 
medieval archaeologists (for an exception, see Bazelmans 1999, 156-160). 
93  Good examples are Pader 1982; Härke 1989; 1997; 2000a ; Stoodly 1999, 4-8; Lucy 2000, 174-186; 2002; Effros 
2003; Williams 2006, 4-9; Hasall 2010, 21-88.  
94  Fundamental works in social sciences to which archaeologists often refer in studies of death and burial are those of 
the anthropologists Van Gennep (1960: The Rites of Passage), Hertz (1907: Contribution a une étude sur la 
representation collective de la mort ), Metcalf and Huntington (1979: Celebrations of Death: The Anthropology of 
Mortuary Ritual) and Bloch and Parry (1982: Death and the Regeneration of Life). 
95  Smal (in prep). 
96  Williams (2004b, 263-265) introduced the term ‘mourner-centr ed’ approach in early medieval archaeology, on the 
basis of which the opposite ‘dead-centred’ approach is formulated.    
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considered to be the result of the factual image production of the deceased in life by the burial with their 

personal possessions. Originally, the concept of burial with personal possessions derived from legal 

historians and was later embraced as a ‘theory’ th at explained furnished bu rial by archaeologists. 97   

 

 

             ------------------------------ >       < -------------------------------- 
Dead-centred 

models 
Theoretical 

position 
Cultural categories of 

grave goods 
Theoretical 

position 
Mourner-centred 

models 
Culture-
historical and  
processual 
approaches 

Direct 
representation of 
legal status, 
ethnic affiliation, 
religious 
affiliation and 
socio-economic 
status 

Personal possessions   

  Family possessions 
Personal possessions 
Occasional objects 

Neutralise social 
stress and 
competition 

Halsall 1995; 
1996 

  Occasional objects  
Family possessions 

Representation 
of new claims on 
land / Creating 
community of 
ancestors 

Theuws 1998; 
1999 

  Gifts 
Personal possessions 

The rhetoric of 
giving 

King, 2005 

  Occasional objects 
Personal possessions 
Family possession 
Gifts 

Technologies of 
remembrance 

Williams, 2006 

Williams, 2006 Mnemonic 
agency of the 
dead body 

Occasional objects 
Personal possessions 
Family possession 
Gifts 

  

Cannon, 2006 Agency of 
women 

Personal possessions   

 

Table 4.  The development of the theoretical positions in  early medieval mortuary archaeology and the 

associated cultural categories of grave goods.  

 

 

In this ‘theory’, grave goods were considered to be the Heergewäte (weapons and clothing of a man) 

and Gerade  (jewellery and clothing of a woman), which were  interpreted as inalienable (not to be passed 

on (as heirlooms)). This was considered to be a stro ng argument for the explan ation of furnished burial 

as the result of interment with personal possessio n. However, the individual  who actively acquired 

possession in life was not the subject of research, bu t rather the community of the dead as a reflection 

of society. This offered opportunities to explore them es that were related to group identities such as 

ethnicity 98  and religious affiliation (pagan versus Christian) 99 , to processes such as migration and cultural 

                                                 
97  An important legal historian who contributed to the development of this interpretative framework for furnished 
burials was Brunner (1898: Der Tothenteil in germanishen Rechten ). See Härke (2000, 22-23) for references to the 
construction of this interpretative framework, and Effr os (2002, 3-4, 25, 41-43; 2003, 72-79) for an overview and 
deconstruction of these early scholarly interpretations of Germanic law in relation to funerary practises. The erroneous 
legal interpretation of furnished burial will be further discussed in Chapter 3 of this thesis.  
98  It was assumed that the furnished graves were those of Germanic people and the less furnished or unfurnished those 
of Gallo-Romans because the transmission of personal property through inheritance was an accepted custom amongst 
the latter group (Effros 2002, 42). Material culture was also a ssumed to be an ethnic marker which made it possible to 
identify the graves of ethnic groups such as Alemanni, Lombards, Visigots, etc. 
99  The religious aspects of burial customs require some remarks in this context. It will appear in this chapter that 
religious sentiments are rarely discussed as a component of burial rites and the selection of grave goods in the 
interpretative models of the last few decades. Although it can be concluded that early medieval Gaul was confronted 
with an increasing Christian infrastructure, it remains obscure to what degree Christianity was experienced as a 
religious component of life and what role it had in burial practises of various social groups. On a very general level, the 
spread of Christianity was used to explain furnished burials as those of pagans, and the empty or soberly furnished 
burials as those of Christians. It is now generally acknowledged that the earliest form of Christianity in Gaul did not 
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change, and to the economic (rich versus poor) and the legal (status) organisation of society. These 

early dead-centred models will not be discussed in this chapter, as their worth and flaws, which will 

appear in the following sections, are already firm ly established an d require no further evaluation. 100   

The main incentive for this change of thought was that it was recognised (due to changes in 

theoretical standpoints in other fields of archaeology and formulated in the sch ools of the so-called post-

processual and interpretative archaeology) that the ideological components of death and burial and the 

active role of individuals and soci al groups in the process of cons olidation and change in mortuary 

behaviour had been underexposed. 101  In the archaeological ‘death and ritual’ debate of the last few 

decades, it is repeatedly stressed that the appearance  of a person in a grave is not simply a ‘mirror of 

life’ and that ‘the dead did not bury themselves’. 102  In other words, socio-economic status, ethnicity and 

internalised or practised religion cannot be ‘read’ di rectly from the appearance of a person in a grave, 

and consequently, the variety in the graves of a ceme tery is not the same as the structure of society. 

The way the body was dressed and deposited with grave goods is now considered to be an ideal 

representation of the dead and its relations, brought together by the burying community, which does not 

necessarily reflect the ‘reality’ of the lived life of the deceased. 103  How was the burial shaped and 

perceived by the burial community and funeral at tendees? What ‘goals’ were pursued with the 

performance of ritual activi ties (such as the selection, display an d deposition of objects)? Does it do 

justice to the complexity of early medieval life to consider the objects deposited with the dead merely as 

the ‘disposal’ of inalienable personal property? Generally, a shift in the identification of the role of the 

burying community from passive to active can be ob served. Mourner-centred a pproaches are much more 

concerned with the active role or agency of the living (burying group) in order to define themselves in 

society through various activities of which the burial of a group member is a specific and important one, 

as illustrated below. Grave goods are, in light of mourner-centred approaches, considered as actively 

chosen by the burying comm unity, and can be perceived as occasion al objects. Consequently, both the 

lived life of the deceased, its relation to the associ ated grave goods, but also the relation between the 

dead and the living, remain underexposed topics. With  regard to funerary obje cts, the focus currently 

lies on their role and meaning in the specific burial context. Their circulation and role in society before 

this ritualised event has rarely been a fundamen tal subject of discussion in the mourner-centred 

                                                                                                                                               
prescribe the performance of burial practises, and that the basic opposition of pagan versus Christian ‘identity’ is not 
represented in the burial evidence (Treffort 1996, 73; Effros  2002). However, the disappearance of furnished burial in 
the course of the eight century is commonly ascribed to a profound internalisation of Christian values. It is thought (see 
for example Treffort 1996, 73-74, 179-183) that the objects that  accompanied the dead in the Merovingian period were 
by then transformed into gifts to religious institutions (gifts pro anima ). Liturgy and the concept of the Christian 
afterlife in the Merovingian period has been discussed (Effr os 2002, 169-204), but particularly with regard to Christian 
authority and lay elites. However, as already mentioned, for the other groups, it remains obscure how they defined 
themselves in relation to Christianity. The prevalence of scholars for socio-political and ideological strategies to theorise 
on Merovingian burial practises probably reflects the difficulties regarding the investigation of the relation between 
religious affiliation and ritual choices, especially those ch oices that result in archaeological evidence (Geary 1994, 2-
30). In addition, the concept of provisions for the pagan after-life have not been developed as an interpretative 
framework to explain furnished burials (the material provision for the after-life, as it is often used as an interpretation 
of furnished burials in other regions and periods and stands in contrast with the absence of this aspect in the discipline 
of Merovingian archaeology). The earliest scholars of Merovingian burial practises already refrained from a religious 
interpretation because they could not explain the lavishly furnished burials in an already Christianised world. As a 
solution, they focused on the legal interpretation of grav e goods as inalienable personal property (Effros 2002, 43-44; 
2003, 72), a solution that had profound consequences for the development of the interpretative debate in Merovingian 
mortuary archaeology.       
100  See Halsall (1992) for an elucidating argument of ho w furnished burials have been wrongly identified as 
representations of ethnic groups. The development and pitfalls of ethnic reconstructions on the basis of material culture 
(from graves) is also discussed in a selection of essays (‘On Brabarian Identity. Critical approaches to Ethnicity in the 
Early Middle Ages’ (2002)) and especially by Brather (2004) , Curta (2007) and Theuws (2009). Effros (2002; 2003) and 
Crawford (2004), discuss the interpretative problems of religi ous sentiments in relation to burial rites, and Härke 
(1990), the problems of socio-economic reconstructions on the basis of burial remains.  
101  Effros 2002, 43. 
102  Effros (2002; 2003) already discussed the various interpretati ve directions in early medieval burial archaeology, but 
this is more of an overview, rather than an analysis of these directions from a specific point of view. The question of 
how the nature of the connection between grave goods and the deceased should be perceived is the point of departure 
in the analysis of various theoretical standpoints in this chapter.     
103  This was convincingly demonstrated by Härke (1990; 1992) through the unexpected relation between graves with 
weapons that were generally perceived as ‘warrior graves’ an d the analysis of the associated skeletal remains on the 
basis of which an active ‘warrior status’ in life was considered impossible.  
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approaches. Hence, both the past  of the deceased and the interred objects disappeared into the 

background in the mourner-centred models. 

Another consequence of these now commonly accepted standpoints is that the discussion on the 

possible use of personal possession s in mortuary practises is perceive d as old-fashioned. It became a 

general understanding that the presumed historical pr oof for the inalienability of personal possessions 

should be interpreted differe ntly, in a broader context. 104  However, despite the reje ction of the historical 

evidence for this perception of material culture, grave goods are often still, more or less implicitly, 

regarded as personal possessions,  especially in the catalogue-like publications of early medieval 

cemeteries, which often do not inco rporate modern interpretative re search. In general, the modern 

debate has resulted in various interpretative models that share a standpoint which is the opposite of the 

one in the previous approaches: objects in graves ar e mainly considered to have been selected by the 

burying group for strategic purposes by which several aspirations of social groups are negotiated during 

ritual performances.  

The short-comings of the mourner-centred approach es are not yet firmly grounded in a debate. 

However, some interpretative models tend towards a re -evaluation of the role of the deceased individual 

in the (archaeological) outcome of graves, although  from a different perspect ive than the early dead-

centred models. These modern dead-centred approach es explicitly incorporat e the concept of human-

based agency in early medieval archaeology, by whic h an effort is made to bring the influence of the 

lived life of the deceased (negotiation of personhood in life and death) on burial practises into scope 

again, next to the active role of the survivors. The re -appreciation of the role of burial objects in society 

prior to their burial is a consequence of these new pe rspectives on burial rites.  The two models that will 

be discussed as examples of mode rn dead-centred approaches in early medieval mortuary archaeology 

can be identified as the onset of a reaction to the limitations of the theoretical standpoints in the now 

generally accepted mourner-centred approaches.  

Nearly all the theoretical standpoints in recent mortuary archaeology of the early medieval 

period are captured in the following analysis of a selection of mourner-centred and modern dead-centred 

models. The discussion of these models concentrates on their interpretative framework in relation to the 

implicit and explicit references to the connection amongst the grave goods, the dead and the living, 

including the reflections on the influence of the lived life of the deceased, the role of these objects in 

these lives and in society and if and how this is reflected in the graves. The aim is to identify cultural 

categories of grave goods on the basis of their rela tion to both the dead and the living in order to 

generate a basis for discussions th at require consideration, especially in the chronological debate. 

Whether each of these interpretative models has to be considered exclusive, or whether their 

complementary use or rejection needs to be consid ered options for the development of theoretical 

thinking in early medieval mortuary archaeology will also be explored. 

 

 

2.2 Social stress and the competit ive display of grave goods   

Halsall discovered some interesting patterns regardin g the grave goods distribution in the sixth- and 

seventh-century cemeteries of Lorraine (north-eastern France). 105  These patterns form the basis of his 

interpretative model. 106  First, the associations of grave goods with the gender and age of the deceased 

                                                 
104  It has already been mentioned how historical documents were interpreted incorrectly with regard to furnished burial 
(see note 97).    
105  Halsall 1995; 1996. The cemeteries that were analysed are: Ennery ‘Les Trois Arbres’  (mainly sixth century, 82 
graves), Altheim ‘am Knopp’ (mainly seventh century, 116 graves), Berthelming ‘Alt Schloss’  (seventh century, 24 
graves), Bettborn ‘Bienenzaun’  (seventh century, 11 graves), Bouzonville ‘Au-dessus du four à chaux ’ (seventh century, 
32 graves), Güdingen ‘Fronfeld ’ (sixth-seventh century, 8 graves), Hayange  ‘Forêt d’Hamévillers ’ (seventh century, 64 
graves of which 17 grave goods assemblages have survived), Moyeuvre-Grande ‘Kleiner Vogesenberg ’ (seventh 
century, 23 graves), Walsheim  ‘am Dorf ’ (seventh century, 13 assemblages) and Wittersheim ‘von dem langen Zaun ’ 
(seventh century, six graves). The model was tested against the evidence from cemeteries outside the civitas  of Metz 
(Halsall, 1995, 110-163).  
106  This model also formed the basis of his article (Halsa ll 1996) which discussed female status and power in early 
medieval Gaul (central Austrasia ).  
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were analysed (Table 5). 107  Three groups of objects could be identified on the basis of the gender of the 

deceased: two groups of gender-spe cific objects, and one group of so-called ‘neutral objects’, which 

appear in the graves of both men and women. Th e conclusions that were drawn from the observed 

correlations are that the sixth-century graves of me n were generally more elaborately furnished than 

those of women, considering the number and variety of  grave goods, and that more than one object of 

the same category was more frequently found in the graves of men. 108  The multiple occurrences of 

similar object-types in the graves of men could indica te, according to Halsall, that individual ‘feminine’ 

objects had stronger symbolism and needed less reinforcement by repetition than certain ‘masculine’ 

objects. The analysed association of object-types wi th age groups also reveal ed a strong correlation, 

especially in the sixth century (Table 5). 109  

  

 
Age groups Women (biological sex) Men (biological sex) 

0-7 (Child) Few gender-related arte facts Few gender-related artefacts 
7-14 (Child) No gender-related arte facts No gender-related artefacts 
14-22 (Juvenile) Full range of female-specifi c artefacts No gender-related artefacts 
22-40 (Young Adult) Female-specific artefacts, less  jewellery Full range of male-specific artefacts 
40-60 (Mature Adult) Female-specific artefacts, jewellery 

becomes rare 
Full range of male-specific artefacts, 
no swords 

60+ (Old Adult) Gender-related artefacts be come rare Gender-related artefacts become 
rare 

 

Table 5. Associations between gendered artefact-types and age and biological sex in sixth century 

Lorraine on the basis of Halsall’s research in the civitas  of Metz (Halsall 1995; 1996; see also Halsall 

2010). 

 

 

The seventh-century graves from this region show that the variability observed in the graves of the sixth 

century is replaced by a higher de gree of standardisation. For exampl e, a less clear pattern of gender 

and age construction by grave goods can be observ ed, although some genera l associations remained 

visible. 110  It is remarkable that some objects that were specifically associated with men in the sixth 

century, such as knives and plate buckles, were in the seventh century also deposited in the graves of 

women, although it was observed that the ‘decor ative display’ shifts from feminine artefacts to 

masculine artefacts of which the elaborately decorated iron plate buckles, characteristic objects for the 

seventh century, are a good example. Halsall suggests that this decorative display served a renewed 

material construction of gender, which was expressed differently in the sixth century. This is a short 

outline of the grave goods patterns of the sixth and seventh century in this specific region. For this 

chapter, it is more interesting to formulate Halsall’s theoretical position that stands at the basis of his 

interpretative model.   

Theorisation on the meaning of the deposition of  grave goods should, according to Halsall, be 

the major topic of concern for early medieval archaeologists. 111  The socio-political instability of the sixth 

century forms the background for the proposed model, in which some core elements can be identified as 

the foundations of Halsall’s theoretical position. Halsall assigns an important function to the temporary 

display of grave goods for a significant audience. The selection of grave goods was bound to obvious 

                                                 
107  The overview of the correlations between grave goods as semblages and gender and age was obtained by statistical 
procedures. The results were also tested against the available determinations of the biological sex of the deceased. Not 
many differences were observed between the cultural construction of gender (determined by the objects that were 
assumed to be ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’) and the determined biological sex. The correlations between grave goods 
assemblages and age were tested with predictive modelling. 
108  Halsall 1995, 125; Halsall, 1996, 8.  
109  Significant correlations between gendered age groups and assemblages of grave goods were, for example, also 
found in the burial evidence from Anglo-Saxon Englan d, see Stoodly (2000); Härke (1989, 1992b, 1997); Lucy (1997), 
and was also investigated by Brather for Southern Germany, especially on the basis of the evidence from the cemetery 
of Pleidelsheim  (2008) and Stauch (2008). 
110  Halsall 1995; 1996, 11-12.  
111  Halsall 1996, 12. 
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norms, which resulted in a certain ‘grammar of disp lay’ that was understood by this audience. As such, 

the ritual display of grave goods is part of an “active public strategy of a family to maintain or enhance 

standing within the community”. The relationships of power between families were in the context of 

funerals redefined or confirmed in a socio-political situation in which power was constantly open for 

competition. The competition for power can be observ ed in the variation of lavishness of the graves 

within the boundaries of the ‘grammar of display’. Th e amount of experienced social stress relates to the 

importance the deceased family member had for these positions of power. The more lavish a burial, the 

more it is expressed how important the deceased was in  order to secure or rede fine these relationships. 

Halsall states that the importance of such a person  (and thereby the degree of experienced social stress 

with their death) is strongly related to their age or stage in their personal lifecycle. 112  This hypothesis is 

founded on both the burial evidence (s ee Table 5) and historical documents. 113  The most lavish graves 

can be found in the age category 14-22 of women and 22-40 of men, on the basis of which it was 

concluded that the amount of social stress, and thus  the present or future po wer position of a family, 

was related to deaths in these age groups. It was believed necessary to counterbalance the experienced 

social stress by a temporary display of lavish grave goods, and thus status.  

Some difficulties can be observed in this model, mainly because two competing ‘burial 

strategies’, although not explicitly mentioned as such, are presumed to have operated simultaneously. 

By assessing early medieval burials as an option for acti ve strategies initiated by the mourners to 

maintain or alter their perceived social standing, it is assumed that these mourners make the decisions, 

depending on which message they want to convey, ab out the grave goods to be displayed and interred. 

Halsall’s interpretative model is assigned to the mourner-centred approaches on the basis of this 

position. His model also served to discuss female po wer and status in early me dieval central Austrasia. 114  

In this discussion, some explanations are presented regarding the correlation between the assemblages 

of artefacts in the graves of  women and their age at death. 115  These explanations are based, although 

not explicitly identified as such, on the presumed relation between objects and persons during their 

lifetime (acquisition and possession of appropriate objects related to stages in the personal lifecycles), 

and they suggest that the deceased were interred with their personal belongings. This can be 

exemplified by expressions such as : “That jewellery was deposited in the grave suggests that it was 

somehow regarded as the deceased’s possession”, 116  “The material attributes of female identity appear 

to have been acquired at puberty”, 117  or “Thus there were clear mores governing grave-goods 

deposition. These mores argue that roles based upon gender and position in the life-cycle were of 

paramount importance in co ntemporary social theory”. 118     

These statements are confusing because they suggest that the possessions in life are the same 

as (a selection of) the items with which one is buried, which seems to contradict the identification of 

                                                 
112  Halsall 1996, 12-22. 
113  The financial fines ( wergild ) that had been decreed by law to compensate (the victim and the family of the victim) 
for various personal injuries and of which the amount was related to various social groups such as age and gender 
groups. See Brather (2008, 268, Abb.11) for an overview.  
114  Halsall 1996. 
115  The correlations between grave goods and age in the graves  of women and the explanations for the correlations are 
(on the basis of Halsall (1996, 12-22):  
1. Women ‘received’ their full equipment of gender-specific items (decorative objects for dress and body) in 
adolescence (see Table 5). Gender roles were important to highlight or construct during burial rites.  
2. With a wergild of 600 solidi , which is three times as much as other members of society and which is explicitly related 
to their child-bearing capacity, it is argued that women of this age group were particularly important for the family.  
3. Both the visible life of a marriageable women and funerals are public in character; in both instances, dress and bodily 
adornment played an important role.  
4. After the marriageable and child-bearing status, women we re ascribed a domestic status, which should, according to 
Halsall, be regarded as an important status considering the continuing custom of lavish burial, although with less 
jewellery (gender-specific artefacts) of women in the 20-40 age group. The importance of the women, however, should 
be sought more in the value she represents within a family, hence the lavish burials, although this also served to 
maintain the family status within the community.  
5. The change in grave goods deposition with females over 40 represents their declining domestic role, which was 
transferred to the children who were reaching majority. The jewellery was passed on to the next generation, and was 
therefore not buried with them. 
116  Halsall 1996, 16. 
117  Halsall 1996, 14. 
118  Halsall 1996, 11. 
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‘active mourners’. According to this line of reasoning, Halsall’s theoretical position is that next to active 

grave goods provision by mo urners, one is also buried with personal possession of which the acquisition 

and exquisiteness are related to stages in the lifecycle. The suggestion is that the lavishness of the 

burial also depends on the acquir ed personal property of the de ceased. How a woman acquired her 

property and whether this was an individual proc ess or whether the family was involved was not 

discussed. Halsall does mention that a link probably exists between the personal display in life and in 

death. His theoretical focal point, however, is on the competitive ambition of the survivors and the 

message that is conveyed by the temporary display of objects for the duration of the funerary rite. It is 

unclear in his line of reasoning whether the burial objects that served the competitive display were 

added to the assemblage of personal items, or wh ether the model is based on the transformation in 

meaning of these personal items during funerary practise s. Is his line of reasoning in conflict, or are both 

burial with actively acquir ed personal possessions and competitive burial strategi es applicable within the 

same interpretative model? Or should alternative interpretations of furnished burial be sought?  

 If the ‘full received equipment of gender-specifi c items’ was actually buried with the deceased, 

then the ‘temporary grammar of displa y’ would also relate to the lived life of the deceased, next to the 

aspirations of the survivors. Could the use of two burial strategies in one model be related to the 

problem that the concept of personal possessions in the Merovingian period is never fully explored? The 

concept of individuality was rather ‘passive’ in th e early dead-centred models; in the mourner-centred 

models, it has not been a matter of discussion. The ‘soc ial desired’ image of a pe rson in order to pursue 

certain goals can be created during burial activities , but also during the course of life, in which the 

transition from one stage of being to another is surro unded by ceremonies that also included a material 

component. This means that the active strategy of (competitive) material display and the objects 

involved were not confined to burial practises, but also were, although probably differently, related to 

events before death. 119  This is mentioned by Halsall when he refers to the public role of adolescent or 

‘marriageable’ women by stressing their importance for future alli ances with other families. These 

women would therefore “…appear in pu blic to attract alliances with other families”, whereby emphasis is 

placed on their physical a ppearance (personal display). 120  This reasoning appears to  imply, although very 

generally, the practise of active strategies related to certain phases in a person’s life to achieve certain 

goals. The physical appearance, for example, the desired or required objects to obtain this physical 

appearance of the dressed body of a ‘marriageabl e’ woman can be actively  formed and manipulated 

according to the goals of not only the family but al so the individuals themselves. However, if material 

display and active strategies relate to stages in the lifecycle, what is the role of these objects in funerary 

activities? Do they express the same, or do their me anings transform? Furthermore, are certain objects 

added to the assemblage, wh ich can be considered to serve the go als of the survivors more than the 

dress-related objects of women and men? Or should it be concluded that the age- and gender-related 

objects play an active role other th an in burial-related strategies, and that they were deposited with the 

dead for other reasons than Hallsall suggests? For answers, some further thoughts on object acquisition 

and transmission need to be explored.  

 

Three systems of object acquisition and transmission  can apply when the acquis ition and separation of 

objects are considered to be related to the lifecycle of persons (they do not ex clude each other, but can 

coexist):  

1. Individual acquisition, ownershi p, and subsequent burial with the acquired items (which implies the 

existence of genuine inalienable personal possessions), or  

                                                 
119  The emphasis on material culture in life in early mediev al archaeology is also expressed by Theuws/Alkemade with a 
reference to bodily display as an element of an elite li festyle (2000, 411-419) and with expressions such as “…that 
these objects point first and foremost to […] actively taking part in societies meaningful relationships” (2000, 412) and 
Bazelmans (1996; 1999; 2000; 2002), who discussed the relation of lifecycle rituals with adorned bodily display. That 
persons were probably not buried with all their personal possessions but with their Festtagsausstattung  or a selection of 
this costume is mentioned by Mehling (1998, 83, note 231).  
120  Halsall 1996, 16. 
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2. Inheritance and transmission of family possessions  of which each successive heir is the temporary 

caretaker, and has the responsibility of keeping the line of transmission intact, but who can also add 

items to the ‘family treasure’, or 

3. Acquisition, temporary ownership, and eventual  separation outside the structure of a family.  

 

The first option is not supported by the schemati c presentation of the burial evidence from the civitas  of 

Metz (Table 5). If it was, then the full equipment of gender-related objects would also be regularly found 

in the graves of the elderly. This system of ‘inalienable personal possessions’ (individual acquisition and 

keeping) is, at least for the civitas  of Metz, for now rejected as a ge neral and persistent practise. The 

second and third options are supported by the burial evidence in Halsall’s research area, although it 

must be considered as indirect evidence. The results of his research can provide some insights into the 

cycles of object acquisition and subsequent  transmission or alienation (Table 6). 

 

 
Age Women Men 

0-14 Acquisition of some objects; some are 
gender-related 

Acquisition of some objects; some are 
gender-related 

14-22 Acquisition of the full range of gender-related 
objects 

Acquisition of some objects; some are 
gender-related 

22-40 Transmission of some jewellery items to next 
generation 

Acquisition of the full range of gender-
related objects 

40-60 Transmission of the rest of the jewellery 
items 

Transmission of swords  to next generation 

60+ Transmission of near ly all gender-related 
objects 

Transmission of nearly all gender-related 
objects 

 

Table 6 . The relation between age and the acquisition and transmission of gender-related objects. 

Derived from the correlations (Halsall, 1995, 1996) amongst age, gender and grave-goods assemblages 

in the cemeteries of mode rn Lorraine (see Table 5). 

 

 

The correlations between age at death and the accompanying grave goods assemblages show that the 

most lavish burials were given to women between the ages of 14 and 22 and to men between the ages 

of 22 and 40 (Table 5). If these objects are interpreted as inherited possessions that served a function in 

the structure of a family, then women received the majority of their gender-specific items between the 

age of 14 and 22 (the period of marriage and childbirth) from the wome n of the generation before them. 

Men received their full ‘equipment ’ of gender-related objects at a somewhat later age than women 

(Table 6). 121  When getting older, both wo men and men tend to lose the full range of gender-specific 

objects, or more correctly, were no longer buried with these items. In fact, the burial evidence from the 

civitas of Metz seems to argue in favour of the practise of inheritance; it could be interpreted as if the 

gender-specific items were received at a specific age (becoming an adult, getting married, having 

children, i.e. entering another stage in life) and were transmitted to the next generation when the 

individuals reached the age to receive their ‘full equipment of gender-specific items’. Accepting the 

system of inheritance could offer an  alternative or additional explanation for the reasons why the young 

dead were buried relatively lavishly. However, the deposition of these objects as grave goods terminates 

the line of inheritance, which can be regarded as a significant rupture in the transmission of a ‘family 

treasure’.  

 

Following this line of thought, the interment of these objects could suggest two things. First, it could 

suggest the diminished significance of the objects for the family. The objects became useless for certain 

                                                 
121  This was also observed by Brather (2008, 264-266, Abb. 10, Tab. 5). Especially his conclusions, on the basis of the 
cemetery of Pleidelsheim , regarding the grave goods provision of the elderly are interesting. Women older than 60 were 
rarely buried with objects, whereas men still were.  
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established goals or they lost their effective symbolism. Secondly, it could point to the inability of the 

transmission of the objects to the next generation (no suitable heirs were available). Regarding the 

interment of objects as such, the burial with the full equipment of gender-related objects implies a much 

greater disassociation of the bereaved family from the quest for power than th e competition for power. 

Empty or less furnished graves would be a sign of su ccessful transmission of objects and a continuous 

competition for power, and lavish graves as sign of failure in doing so. It is argued that the regular 

composition of lavish graves is related to instable socio-political times. The desire in such times to 

compete through lavish display contradicts the analysis of Lillios, who investigated the function of 

heirlooms in various forms of societal organisation . The ethnographic examples in her studies showed 

that when political positions are contested, people ar e more motivated to keep heirlooms in circulation, 

and vice versa, when socio-political situations are stable, there are more incentives to destroy 

(deposited) heirlooms. 122  It can be reasoned, however, that when heirlooms fail their purpose in 

unstable political situations, this co uld also be an incentive for their disposal with the death. On the 

other hand, the basic question is whether heirlooms were selected as components of furnished burials. 

The discussion on heirlooms and inheritance has more aspects than suggest ed here, and will be 

elaborated in Chapter 3.    

With regard to chronological analysis, it can be stated that the existence of a system of 

inheritance would strongly distort the chronologica l ordering of graves. A system of inheritance, 

however, does not initially correspond to the number of objects found in early medieval graves. The 

experienced importance of such a system would motiva te the continuous transmission of objects, and it 

is unlikely that such a system applies to the full ra nge of objects found in early medieval graves; rather, 

it probably only applies to a selection of the object s. Moreover, the full range of gender-related items 

can only be acquired in the system of inheritance if the previous generation transmits all of these items, 

which is not the case in the schematically presented burial evidence from the civitas  of Metz. In addition, 

if the full equipment or certain objects were transmitted through inheritance, this would take at least 

two and up to four or five generations before they  were deposited with the dead (a circulation of 

approximately 15 to 70 years is possible). The chronological studies until now reveal that this applies 

especially to ‘common’ objects such as knives and combs, and that dress-related objects in particular 

such as brooches involve a more restricted circulation period (although only a minority of the objects are 

confined to one chronological phase of 15 to 30 years). The practise of inheritance and the objects 

involved require further analysis and will be discussed in Chapter 3. It is probably more complicated than 

described above. A system of inheritance, however, is not the only option for the presented correlations 

between age groups and specific assemblages of grave g oods, as well as the derived scheme of 

acquisition and transmission/loss.  

 

It can also be suggested that the objects were acquired via means other than inheritance. Interesting for 

this line of reasoning is Treherne’s article on a so cially distinct group of ‘warriors’ in Bronze-Age 

Europe. 123  Although this ‘social group’ is identified only on the basis of burial remains (‘warrior graves’), 

Treherne makes a distinction between life style  and death style , both in which “…a specific form of 

masculine beauty  unique to the warrior” is a central element on the basis of which personhood and male 

self-identity are discussed. 124  Individual and personal display (as a lifestyle) became important aspects 

of individuals in a society that ev olved over the fourth and third millennium BC. The results of these 

changes were archaeologically observed in the burial evidence over an extensive area in Europe. Despite 

the local variation in archaeological remains, “…the progressive articulation of various regions into large 

interactive networks…” is suggested. 125  The control over circulation networks of especially prestige goods 

and practises (long-di stance relations) were es sential for the desired individual status (personal 

                                                 
122  Lillios 1999. 
123  Treherne 1995. 
124  Treherne 1995, 106. 
125  Treherne 1995, 107. 
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display). 126  For the death style (beauty in death), it is su ggested that burials showed “…the body as the 

centre-piece of a signification system involving grave goods arranged around and upon it […] designed 

to fix in the minds of the onlookers an image of the deceased’…”. 127  Stress is placed on the importance 

of memories that were evoked during the short period  of burial rites. However, the grave goods did not 

only receive their meaning during burial practises, but were also “meaningfully implicated in their 

contextual uses in everyday life”. 128  The grave goods are references to feasts and reputations that were 

realised in life; they were not co nfined to mortuary practises.  

 In the early medieval burial record, it is poss ible to identify various ‘social groups’, amongst 

which are those based on gender and age (Table 5). It  can be proposed that the groups of women in the 

age group of 14 to 22 and men in the age group of 22 to 40 show a ‘life style of individual personal 

display’, particularly in the sixth century. 129  What is remarkable for early medieval material culture from 

graves is not only that it shows regional variation, but also that the grave contents over an extensive 

area in early medieval Europe can be identified as one ‘culture’. Moreover, nearly identical objects were 

found in regions far apart, and obje cts made of certain raw materials such as amethyst, rock crystal and 

garnets (which as raw materials can only be found in specific regions) were dist ributed over an extensive 

area. It can be assumed that individual personal display through dress and objects was related to 

exchange networks and depends on the extent one (or one’s family) had access to these networks. This 

success of this access is not necessarily restricted to the upper strata of society and to prestige goods, 

but can also be actively pursued by all members of society and can involve all sorts of objects. 

Individuals or families can be more or less successful . Assuming this, the research focus should not only 

be on the interpretation of the material display during mortuary practises, but also on why and in which 

way individuals (with the help of their family member s) choose a lifestyle of personal display, how this 

lifestyle relates to various stages in life, if this image was continued in death, if this image in death 

involved all the objects that were acquired in life, and if objects were added to this burial assemblage in 

order to create an image.  

Furthermore, it can be proposed that the success of personal display was related to success to 

the extent one had access to exchange networks. Give n that a relatively large group of the elderly were 

not buried with these items, which was actually a positive argument in favour of the system of 

inheritance, it must be concluded that objects were not kept for the majority. It can also be suggested 

that the individual disposal of objects that was related to the entrance into another stage in the lifecycle 

did not always occur through inheritance, but also through the return of the objects to the network of 

object distribution from which they were also previously extracted. The question remains of why an 

individual was buried with the full range of gender-spe cific objects when he or she died at the age when 

personal display was at stake. It can be proposed that these objects were regarded as unsuccessful and 

did not serve the goals for which they were acquired; a successful lifestyle  was not obtained because of 

an untimely death. A story of failure  was attached to these objects, a negative biography of objects was 

created, with the consequence that they were extracte d from circulation through burial. In this line of 

reasoning, the assemblage of acquired objects that se rved a certain lifestyle of personal display should 

not be designated as personal possessions or family possessions, but much more as ‘temporal 

possessions’ that served certain goals and of which one chooses to have tempor ary ownership. Although 

this line of reasoning is rather speculative, it prov ides an alternative for the static perception of the 

relation between grave goods and the deceas ed as inalienable personal possessions. 

Elite networks of exchange an d gift-giving in the early medi eval period are repeatedly 

discussed. Such networks are described  especially in a ritual sense for the social group of ‘warriors’ or 

                                                 
126  Treherne 1995, 106-111. 
127  Treherne 1995, 120. 
128  Treherne 1995, 124. 
129  The importance of objects in the lived lives of persons is already suggested in early medieval archaeology. See for 
example Theuws/Alkemade (2000, 411-413, 415-417), Baze lmans (2002, 73, 81), Brather (2008, 238-252), and Von 
Rummel (2008, 64): “... die hohe bedeutung von Kleidung als Ausdrucksmittel persönlicher Identitäten …”.   
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‘retainers’ and lords. 130  The available material culture known from early medieval graves, however, 

suggests that a wide variety of objects was exchange d, and that different sorts of exchange networks 

(gift exchange, commodity exchange , down-the-line exchange, long-distance trade, etc.) may have 

coexisted in which various social groups participated . The personal display expressed the access one had 

to these networks and offered individuals and soci al groups the possibilit y of constructing and 

maintaining social relations on various levels. 131  It can, however, be suggested that the acquisition 

through exchange networks and through inheritance existed simultaneously. Some objects entered the 

system of inheritance, some did not, and some objects were probably selected at the moment of burial 

from family property, from the object s available through circulation at that specific moment (occasional 

objects), or were specifically acquired by the burial community to serve their ambitions. The objects in 

graves, and therefore the variation between the burial s, can therefore also be an expression of the 

desired status (personal display) at certain stages of  life and are not only an expression of competition 

during burial activities. It offers the possibility to relate exchange/distribution networks to the 

(individual) motivations of persons in their lived life and stages in the lifecycle, and not only to burials. 132  

This discussion elucidates that theorisation on the role of the objects in the construction of identities and 

relations is required for early medieval archaeology if  the full extent of the role of these objects in 

funerary practises is to be unders tood. The exchange, appropriation and transmission of objects in the 

community of the living are the foca l point in the next chapter.   

Halsall’s model suggests four cultural catego ries of grave goods: inalienable personal 

possessions, alienable personal possessions (temporary  possessions), family possessions, and occasional 

objects (actively chosen objects from the material cult ure available that suit the burial strategy). The 

cultural category of inalienable personal possession is rejected on the basis of this model because it 

implies the individual acquisition and keeping of objects until death. The burial evidence from the civitas  

of Metz does not subscribe the general occurrence of this practise, although this does not imply that this 

cultural category did not exist. Personal possession, however, is a concept with multiple layers that can 

be perceived from various perspect ives. Therefore, the cultural ca tegory of temporal possessions 

(alienable personal possessions) is introduced. This category is related to the lifestyle or personal display 

of individuals in life, which expres s the access to various distribution  networks. The deposition of these 

objects with the dead may also have been used to express achievements in life. As this assumes that the 

elderly were also buried with such objects, it was suggested, on the basis of the burial evidence form 

Lorraine, that the objects were re turned to exchange networks after their use or buried with the 

individual when an untimel y dead occurred. This concept of temp oral appropriation can be assumed to 

subscribe the presented correlations between age groups and assemblages of artefacts, although some 

further thinking on the re asons for acquisition and deposition is required. The hereditary system, which 

is also, although circumstantial, substantiated by the burial evidence, can be operative next to the 

acquisition through exchange networks. These co nclusions do not correspond to the desire of 

archaeologists to create short chronological phases of  graves on the basis of grave goods, as discussed 

in Chapter 1. The actively chosen grave goods or oc casional objects can be extracted from the material 

culture in circulation. They may also have fewer cons equences for the chronologi cal phasing of graves on 

the basis of similarity. This  category will be further explored in the following. 

 

                                                 
130  Bazelmans 1996; 1999; 2000; Härke 2000; Theuws/Alkemade 2000.  
131  Distribution patterns of grave finds are available, and these distribution maps offer multiple possibilities to explore 
exchange networks on a theoretical level. Conceptualising exchange networks and the role of individuals and various 
social groups other than aristocrats in these networks has rarely been a subject of research.  
132  The question remains of how the pattern of the seventh cent ury can be explained; does the organisation of lifecycle 
stages and the acquisition of appropriate objects change, or do the goals pursued at burial change? Important changes 
in the civitas  of Metz in the seventh century are the transition from large cemeteries to more numerous and smaller 
cemeteries. Variability in grave goods diminishes and is replaced by more standardisation in the choice of the 
associated items in relation to gender and age; gender and age are less often ‘constructed’ by artefacts during burial 
practises. The decorative display shifts from ‘female’ items to ‘masculine’ items (some objects such as plate buckles 
became extensively decorated). Furthermore, the burials of women show objects (plate buckles and knives) that were 
specific for the graves of men in the sixth century (Halsall, 1996).  
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2.3 Rhetoric strategies and the use of grave goods: The symbolic construction of ancestors 

and claims on land  

That funerals are events that create possibilities for rhetoric strategies and that at least some aspects of 

the archaeological remains of graves are a product of these strategies is an explicit theoretical position 

in the work of Theuws. This position implies that th e choice of grave goods, or at least a selection of 

them, relied on the pursued goals of the burial community/family of the deceased, which leads to the 

identification of his interpretative models based on this specific point of view as ‘mourner-centred’. 

Although all mourner-centred approach es imply certain rhetor ic strategies, the definition of the burial 

strategies is what differentiates the models such as those from Halsall and Theuws. In Theuws’ models, 

they are considered to serve the symbolic construction of ancestors, which suited newly formed 

identities and which le gitimised claims on (newly occupied) land. 133  The remark is made that the creation 

of ancestors was the main objective of the funerary custom of furnished burial throughout the 

Merovingian period. 134  The interpretative models in which this theoretical position is the point of 

departure are based on a selection of the burial evid ence; fourth- and fifth-century ‘weapon’ graves and 

farmyard burials of the seventh centur y. Next to the identification of cultural categories of grave goods 

and the nature of the connection between the deceased and their grave goods, it is also interesting to 

explore whether the formulated theoretical position ap plies to early medieval burials in other contexts 

and whether it excludes the other cultural categories of grave goods identified in the previous section. 

By emphasising the rhetorical stra tegies, a distance is taken from the traditional ethnic interpretation 

models, but also from the more recent models, which, accord ing to Theuws, focus strongly on socio-

political incentives (political events and power cris es) but neglect the ideological component of society. 135  

 The article ‘Grave goods, ethnicity, and the rhetoric of burial rites in Late Antique northern Gaul’ 

aims at an alternative interpretation of the so-c alled ‘weapon graves’ of the fourth and early fifth 

centuries in Northern Gaul. 136  The deposition of ‘weapons’ in grav es of the fourth century is a new 

element of the burial rite, which already started ch anging in the second century and is related to 

“…changing ritual repertoires in changing societies”. 137  The fourth century in Northern Gaul can be 

characterised as a period in which ‘cultures mixed’. 138  According to Theuws, this resulted in a situation in 

which both groups and individuals fo und themselves in a position that made it necessary to reflect on a 

new situation, which eventually led to a “…merging of ideas and mentalities…”, of which, amongst other 

archaeological evidence, the ‘weapon’ graves were th e result. The deposition of ‘weapons’ in graves of 

the fourth century was traditionally considered eviden ce of the ethnic identity of the deceased, and the 

proposed alternative interpretation is that the “…new ritual repertoires served to create and give 

meaning to new identities”. 139  The analysis of the fourth-century ‘weapon graves’ showed that the 

majority contained axes, lances and/or bows and arro ws (more than half consist of only an axe), and 

that towards the end of the fourth and first half of the fifth century, this repertoire was expanded to 

include swords and shields. 140  In order to offer an alternative inte rpretation for these graves, two paths 

of analysis are consider ed to be important. 

 In short, this is first the analysis of the burial rites in their social context by defining the 

triangular relationship amongst the authors of the ritual, the protagonist of the ritual (the dead), and the 

audience present, in which the identification of the political and ideological agendas of the authors of the 

rituals (the burying group) are considered to be an  important aspect. These agendas are, amongst other 

things, expressed in the furnished graves. The rhetoric of material culture and the (adorned) body in 

                                                 
133  Theuws 1999,; 2009. 
134  Theuws 1999, 344; 2009, 314. 
135  Theuws 2009, 289, 296, 307-309. 
136  Theuws 2009. The author deliberately placed weapons in quotation marks be cause numerous items from the fourth 
and fifth century graves that are categorised as such are co nsidered to have multiple meanings and associations. Next 
to their function in combat, the axes, lances and bows and arrows can also be associated with the clearing of land, 
hunting and protection. 
137  Theuws 2009, 284-285. 
138  Theuws 2009, 288. 
139  Theuws 2009, 284-285, 288. 
140  Theuws 2009, 297-301. 



 48

funerary contexts must consequently be included in the analysis. 141  The major line of thought is that the 

funerary objects and the adorned body (visible for the burial audience) suit the expectations of the 

burying group for the newly created ancestor “…in re lation to the norms, values and ideas…” important 

at that moment. 142  The political and ideological agendas can vary depending on region and period. In 

order to explain changes in burial rites, the social practises of the time and the definition of concepts, 

ideas, values and norms need to be defined. Theuws argues for the “…definition of concepts central to 

the world view of social groups…”, and considers this  different from the short-te rm social practises such 

as in Halsall’s model (instable political situation and social stress). 143   

Secondly, the separate analysis of each type of ‘weapon’ in burials of the fourth century in 

combination with the location of the burials offers an insight into the “…total range of uses and 

meanings…”. 144 The aforementioned categories of ‘weapons’ ha ve multiple meanings or associations of 

which the association with hunting and the clearing of land are considered important for their use in 

funerary performances. Huntin g was an important aristocrat ic activity (elite lifestyle), and the rhetoric of 

the reference to hunting activities during mortuary pr actises has to be considered an expression of the 

capacity to control especially new types of claims  on lands (outside the existing villa system) and 

thereby the legitimation of authority. The associatio n of axes with the clearing of land has the same 

rhetoric; it is the capacity to organise and contro l the landscape. The observ ed changes in ‘weapon’ 

graves in the late fourth and fi fth century (fewer weapon graves and differential sets of weapons, 

including swords and shields) are explained by changi ng needs pursued by changing rhetoric; protectoral 

capacities became an important element for the new ancestors. 145    

 

One of the main focal points in the article on the changes in settlement patterns and burial grounds in 

the late Merovingian period (650-750) in the southern part of the Netherlands concerns the 

interpretation of the seventh-centur y burials in farmyards. The late Merovingian period is considered to 

be the decisive phase in the development of the settlement organisation in the so-called Meuse-Demer-

Scheldt region. The colonisation of the sand plateaus  of this region started in approximately the mid-

sixth century and resulted in a pattern of dispersed farmyards with a central cemetery on each sand 

plateau that, on average, served two to three families (phase 1: 550-650). The cemeteries of this first 

phase were, according to Theuws, a “…crucial element in defining the local co-resident group…”, which 

colonised this region and the “…creation of a common cemetery would be an important symbolic 

strategy to define new interdependencies among the occupants of a local sand plateau…”. This pattern of 

dispersed farmsteads changed into a landscape in whic h new larger ‘nucleated settlements’ can also be 

found. These settlements consisted of three to five farmsteads with graves of some of the habitants 

located within the boundaries of the farmyard. The central cemeteries of the previous phase were also 

still in use at this time (phase 2: 650-725/50). 146   

The burials of two generations can be identified in the nucleated farmyards of phase 2: the 

earliest burial generation is characterised by ch amber graves, an N-S orientation of the graves, and 

grave goods such as weapons and elaborate belt sets. The burials of the next generation are 

characterised by smaller graves, dug close to each ot her, with a W-E orientatio n and with fewer and less 

elaborate grave goods. 147  It is a result of these graves of the first generation that Theuws proposed an 

interpretative model, especially for the selected grav e goods. On the basis of the finds in the earliest 

graves, it is claimed that at least some of these new nucleated settlements were occupied by 

newcomers, and not necessarily by the descendants of the occupants of the previous settlement phase 

of dispersed farmsteads. The main argument is that  the elaborate finds from these graves know their 

                                                 
141  Theuws 2009, 294-295. 
142  Theuws 2009, 295-296.  
143  Theuws 2009, 296. 
144  Theuws 2009, 301. 
145  Theuws 2009, 301-309. 
146  Theuws 1999, 337, 340-342. 
147  Theuws 1999, 343-344. 
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main archaeological distribution pattern in the lower Moselle area, the middle Rhine area, the middle 

Meuse area, and southern Germany. It is concluded that the occupants of the sand plateaus in the Maas-

Demer-Scheldt region, who buried some of their dead  with these finds, were newcomers from the south 

(although not necessarily from southern Germany). 148      

The farmyard burials are peculiar because they did not occur in the settlement phase before 

650, and only sporadically after the end of the sevent h century. The lavish burials are in Theuws’ view 

related to the occupation of the nucleated settlements by newcomers. The lavish burials of men, for 

example, in these newly found farmyards are interprete d as a strategy to “…create a new ancestral order 

in a situation where new claims on the land had to be substantiated in a symbolic sense” by the 

newcomers in this already inhabited region. 149  The other members of the community were interred 

elsewhere. 150  The grave of a ‘founding father’ is attribut ed protectoral capacities and legitimates the 

newly claimed rights on land.  Theuws states that the men buried in these ‘founding father’ graves were 

not necessarily the heads of the family at the time of  colonisation by which it becomes especially clear 

that the theoretical standpoint is that burials are symbolic creations. 151  Although the entire field of 

associated meanings for the elaborate belts and we apons in the seventh-century farmyard burials are 

not discussed, it can be stated that, in light of th e above discussed model of the fourth- and fifth-century 

graves, these objects were chosen because they were considered suitable for the creation of a specific 

ancestor (claims on land were made permanent and protectoral capacities were expressed). What, 

however, can these two models reveal about the relation between the deceased and their grave goods 

on a general level? How do these mo dels apply to the whole variety of  early medieval burials, and do 

they exclude Halsall’s interpretative model?  

 

In fact, the lived life of the deceased and the relati on between the deceased and the grave goods, both 

in life and in death, play an insignificant role in  both models. Consequently, not much can be learned 

about the circulation trajectories of the discussed objects, their function in society and the practise of 

object acquisition in life. This becomes especially obvious in the model of the seventh-century farmyard 

burials in which it was stated that the actual person  buried did not necessarily have to be the head of 

the family, but rather that a burial with lavish goods was merely a symbolic creation of a ‘founding 

father’. The self-addressed question of whether “… the persons in whose graves these objects were 

deposited moved from one region to the other or whether only the objects had moved…” seems to 

contradict this statement. 152  With regard to the circulation of these specific objects, the questions that 

need to be asked are whether only one person (the head of the family?) had access to this circuit, 

whether one can speak of access to an international circuit when the newcomers are considered to have 

come from the south, whether these objects are not merely family possessions that travelled with the 

migrating families, or whether these objects were actu ally obtained by locals of the Maas-Demer-Scheldt 

region. In light of the creation of  a new ancestral order by which newly occupied land is claimed, it 

seems plausible to assume that these objects were  part of family property that moved with the 

colonising family from the south. The question of whether they were delibe rately obtained to suit a burial 

rite by which a new ancestral order was created in a new environment cannot be answered. However, it 

can be assumed that these objects were in circulation for a considerable time before their deposition 

with the dead. The interpretative model for the weapon graves of the fourth and early fifth century 

elaborates on the same concept. In this model, ho wever, some remarks are ma de on the actual person 

buried: it is one of the constituents of the triangular relationship (dead, survivors, audience). How the 

dead relate to the objects chosen on behalf of the rhetoric of the burials and how they relate to the 

survivors is, however, not a subject that is furthe r analysed. The model of weapon graves, however, 

                                                 
148  Theuws 1999, 342. 
149  Theuws 1999, 344. 
150  Besides the burials of males with weapons and elaborat e belts dating in the period  of 650-670/80, the farmyard 
burials also consisted of the furnished graves of women and the less furnished of empty graves of the next generation. 
151  Theuws 1999, 343-344. 
152  Theuws 1999, 342. 



 50

does refer to objects as expressions of an elite lifestyle, but those who bury the dead with these objects 

do not have to be elite members; they can merely copy an elite lifestyle. Although the associations of 

the ‘weapons’ as objects that functioned in (daily) pr actises are discussed, the focus is on the rhetorical 

significance of these associat ions in the funerary rite.  

Whether the objects were related to the person buried is not considered a relevant aspect of the debate.  

Therefore, the conclusions about the connection betw een grave good and the deceased on the basis of 

these models must be that the objects that were cons idered appropriate for a specific burial could have 

been selected from different contexts (personal proper ty, family property, material culture in circulation 

at the moment of death, etc.), although these contex ts are not a matter of discussion. How the role and 

circulation of these objects in society relate to thei r role in funerary contex ts is not discussed. The 

withdrawal from the traditional ethnic interpretation models resulted in a focus on objects that were 

chosen for rhetoric strategies in th e context of burials; the deposition of personal property in graves is 

not a matter of debate in Theuws’ line of argume nt. In fact, the models express that the connection 

between the dead and grave goods was of minor import ance in early medieval funerary rites. However, 

it should be noted that although these strategies are beneficial for the initiators of the funerary 

activities, the objects, which were transformed into ritually significant objects, played a role in social life 

prior to their deposition with the dead. It is conclu ded that one cultural catego ry of grave goods can be 

identified on the basis of these models: objects that were chosen from objects in circulation at the time 

of burial, for example, occasional objects that do no t necessarily have to be connected to the life of the 

deceased. With regard to the chronological debate, these models suggest that the funerary objects can 

be selected both from material cu lture in their primary circulation or their prolonged circulation.  

The models of Theuws and Halsall show agreement with respect to the emphasis placed on the 

rhetoric of the temporal display of objects, but they diverge in the presumed incentives for the 

performed strategies and the nature of the provoked associations. If competition for local power existed, 

as Halsall claims, there should be an indication of more really lavish burials, it is reasoned. 153  The small 

number of lavish burials is explaine d by the restricted need to create graves of founding fathers or of 

ancestors with specific characteristics. However, Th euws did not consider the age at death of the men 

buried with ‘weapons’ and the farmyard burials (for which information was probab ly not available). If a 

strong correlation exists between the age of the de ceased and the ‘weapon’ burials in fourth-century 

Northern Gaul and the farmyard burials of the sevent h century, the (material) identity of the persons 

themselves most likely complemented the discussed rhetoric of the burial rite, and should receive more 

analytical thought.  

The contribution of the two interpretative models to the chronological debate can be sought in 

the attempts to disclose a material category such as weapons into their constituting elements (axes, 

lances, shields, etc.) and find for each of them the relevant or significant correlations and associative 

meanings. These associative meanings  are thought to have had meaning in burial events, but they can 

also shed some light on how these objects were a ppreciated in life. Moreover, the importance of the 

identification of the local socio-po litical context at the time of the burials and the way in which these 

were interpreted by the social groups  of that moment in order to create (new) identities is proven to be 

an essential component of burial an alysis. Obviously the function of the funerary objects in society prior 

to their deposition as grave goods is an almost untouched subject in  the models. The associations of 

individual sorts of ‘weapons’ (axe, lance, and arrow and bow) refer to their us e in daily practises, but 

they are mainly discussed in the context of funerals . Extending the discussion with the circulation and 

meaning of the objects in society before their depo sition could complement the image and meaning of 

objects in funera ry practises. 

 
 

                                                 
153  It is argued that not all of the described ‘weapon’ graves can be identified as lavish. 



 51

2.4 Grave goods as gifts to the deceased 

King discusses gift exchange in the funerary contex t of the fifth- and sixth-century Anglo-Saxon world 

and claims that by then it is likely that donating gifts to the deceased was “…a relatively common 

component of the burial ritual”. 154  King’s interest in the exploration of this subject results from his 

fundamental question of whether the general assu mption that grave goods were merely personal 

possessions (factual or symbolically presen ted as such by the survivors) is correct. 155  The act of giving 

during funerary activities is considered to be of major importance for the effe cts it had on the social 

relations between the burying group and the giver. King ’s theoretical position is that donating to the 

deceased was an element in the (re)production of social relations in order to deal with social disruption 

(death) as an effective strategy in the unstable socio-political circumstances in early Anglo-Saxon 

England. 156  Gifts in this sense, although officially donated to the dead, should be regarded as gifts to the 

survivors by which the social relationship betwee n giver and mourners is defined as either the 

redemption of earlier received gifts or as a strategy  to enforce a counter gift (the general acknowledged 

principle of appropriate giving in gi ft exchange cycles). The act of appropriate giving (immediate intent 

and effect) is for King the relevant analytical tool. He thereby dismisses the need for decoding symbolic 

messages of the temporary display of funerary objects, 157  which is an important an alytical elem ent in the 

majority of the mourner-centred models. In this wa y, what the graves show is ‘…an archaeological 

record of reproductive exchange’. 158  Taking it further, King suggests th at a ‘rich’ grave could point to the 

identification of this burial as one member of a gr oup who is positioned at the centre of a socially 

productive exchange network, which was suggested to be essential for the formation of regional 

identities in early Anglo-Saxon England. The changes that can be observed in the funerary remains of 

the seventh and eight centuries can be explained by changes in gift exchange networks. All of these 

combined remarks strongly suggest a socio-political element in the act of giving in which both the 

donator(s) and the survivors are the actors, and King’s interpretative model is consequently identified as 

mourner-centred. The role of the lived life of the dece ased is underexposed in this model in favour of the 

focus on the relation between givers and survivors as sy mbolic receivers. One goal in King’s article is to 

identify whether gifts to the deceased  were incidences or whether it was a widespread practise so that a 

case can be made for mortuary gift-givin g as a socially repr oductive practise. 159  King’s article continues 

with the demonstration of a methodology to find evid ence for gifts in graves. The objects used to dress 

the body and other ‘personal’ items such as shield s and spears in ‘standard positions’ are, for the 

purpose of the discussion, regarded as  personal possessions. Six categories of evidence for gift-giving to 

the deceased are identified. 160    

 These are first the presence of incongruous poss essions. They show no obvious connection with 

the buried and are the possessions of others. This evidence is found in the presence of objects in graves 

of foetuses and neonates (two months or younger) and in the presence of knives and other sharp 

objects in the graves of infants and very young chil dren. For both instances it is believed implausible 

that the interred items are the personal possessio ns of the young dead. Secondly, the presence of 

duplicated artefacts suggests the presence of gifts, especially when found at different locations in the 

grave. The presence of two similar objects in one gr ave at different locations suggests that they can be 

considered different cultural categories of objects:  personal possessions and gifts. This argument is 

based on the assumption that personal possessions involve a regular deposition  pattern. Most of the 

objects have a limited range of usual locations in the grave. Thirdly, the location of grave goods on top 

or outside the coffin can be considered to be an indication of gifts. As a fourth indication of gifts, the 

inclusion of unburnt artefacts in cremation burials are discussed from which it can be concluded that 

                                                 
154  King 2004, 231. 
155  King 2004, 215-216. 
156  King 2004, 216-219. 
157  King 2004, 217. 
158  King 2004, 232. 
159  King 2004, 219.  
160  King 2004, 217. 



 52

giving occurred at both cremation and inhumation rite s. The fifth argument concerns the presence of 

upper-fill finds, finds located higher than the rest  of the objects. These finds were donated after the 

actual burial took place. King interprets these fi nds as gifts from people who reached their destination 

later, people who needed more time to arrive at the burial. 161  The final argument deals with indications 

for gift wraps such as the deposition of objects in a bucket, textile, wood or leather remains. They can 

be regarded as evidence of funerary gifts, although King rightly mentions that this kind of evidence is 

open to a variety of interpretations. 

Regarding a selection of interred objects as gifts to the deceased by persons who are not part of 

the burying group implies that these objects had no association with the deceased person during his or 

her life. A sharp distinction was made between gifts and personal possession s, but, especially in light of 

the above discussed models, this binary opposition s eems somewhat simplistic. Gifts can also be placed 

in the grave by the close mourners, and in this sense, they could be objects that were added to the 

assemblage for certain rhet oric strategies rather than the gifts of funeral attendees from far away. The 

question of whether personal possessions were in fact interred with the deceased is not explored from a 

theoretical perspective, it is merely assumed. Furt hermore, the focus on gift s from relatively remote 

individuals or groups blurs the active role of the burial community in the selection of grave goods. King 

surpasses the possibility of other interpretations re garding grave goods selection, which seems to be a 

shortcoming and an overly simplistic representation of human behaviour. 

The active role of people from a greater distance  and their participation in the reproduction of 

social relations, however, is important to consider. 162  However, is it only the result of socio-political and 

economic motivations? It can be imagined that it was the giver’s wish to express the real or desired 

relationship with the deceased publicly, or that the reinforcement, maintenance or renewal of alliances 

with the burying group was the aim. The active role of funeral attendees should not be overlooked, but 

should this role only be considered for ‘important’ bu rials? The practise of giving to the dead could very 

well have been part of less ‘important’ burials and co uld have involved less lavish objects, although the 

act of giving was probably less  prominent in these cases.   

King’s methodology offers a classification for irre gular depositions, but it should be questioned 

whether such objects are always gifts. Objects found at  ‘gift locations’ could have been placed there as a 

result of various burial strategies. Giving objects to the deceased can add up to the final assemblage of 

grave goods and does not reject the existence of other cultural categories of grav e goods. For now, it is 

sufficient to be alerted that the construction of th e grave good assemblages and the position of objects 

in and around the grave may be indications of ‘pri mary’ or ‘secondary’ grave goods. However, whether 

primary grave goods and secondary grave goods relate  successively to person al possession and gifts 

should be explored further.  

 

 

2.5 The use of grave goods as a technology of remembrance 

Social or collective memory is a concept discus sed at length in disciplines outside archaeology. 163  

Elaborating on this concept, which is multi-layered and therefore open to variable definitions and 

interpretations of how it works and how it is materialis ed, would go too far; it su ffices for this chapter to 

introduce social or collective memory in the archaeological discipline as the active and ongoing process 

of a social group in order to (re)construct and maintain the memory of their shared past in a certain 

way. It was a daily process, although it can be imagined that collective memories were especially 

negotiated, transmitted and materialised in the contex t of (ritualised) public events. This section will 

                                                 
161  The problem of distinguishing between stray finds and intentional placements is sufficiently discussed by King. 
Pottery sherds that were found in the up per fill are not included as evidence, although Hulls et al. (1984, 7) argue that 
finds of sherds and other broken objects in the fill possibly indicate intentionality. 
162  This could be the case for ‘important’ burials such as the burial of Childeric, which is known to have contained 
objects that came from regions at a considerable distance from Tournai . However, not all the ‘exotics’ are necessarily 
gifts from visitors.  
163  Halbwachs (1925) introduced the concept of collective memory.  
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focus on the application of this concept in early me dieval mortuary archaeology and how the connection 

between grave goods and the deceased can be seen from this point of view.  

General insights into the commemorative function  of funerary artefacts in the early medieval 

period can, for example, be found in the work of Ha lsall, Härke and Effros; it is not an unusual thought 

in early medieval archaeology that effort was exerted in the creation of a memory, especially during the 

event of a burial. 164  The temporal visibility of funerary objects (as opposed to the longer-lasting visibility 

of above-ground grave markers 165 ) for the burial audience and the collective knowledge of this audience 

for the rightful understanding of the intended messa ge of the material display are essential for their 

points of view. Williams takes this subject further by producing a comprehensive amount of work that 

deals with early medieval funerary rites, both inhumation and cremation, in Anglo-Saxon England, in 

which mortuary practises as technologies of rememb rance are the main hypothesis in the search for a 

“…new explicit theory for early medieval mortuary  archaeology centring on death as a context for 

commemoration”. 166  Williams considers the production and re production of social memory a central 

theme that incorporates and connects research topics, which, according to him, should shape the current 

theoretical debate on early medieval mortuary archaeology. 167  Williams also claims that the meaning of 

the temporal display of grave goods is translated into an overemphasis on the socio-political strategies 

of the living. Instead, he believes that the definition of the relation between the living and the dead 

through the mnemonic agency of material culture (enc ompassing, next to object s, the dead body, burial 

structures, monuments and the landscape) offers an  alternative approach to the understanding of 

mortuary practises. 168  Williams’ theoretical position can best be framed by his interpretation of what 

social memory is.  

The process of social memorisation, according to  Williams, is “…the selective remembering and 

the active forgetting of the past […] and is theref ore inherently selective, active and performative in 

nature…” 169  Memories can be preserved, created and transformed and are therefore never stable but are 

constructions that suit the situation at hand and “…secure and express the perceived rights, aspirations 

and identities”. 170  According to him, interpreting the burial evidence as such is underrepresented in early 

medieval mortuary archaeology, despite it being a suitable approach to study both the uniformity and 

variability, but also the chronological changes in the burial evidence. It serves greater ideological goals 

than the temporary display of objects in, for example, Halsall’s model. Although the commemoration is 

collective in nature and serves greater goals than the remembrance of the individual, the shifting life 

biography of the deceased is also an integral part of th e mnemonic process. 171  In this process of complex 

interactions between the living and the dead and the transformation and selective remembrance of the 

social person, aspects are both deli berately remembered and forgotten in order to create an ancestral 

identity that was distinct from the deceased’s identity in life. Williams’ interpretative models from this 

perspective can be identified as mainly mourner-centred.  

The commemorative function of material culture is  placed against the background of a changing 

society in Anglo-Saxon England. Williams claims that what was remembered is difficult to perceive for 

archaeologists, but that the perform ative and materialised process of remembrance can be investigated. 

This can best be illustrated by his examples of an elaborately fu rnished seventh-century grave of a 

woman and the mnemonic role of specific artefacts: brooches and weapons in inhumation rites. Through 

these examples, a case is made to consider grave goods, especially according to their location in the 

grave and the similarities and variation between in dividual burials, as objects that served the 

construction of social memory. The example of the “…wealthiest and most complex female grave ever 

                                                 
164  Halsall 2003; Härke 2003.   
165  Effros 2002, 79-83; 2003, 211-213. 
166  Williams 2006, 19; see also Williams 1998; 2003; 2004a; 2004b; 2005a; 2005b.  
167  Williams 2006, 12. 
168  Williams 2004a, 94-98. 
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uncovered in the history of British archaeolog y” is used to contextualise his viewpoints. 172  For Williams, 

the objects found in the grave can have meanings and associations on thei r own (expressing status, 

wealth, age, and gender, being pers onal possessions or family possessions, being gifts from the funeral 

attendees, being heirlooms or object s with biographies), although the assemblage as a whole is to be 

understood as a powerful statement to be remembered by the audience present at the burial. This 

example illuminates the different contexts from whic h grave goods could have been selected and the 

divergent trajectories of circulation they may have had,  but stops at this point. The nature of the relation 

between the dead and their specific sorts of grave goods remains unidentified. The reason is probably 

because this is difficult to investigate in Williams’ opinion, and in his discussions, the statement of the 

funerary activities are the major point of discussion. To explore this subject further, the specific 

deposition of brooches and weapons as grave goods in  inhumation graves and their relation with the 

dead, living and memory co nstruction are analysed. 173   

Opposing the hypothesis that grav e goods are a direct reflection of a person’s social identity, 

Williams suggests “…that grave good s have a range of mnemonic roles” . In addition, for both brooches 

and weapons, an interpretation of the identified burial patterns is offered to explore the “…relationship 

between [these artefacts] and the mortuary construction of social memory and identity” in which the 

focus lies on the active process of remembering and forgetting in order “…to create a memorable image 

of the dead”, but also to remember the previous burials in a certain way. 174  The key concept in these two 

case studies may be identified as the presumed ex istence of a ‘common form ula’ according to which 

funerary practises may have been pe rformed and the possibility for the burial community to re-enact or 

reject this form ula. Re-enactment and rejection provide th e opportunity to reproduce and alter the 

collective memory during every bu rial. In the cemetery of Berinsfi eld, a variety of brooch types was 

identified. 175  Brooches can be considered, according to Wi lliams, an important co mponent of furnished 

burial; they were probably significant for the identiti es of the dead and the social group of the mourners. 

Despite the observed variability, a common formula rega rding the location of these objects in the grave 

can be identified. Williams interprets these subtle differences as the result of intentional acts. He 

concludes that each burial was a performance on its ow n that underlined both di fferences and similarities 

with previous burials that were still remembered. 176  Deviant graves show that  some adult women were 

denied a burial with brooches. These are regarded by  Williams as individuals who were “…not afforded a 

role in image production” for several reasons. 177   

The subtle differences between graves with brooc hes are regarded by Williams as intentional. 

However, the discussion of weapon deposition mentions that these su btle differences can also be the 

consequence of “…vagaries of personal memory, oral  tradition and the consensus that was reached over 

what occurred in earlier funerals”. Trends construc t the common formula rather than explicit and ‘hard-

and-fast’ rules. 178  However, Williams suggests that each burial included two elements: image production 

and image reproduction. 179  The difference between brooches and weapon s, according to Williams, is that 

brooches are involved with the preparation of the body, whereas weapons are placed around the body 

and should therefore be “…regarded more as ‘gif ts’ added during the composition of the grave…” 180  

Mainly on the basis of a series of earlier studies on the circulation of weapons, Williams refers to this 

category of material culture as objects with extended biographies that were accumulated before their 

deposition. Nonetheless, he mainly concentrates on  how they evoked memories in the act of ritual 

display during funerals. Different weapon combinatio ns, for example, communicat e subtle differences in 

                                                 
172  Williams 2006, 27. 
173  Williams 2006, 46-62, 78. 
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relatively comprehensive skeletal, contextual and spatial information it provides. 
176  Williams 2006, 52-53. 
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social identities. Only a minority of the burials show a very distinct appearance from the common 

formula, and the evidence for the mo rtuary construction of social memo ry must, for the greater part, be 

sought in the subtle differences between graves, which can, at first sight, be identified as similar. These 

analyses of brooches and weapons focussed on the crea tion of memories of indi viduals, although pattern 

reproduction also served some greater communal go als. The general goals are assumed to ‘…sustain the 

mortuary tradition and create links between the living, the recently dead and possibly concepts of 

ancestry and ancestors through the use of grave goods in the funeral’. 181  Regarding these conclusions, 

no clear-cut conclusions about the process of grave goods selection, their connection to the deceased, 

and their role in the community before their deposi tion as grave goods can be drawn. In short, the 

creation of memories is regarded as a rather manipula tive act by which it can be  concluded that Williams 

considers the grave goods more as objects that were strategically selected by the mourners, although he 

does not regard the burial of personal possessions as impossible. Objects, not even dress-related ones, 

were not necessarily connected to the dead, but could have been so.    

Williams’ theoretical concept can, especially regarding the nature of the aspirations of the burial 

community, be compared to Theuws’ models. Whereas Williams made an effort to create a model that 

relates to the various sets of graves goods over th e course of time, the advantage of Theuws’ model is 

that the reasons for the choice of specific objects (a xes, lances, arrows) are more  specifically explained. 

Both researchers tried to capture burials as strategi es that reproduce the collective experience of the 

community. In which way can the material components of such considerations be integrated in the 

chronological debate? It can be concluded that bu rial strategies, such as active remembering and 

forgetting, are likely to apply to the entire set of objects, but that the objects were chosen from various 

contexts. Active strategies were ce rtainly an important component of rituals. However, they focus on 

transformation, and not on how the objects expressed identities before their transformation. Williams 

does mention the mnemonic meanings that distinct objects may have had as a result of their exchange, 

curation, treatment, use in daily life and in connection with the body. He also mentions that considering 

this variability in meaning is essential for th e study of early medieval mortuary practises. 182  How this can 

be explored, however, was a not a subject of debate in  his models. Williams incorporated the role of the 

life biography of the deceased into his theory, although  still as an abstraction, and as an identity that 

was transformed during burial practi ses. Mentioning this aspect, however, can be seen as the first sign 

that the life of the dead and the role of objects in society, aspects that were neglected in mourner-

centred models, become of interest in  the modern dead-centred models.  

 

 

2.6 The agency of the dead and the living  

Agency as a theoretical concept has a promin ent position in archaeological thinking. 183  In short, it deals 

with the ability of individuals to  purposefully act within the experienced constraints of societal 

structures. 184  The ongoing debate on the degree of free dom, possibilities and consciousness of 

individuals in relation to these constraints is framed in the so-called agency-structure debate. 185  Agency 

theory includes a wide variety of definitions and applicatio ns in archaeology, and a clear consensus does 

not exist. 186  It has been argued that agency theory should not be regarded as a theory, but merely as a 

coordinating concept and a basic principle for the de velopment of a variety of theories that can be 

named otherwise. 187  The common purpose of archaeologists  using human-based agency theory is 
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“…putting people back into the past”. 188  Despite the variation in definition and application, some central 

concerns can be formulated  for archaeologists.   

The main challenge is to deal with the concept of individuality and its relation to society in the 

context of the study of archaeological remains an d/or historical sources. Agency theory can be 

considered to form a bridge between the archaeologic al theories that focus on society and those that 

focus on individuals. 189  Both the definition of agency and the concept of the individual are a matter of 

debate in archaeology, and for ea ch model in which these concepts are incorporated, it needs to be 

identified how they are perceived and what th e limitations of the available datasets are. 190  Although 

individuality remains a difficult concept for archaeolog ists, for the analysis of funerary remains, agency 

theory has the advantage of bringing the lived life of the deceased and the choices mourners make in 

relation to this individual back into the analytical  awareness, aspects that are almost avoided in the 

mourner-centred models, as discussed above. In th ese mourner-centred models, agency can mainly be 

understood as the collective motivations of the initia tors of burials; the agency of individuals, or, 

archaeologically more appropriate, the concepts of personhood or identity, and how they relate to 

conservatism and change in burial activities are rarely discussed. This is mainly due to the analytical 

focus on the burial community as a group with certai n goals and aspirations. Grave goods are forced into 

the understanding of funerary practises as ritualised  communal activities. Howe ver, grave goods did not 

occur out of nothing at the moment a group member passed away; they meant something in the daily 

life of the community and individuals. How the variet y of early medieval funerary objects materialised 

relationships in society outside the funerary context and how they relate to the deceased in question, 

have consequently, with a few exceptions such as the circulation of weaponry, 191  rarely been discussed 

until now. Nonetheless, the specific burial evidence (individual graves with a variety of associated 

objects) seems to offer possibilit ies for this line of research. 

An explicit attempt towards the incorporation of  agency theory in early medieval mortuary 

archaeology can be found in two interpretative models. Thinking on the active relations between the 

dead, material culture and the living found its entran ce in the work of Williams and Cannon, although 

they elaborate on the concept of agency differently. How can their theoretical position towards the 

selection of funerary obje cts be identified, and how do these two models identify the relation between 

objects and the dead? Do these models actually add a new dimension to the interpretative debate in 

early medieval mortuary archaeology?  

Cannon is known for his work on mortuary analys is and has applied his ideas on gender-based 

agency on, amongst other examples, the Anglo-Saxon burial evidence. 192  Cannon defines agency as 

“…the socio-culturally mediated but individually motiva ted capacity to act purposefully in such a way as 

to create archaeologically discernable change in prevailing modes of mortuary practise”, although it can 

also refer to “…actions that maintain prevailing practise or to actions that bring about unintended 

consequences…” 193  Cannon, in his analysis of chronologica l changes regarding the burials of men and 

women in a variety of historically and archaeologica lly known mortuary practises, focuses on the agency 

of women and especially on “…a deliberate creation of variation perceived as beneficial to the 

responsible agent”. 194  According to Cannon, the role of individual agents (women) as conscious 

“initiators of change” in mortuary customs is related to  the role of female individuals, who are capable of 

setting fashion trends in motion, but the women who follow these trends also come into scope. Although 
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no strong case can be made, as discussed below, th at these women were (parti ally) responsible for their 

own funerals, the suggestion of this possibility and the attention that is paid to the role of personal 

display in life, which is of influence on the material display in death, are the main reasons to identify this 

model as a modern dead-centred approach. The role  of the survivors in funerary practises is not 

dismissed. However, both  the dead and the concept of individu ality (opposed to the socio-political 

agendas of social groups) are introd uced in early medieval mortuary ar chaeology through this article. A 

shift away from the focus on a group of survivors as  the main designers of the material component of 

burials can be observed.  

According to Cannon, fashion is a structuring element in burial practises in which individual 

expressions can be observed. This opinion implies that individual agents can be held responsible for the 

creation and transformation of patterns of mortuary treatment. This perspective relates to the search for 

women as initiators of change. Fashion undergoes di fferent stages in which the styles of objects and 

clothing change; the process of fashion is therefore regarded as a useful interpretative tool for the 

explanation of variability and change in mortuary practises. 195  In the development of fashion, certain 

individuals take the lead (the so-called fashion-cons cious individuals), and thes e individuals should be 

identified as the responsible agents for continuity and change in mortuary customs. The social standing 

of these individuals can be read from the degree to whic h their choice of fashion is followed. In an earlier 

article, Cannon described the archaeol ogical visibility of cycles of mortuary change in relation to the 

adaptation of exclusive expressions. 196  To identify the individuals responsible for the process of change, 

Cannon states that an “examination of differential ra tes of change in practise among identifiable groups, 

such as those based on gender” is required. This meth odological principle is, next to other examples of 

burial practises, applied to th e Anglo-Saxon burial evidence.  

 This burial evidence, as Cannon  describes, does not represent ‘i deal archaeological contexts’ for 

the application of his model. This makes it difficult to establish the rate of changes between the burials 

of men and women. 197  The burials of the historical examples show differences between the burials of 

men and women. However, these differences are rather an elaboration of the funerary objects. In Anglo-

Saxon burials they form different se ts of objects. The agency of wome n in these historical examples can 

be described as a result of the ‘fashion consciousnes s’ of women and their desire to mark or furnish the 

graves of men according to what is considered ‘fashionable’. After some time, the men follow the 

practises of women from which it is concluded that the women did set an example for their own burials. 

The grave goods in the burials of women and men of  Anglo-Saxon England, however, also served the 

construction of cultural gender; men and women have distinct sets of grave goods.  

To identify ‘gender-based agency’ in archaeolog ical contexts such as Anglo-Saxon England, 

manipulation of the approach such as followed fo r the burials from Victorian England and the Seneca 

cemeteries is required. The agency of women cannot be observed in the Anglo-Saxon burial evidence, as 

it can in the changing burial practises of these tw o examples. A different kind of gender-based agency 

for this specific mortuary practi se is therefore proposed by Canno n. He thinks that women may be 

responsible for “…their own material repres entation in life as much as in death”. 198  Although the 

survivors are always the ones who make the final deci sions about the objects that are interred, it can be 

suggested that if they had to choose from the items that were associated with the deceased in life, the 

agency to change burial fashions is within the power of the deceased as much as that of the survivors, if 

not more. This argument is based on the correlation of the most elaborately fu rnished graves with the 

age category of 20 to 40, which, according to Canno n, implies that these objects were the personal 
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possessions (because it points towards a system of inheritance) of the deceased. 199  The changes in 

grave goods provision can be sought in the abilit y of women to add new items to their inherited 

possessions. 200   

Cannon’s remark on the importance of the material representation in life supports the 

suggested option that the lifestyle (personal display)  of individuals was an essential element of social 

life, as discussed above. 201  Again, the important ques tions that need to be answered are: who are the 

responsible agents who influenced a certain pub lic appearance, why change s in these appearances 

occurred, and what are the reasons for one to be buried with the set of objects that served their 

personal display in life? From Cannon’s line of reasoning, it can be extracted that burial with personal 

possessions was the consequence of an absence of heir s. This subject will be explored further in Chapter 

3. However, regarding funerary object s or a selection of them as elements  of personal display in the life 

of various actors, opens new research perspectives on the function of material culture in social life in 

which agency theory can be a useful analytical tool.   

 Regardless of these conclusions, it should be questioned whether ‘fashion as a process’ is a 

useful concept to explain change in early medieval burial practises. 202  Is the explanation that new 

practises are a result of the initiatives of fashion leaders and became widespread thereafter sufficient? 

Cannon does not elaborate on the concept of fashio n, which appears to be a modern concept behind 

which different theoretical positions on production pr ocesses, modes of distribution, the mutual influence 

of groups and individuals, marketing and communicat ion strategies, etc. can be considered. Although 

the burial evidence does show the introduction, ri se in popularity and subsequent disappearance of 

objects and combinations thereof, it is difficult to apply a modern concept such as ‘fashion’ to the early 

medieval period, and as a consequence, define the initiators of change in burial practises as ‘fashion-

conscious individuals’. It can be argued, as Canno n does, that women were more active in the way 

objects were appropriated and used as prestige markers in society, 203  but to relate this to a ‘greater 

awareness of prestige forms’ and fa shion-conscious individuals is merely an observation of the existence 

of opportunistic actors, rather than an explanation of variation and change. Moreover, the importance of 

stages in the lifecycle of persons and the way in which the transition from one to another was 

materialised become underexposed in a fashion-consciou s world, as is the need to sustain and transmit 

material symbols of age, stage in the lifecycle, ge nder, access to exchange networks, status, prestige, 

etc. 

Williams introduced the mnemonic agency of th e dead body and bones into the analysis of 

mortuary practises in early medieval England, especially in relation to cremation rites. 204  This work can 

be seen as the instigation of the shift from the mo urner-centred interpretative framework (“…mortuary 

practises as a field of discourse for the living…”), to  models that combine the agency of both the dead 

and the living. 205  Williams critique on the mourner-centred models is that the role of the dead and the 

dead body in relation to survivors and material cult ure is considerably neglected. According to Williams, 

the dead body has the poss ibility to “…affect the actions and perc eptions of the living”, and as such, 

becomes “…a focus for personhood and remembrance…” 206   Williams also refers to the influence the 

living can have on the way in which they are treated in death (through instructions or financial 

provisions). Regardless, the focus in his work lies on  the agency of the corporeality of the deceased and 
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its associated artefacts, structures and places  in relation to the agency of the living. 207  The dead body, in 

Williams’ line of argumentation, can best be unders tood as an ‘object’ with a biography, which has the 

ability to influence the way in which it is treated and experienced by the memories it evokes during its 

transformation in burial rites. This transformation of  the body is especially a pparent in the process of 

cremation. This article mainly conc entrates on the dead body, although  some opinions about the relation 

between the dead and material culture are expressed.  Williams thinks that the selection of artefacts 

served the construction of a temporary and idealised im age of the dead. It does offer some insights into 

the way the lived life of the deceased plays a role in funerary practises, but the subject of how the 

funerary objects connect with the dead is not further di scussed. Although the lived life of the deceased is 

considered a subject of research, the analytical focus is still very much on the experiences in the context 

of, in this case, cremations. Williams’ model can be considered a transitional one between the mourner-

centred and modern dead-centred approaches.  

  

Williams and Cannon approached the concept of ag ency differently. In Cannon’s model, it can be 

identified as human-based agency, whereas in Williams’ model, it is object-based agency. They both 

make an effort to move beyond th e mourner-centred approaches by tryi ng to incorporate the lived lives 

of the dead into the debate. The perspective of Cannon was that the material display in life has it effects 

on the material display in funerary activities; Williams concentrates more on the construction of 

memories of the deceased during funerary activities. Although this will be a manipulated or idealised 

image, the achievements of the deceased in his life will certainly have an influence on the construction of 

these memories. Agency theory offe rs possibilities to explore the relation amongst material culture, 

individuals and social groups in the community of th e living. However, for early medieval archaeology, 

this is only possible when material culture from graves is considered an integral part of social life and 

not only as objects that functioned in the context of funerals. Modern dead-c entred models focus more 

on society and its constituents (the relation between actors and material culture) and not exclusively on 

burial practises, as is foremost  the case in the mourner-centred models. This, however, can be 

investigated from various pers pectives which are not yet explored to their full extent.  

 

 

2.7 Conclusion: Five cultural categories of grave goods and their consequences for 

chronological analysis 

The early medieval funerary rite can, as a re sult of the above performed model analysis, be 

characterised as an active process in which past, present and future meet, and whereby the survivors, 

funeral participants, the dead and material culture actively interact. It appears that the majority of the 

interpretative models focus on the fu ture aspirations of the mourners. Wi th regard to the burial remains, 

a shift in analytical position from the unambiguous relation between grave goods and the deceased 

(grave goods are the deceased) to the ritual signific ance of grave goods and the transformation of their 

associated meanings during rhetoric  strategies and/or pr ocesses of active reme mbering and forgetting 

was observed in the interpretative debate. A trend towards the contextualisation of grave goods can also 

be observed. Aspects such as grave structures and the location of cemeteries, as well as the changing 

(local) socio-political backgrounds of the time, be came integrated into early medieval mortuary 

archaeology. Recently, again an in terpretative shift, but now from the focus on the socio-political and 

ideological agendas of the burial community toward s the incorporation of concepts of agency and 

personhood, applied both to the survivors and the de ad, can be observed. Through this shift, not only 

the ritual role of objects and the intentions of th e survivors (expressed aspirations) are considered 

important characteristics of the funerary process, but also the lived lives of th e dead and aspects of the 

shared past of the community become of interest. Th ese viewpoints especially open a path to discuss the 

role of objects not only in the fune rary process, but also in society prior to the ritualised context of 
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funerals. Both the early dead-centred and mourner- centred approaches did not explore the role of 

material culture in life. This was not explored in th e traditional dead-centred models because the general 

conviction was that burial objects were the inaliena ble personal belongings of  the dead. This implies a 

static relation between persons an d material culture, and not by the mourner-centred models because 

the concept of burial with personal possessions was considered outdated and did not seem to offer more 

analytical possibilities than the one-dimensional reconstructions of societies. The analytical expansion of 

the debate was sought in considering burials as arenas for rhetoric strategies and the strategies of active 

forgetting and remembering. It can be concluded, ho wever, that for chronologi cal analysis, not so much 

the meaning of material culture in the context of mortuary practises is of interest, but rather the way 

objects functioned in society before their transforma tion and deposition as gr ave goods. The way objects 

materialised various social relations prior to their de position offers insights into the relatively complex 

trajectories of circulation. The nature of the archaeol ogical evidence (the broad variety of early medieval 

objects is archaeologically most prominently available as burial evidence) directed the analytical 

discussion of the last few decades towards the ritual meaning of objects in the context of funerals. It can 

be assumed, however, that the objects found in graves played a prominent role in social life outside the 

contexts of funerals, as much as they had in the funerary context. The mourner-centred models, 

however, concentrated mainly on the transformative nature of burials. Funera ry rituals are of major 

importance for a community in terms of social reproduction and transformation. Nonetheless, it can be 

questioned whether the majority of the visible archaeological remains, and especially the objects that 

relate to the dressed body, played such a prominent role in these ritual processes, as suggested in the 

interpretative models of the last few decades. How objects constructed and materialised identities and 

social relations in other contexts ou tside the funerary rite is rarely di scussed for most sorts of objects. 

The discussion of the models serves to illuminate the interpretative shift over the last few decades, but 

mainly to investigate the connection between the gr ave goods and the deceased, of which the result is 

framed in a list of five categories of grave goods.  

These five cultural categories of grave goods are: alienable personal possessions, inalienable 

personal possessions, family possessions, gifts to the deceased, and occasional objects (selected from 

the available material culture in circulation at the time of death and burial).  These categories do not 

have to exclude one another; they can all be represen ted in a single grave. The identification of these 

categories serves to elucidate the connection (or absence of connection) between the dead and their 

grave goods and offers some insights into the role of these objects in society before they entered the 

transformative funerary ri te. The traditional models considered gr ave goods to be personal possessions, 

which resulted in a relatively static view of ancient society. The mourner-centred models were a reaction 

to the flaws of this interpretative construct. Consequently, the concept of personal possession was 

removed from the analytical discussion, although in some of these models, a selection of the grave 

goods is implicitly considered to be personally connected to the deceased. The strongest argument for 

the deposition of personal possessions can be found  in the correlation between certain assemblages of 

grave goods and age groups. From this association, it  was concluded that material display served some 

goals in the lives of the deceased, and that it is possible that this association was maintained in the 

grave. Whether these objects were perceived as ‘personal possessions’ in Merovingian times remains 

open for debate, as does the ques tion of why these possessions were  deposited in graves. However, a 

connection between the dead and especially dress-re lated objects is reconsidered as an option. The 

consequences for chronological research depend on the way ‘personal possessions’ are conceptualised in 

the early medieval period. Three options (which do  not necessarily exclude one another) and their 

specific chronological consequences can be considered. The distorting influence of burial with genuine 

inalienable personal possession is minimal when th e set of objects was collected throughout a lifetime 

and when the collection represents this time dimension. This category of inflexible inalienable personal 

possession was dismissed on the basis of the burial evidence from the civitas  of Metz. The burial 

evidence from other regions can reveal different  images, which underlines the importance of 

investigating the correlations between age groups and assemblages of objects for each cemetery 
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separately. Unfortunately, this is not always possibl e. However, considering the assemblage of grave 

goods that served the material display of persons during important stages in the lifecycle more as family 

possessions of which subsequent persons could have been the responsible caretakers seems more 

appropriate than regarding these object s as inalienable personal possessions. 208  The practise of 

inheritance seems to be substantiated by the burial evidence in Halsall’s model. It remains questionable 

how many generations were involved in the transmission of family possession, and why this line was 

terminated by deposition in a grave.  If this line of transmission of comparable objects was terminated at 

different points in time, a serious chronological distortion results. Family possessions can remain in 

circulation over two generations (approximately 30 to 40 years), and possibly even longer. It is possible, 

however, that the practise of inheritance applies only to a selection of objects, rather than the entire 

assemblage of objects that served the ‘material displa y of a person’. Next to th is consideration, certain 

other important questions require refl ection. When and why did this prac tise of inheritance start? What 

was the incentive for the transmission of family poss essions, and for how many generations did it fulfil 

the goals? Why were heirlooms deposited in graves? These questions will be explored in the next 

chapter. 

Temporary individual ownership (alienable pers onal possession) has a more alienable nature 

than the consecutive temporary ownership of family poss essions. This cultural category is not explicitly 

discussed in the models. Nonetheless, some remark s and thoughts suggest th e possibility of such a 

category and serve to illustrate that the material component of early medieval life can be far more 

complicated than suggested by archaeologists for the majority of the material culture from this period. It 

is an interesting option to view the deposition of  assemblages in graves as the materialisation of a 

lifestyle that expressed, amongst other things, the ac cess one had to exchange networks, and it can also 

help to perceive why and how the distribution of the wide variety of objects was organised throughout 

Merovingian Europe. Perhaps an active circuit of exchange provided such items, or people travelled to 

search for these objects themselves; these remain points of discussion. It may explain, however, why 

objects from relatively distant regions were deposite d in graves and what the incentives were for the 

existence of such an exchange circuit (which not only  existed for the most exclusive objects discussed in 

the models of elite gift exchange). Considering the relation between material display as a lifestyle and 

various exchange networks offers in teresting analytical possibilities for the active role of individuals, 

social groups and the distribution, exchange and tran smission of material culture in society apart from 

funerary practises, although the majority of early medieval material culture was found as grave goods. 

However, the basic question remains unanswered: Why were objects that materialised identities and 

social relations buried with the dead? This will also be discussed in the next ch apter. Next to these three 

categories of ‘possession’, two othe r cultural categories of grave g oods were extracted from the models. 

These are the gifts from funeral attendees and the obje cts that were selected from the available objects 

at the moment of death and burial, the so-called occasional objects. When these objects are extracted 

from objects in their primary circulation, chronological distortion is reduced. The probability of the last 

option is also further explor ed in the next chapter.  

This chapter discussed the bina ry opposition between grave goods as personal possessions 

(passive) and grave goods as strategic objects (active), concluding after the analysis of various 

interpretative models, by stating that such a binary interpretation of grave goods provision probably 

does not correspond with the cultural reality of the early medieval period and that a range of other 

categorisations in-between these two existed. The na ture of the archaeological evidence directed the 

interpretative models to overemphasise the ritual meaning of grave goods during mortuary practises. 

Without dismissing the importance of the funerary ritu al process and the active participation of survivors 

and material culture in this process, the grave goods a ppear to have played a more  prominent role in life 

than can be extracted from the mourner-centred mo dels. Various reasons may explain why the objects 

                                                 
208  See Effros (2002, 43) who argued that family or collective property is a more appropriate concept for the 
Merovingian period than individual property, which has been the interpretative concept for a long time.    
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of the living were buried with the dead. However, the material component of the social interactions 

between the living becomes underrepresented when these objects are analysed solely in the context of 

funerary rites. Regarding early medieval objects from gr aves as elements of an actively pursued lifestyle 

and materialisations of various social relations op ens up various analytical  opportunities for early 

medieval social life outside the funerary context, alth ough on the basis of funerary objects. This focus 

especially serves the chronologica l debate; the accurateness of (s hort-phase) chronologies depends 

much more on knowledge of the circulation proces ses of these specific objects, and far less on 

knowledge of their ritual meaning in  funerary rites. This suggests th at the circulation of objects in 

relation to the lifecycle of individuals but also as materialisations of social relations before their selection 

and deposition as grave goods is an addition to both  interpretative debate and the chronological debate. 

It is a discussion that connects both debates, as the next chapter will discuss. 
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Chapter 3 
 

Cultural Categories of Objects, Their Circulation, and the Implications for 

Chronological Analysis  

 

 

 

The previous chapter dealt with cult ural categories of grave goods that  were identified on the basis of 

the presumed connection between the deceased and their associated grave goods or the context from 

which the grave goods were selected. The interpretive models on the basis of which these cultural 

categories of grave goods were identified emphasise the ritual role of the funerary  objects, but they also 

provide some suggestions re garding their ‘life’ before deposition  with the dead. An insight into the 

variation of circulation processes of these objects is  an essential addition to the chronological debate. 

This chapter therefore deals with cultural categories of objects, which will be identified on the basis of 

their specific circulation in society before their selection as burial objects. The rate of circulation is 

predominantly determined by the modes of object dist ribution and the decisions that are made regarding 

the transmission of objects after their acquisition and appropriation. The rich variety of material culture 

from early medieval cemeteries and the local to supr a regional distribution patterns of the deposited 

object-types suggest that a complex system of various forms of distribution existed. However, as it was 

concluded in the previous chapter, for the past few decades the theoretical focus has been on the 

relation between ritual strategies and material cult ure in the funerary process. This was due to the 

nature of the archaeological evidence: the variety of early medieval objects has predominantly been 

found as burial objects. The role of material culture in the world of the living has consequently received 

little theoretical reflection, except for some specific and exclusive objects. This chapter will explore the 

statement that the remainder of th e funerary object s were also subject to relatively complicated 

trajectories of circulation (exchange/distribution, ac quisition, use and transmission) before they were 

deposited as grave goods.  

Knowledge of the average rate of circulation of various object-types is mainly obtained through 

the analysis of the grave finds with chronologica l methods. The accuracy, however, of the created 

chronological sequences of early me dieval graves and grave goods was questioned since it was argued 

that the possibility of deviant rates of circulation that are related to the cultural dimensions of early 

medieval life and the engagement of people with material culture should be considered (see Chapter 

1). 209  Various contexts of object acquisition, use and tran smission influence the rate of object circulation, 

as will be discussed below.  One of these contexts, a marriage and the customs (mutual obligations, gift 

exchange and right of succession) that surrounds it, has already been discussed extensively by textual 

historians of the early medieval period. This discus sion, and especially the material component of the 

marriage customs, will serve as an example to illuminate the discrepancy between the cultural 

assumptions that underlie the short-phase model in th e chronological debate of archaeologists and the 

examples in historical sources that provide suggestio ns for contexts of object exchange, acquisition and 

transmission.   

The reliability of a chronological seriation depends on the least possible deviation between the 

‘primary circulation period’ and the period in whic h objects were buried with  the dead: the ‘primary 

                                                 
209  Based on the assumption that objects were not produced for funerary practises, but had a ‘life’ before their 
deposition as grave goods. 
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circulation period’ needs to be represented in th e funerary remains in order to obtain reliable 

chronological results. This is, in fact, one of th e assumptions behind chronological methods with a 

statistical component. Various circulation trajectories can be categorised, which illustrate that deviant 

circulation processes are possible. The identification of the associated objects is in some instances 

straightforward and in other instances not so much. The objects of which the deviant circulation can be 

identified in the burial eviden ce without many problems are: 

1. The very exclusive objects that are rare in the burial evidence and are presumed to be curated or 

passed on for a considerable time: The objects that functioned in the context of ceremonial gift 

exchange or ‘ceremonial heirlooms’. 

2. The objects for which the primar y circulation period had already en ded for a considerable time: the 

so-called antiques, survivals, relics or Altstücke , from pre-Merovingian periods. 

3. The objects from relatively distant regions, the so-called ‘exotics’, which were subject to various 

modes of distribution and consequently obtained a pr olonged circulation before their final deposition as 

grave goods. 

The objects that were subject to complex circulation,  but whose prolonged or de viant circulation is more 

complicated to identify on the basis of the burial evidence alone are:  

4. Various objects (from exclusive to mundane) that were to be passed on for some time before their 

deposition in a grave, but which are not discussed as such in early medieval archaeology. For now, they 

are identified as objects of various forms of exchange , as gifts and as heirlooms.  However, their specific 

characteristics and the incentives fo r their curation and prolonged circul ation will be explored in this 

chapter as an opposition to the general opinion th at they are inalienable personal possessions.  

 

These four cultural categories of ob jects are identified on the basis of their complicated circulation. The 

first three categories, however, are relatively unprobl ematic for chronological analysis on the basis of 

statistical methods: they can, for the majority, be iden tified on the basis of their specific characteristics. 

The first category refers to objects that are already repeatedly theorised as objects with a biography or 

inalienable objects in both archaeology and anthro pology. The fourth category incorporates several 

cultural sub-categories of objects, although the complete list will not be established and discussed here 

in detail. This fourth category (with sub-categories ) requires theorisation from an anthropological and 

historical perspective: the objects can be associated with various choices that relate to their exchange 

and transmission, but their variation in circulation is mo re difficult to identify in the burial evidence.    

The statement that the majority of the Merovingian grave goods fall within this last category, 

and, as an implication of this statement, that especially the underrepresentation of reflection on the 

relation between people and the majority of the mate rial culture from graves is the major shortcoming of 

the chronological debate, will be ex plored in this chapter. The objects of the second and third category 

are less difficult to identify in the burial evidence, but they also need to be placed in the discussion of 

variation in circulation processes. Theoretical thinking mainly focussed on the most exclusive objects and 

circulation in the upper strata of society. This disc ussion in early medieval archaeology, complemented 

with anthropological perspectives on the processes of exchange/distribution, acquisition and 

transmission and their relation to funerary practi ses, will introduce the backgrounds of prolonged 

circulation.   

 

 

3.1 General outline of the function, maintenanc e and termination of prolonged circulation  

Considering material culture as a component of soci al life underlines that objects have a role in the 

materialisation of various relations and implies that  various processes of exchange and transmission 

existed. Such processes generally prol ong the circulation of objects. The aim of this chapter is to provide 

examples of occasions in early medieval life th at were formalised through the exchange and 

transmission of goods. Does the discussion of thes e examples offer sufficient evidence to replace the 
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category of inalienable personal property (which im plies the absence of transmission) with a range of 

cultural categories of objects on the basis of vari ous circulation trajectories? How can these circulation 

trajectories be identified? Should the persistent category of inalienable personal property be maintained, 

but just as one in the list of other categories? Finally, what are the consequences of these conclusions 

for the chronological debate? 

 

3.1.1 Objects with a prolonged or complex circulation: Various sorts of circulation and 

‘heirlooms’ 

Objects with a prolonged circulatio n have already been discussed in early medieval archaeology. Long-

life objects are generally considered  to have accumulated a life history through their frequent exchange 

and transmission or lengthy curation. The most exclusive early medieval objects, such as elaborately 

decorated swords and scabbards, but also other weap ons and some examples of jewellery, have been 

discussed as objects with a biography in several studies. 210  It is generally acknowledged that these 

objects circulated through complicated cycles of ceremo nial and reciprocal gift exchange as an important 

component of an ‘elite lifestyle’, and as such, obtain ed a long-term circulation with associated meanings 

or life histories. These objects are rather exclusive an d scarce. The majority of the early medieval burial 

objects are not that exclusive and archaeological evid ence for the extended circulation of more mundane 

objects also exists. These examples of objects with a prolonged circulation, however, are scarce in the 

burial evidence. Their extended circulation is difficult to interpret in the same model of elite ceremonial 

gift exchange. However, not much has been published on their role in society and funerary practises 

other than that they were ‘heirlooms’. 211  

The variety of objects from furnished burials cannot be sufficiently covered with the cultural 

category of objects that were components of ceremonial  gift exchange in the upper strata of society (one 

might refer to them as ceremonial or collective heirlooms), the category of more mundane objects with 

an obvious prolonged circulation (the scarce ‘heirloom s’ without any further specification of the social 

group in which they were transmitted), and the ca tegory of objects which were assumed to have a 

circulation of approximately one generation (inalienab le personal property); it  is suggested here that 

these categories cover only a small selection of the bu rial objects.  This chapter will explore whether the 

majority of the material culture of the Merovingian period was subject to the processes of exchange and 

transmission, which represents a cultural category of objects in between these three examples, and for 

which, as a result, the variation of circulation periods is less obvious in the burial evidence. How should 

this category be defined, what was the function of the objects for the social group in which they were 

transmitted, what do the associated objects represent, and how can they be identified in the burial 

record? A category is therefore proposed that may consist of various sorts of objects that are not 

necessarily very exclusive or rare, but for which it was believed important to maintain their transmission 

over generations in the social context of family groups. 212  They are from now on referred to as ‘family’ or 

‘private heirlooms’. This group of objects is percei ved as a group that functioned differently than the 

already extensively discussed swords, weapons and other exclusive objects that were part of ceremonial 

gift exchange. They are obviously not the ‘inalienable  personal possessions’, and it is presumed that 

they are more present in the burial evidence than  the scarce references to evidently old specimens 

picture them to be.  

 At first sight, it seems that the identification of a category of objects from the funerary record 

(objects that are not kept) of which it is presumed  that their continuous transmission over several 

generations was aimed at (objects that should be kept) does not correspond. Whether the burial of both 

                                                 
210  Bazelmans 1996; 1999; 2000; Theuws/Alkemade 2000; Härke 2000.  
211  These examples are scarce and this observation seems to corroborate the commonly shared opinion that objects 
were generally not subject to inheritance customs (see Chapter 1 and 4). The evidence for this opinion, however, can 
be approached from a different perspe ctive as this chapter will discuss. 
212  Membership of a family group is considered to be of major importance in the early medieval period, and it is 
assumed here that this awareness was an important incent ive to create and transmit objects that represented the 
‘family identity’.   
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ceremonial and family heirlooms in early medieval times was experienced as a definite or negatively 

appreciated rupture with the existing line of tran smission, as it would be interpreted from a modern 

perspective, can be questioned. 213  The proposed addition of family heirlooms to the categorisation of 

objects on the basis of various forms of exchange and transmission in order to illustrate that the 

majority of the Merovingian burial objects experience d a prolonged circulation be fore their deposition is 

explored in this chapter. If a positive conclusion regarding the applicability of family heirlooms for the 

Merovingian period is reached, the incentives for both the continuous transmission and termination of 

this transmission and how this relates to funerary practises, will be discussed. For introduction and 

comparison, the general background of the continuo us circulation and the end of circulation of the 

special objects of ceremonial gift exchange or coll ective heirlooms are examin ed from an archaeological 

and anthropological point of view. 

 

3.1.2 General incentives for continuous and terminated transmission  of ceremonial or 

collective heirlooms: Do they apply to the variety of heirlooms? 

The life histories of objects and the role of such obje cts in society are discussed in both anthropological 

and early medieval archaeology. 214  The discussions that relate to these often scarce and exclusive 

objects in both disciplines can be compared on a general level. The meaning of objects with a prolonged 

circulation is in anthropological literature often incorporated into discussions of alienable and inalienable 

wealth, power, the concept of the social life of objects and gift exchange-based societies. 215  On the basis 

of a selection of anthropological literature, 216  it can be concluded that the special objects that involve 

long-term transmission are generally referred to as collective heirlooms (of various social groups, 

including families) in the sense that they are identified as objectifications of ancestral and supernatural 

links which give the successive owners/caretakers a spec ific position in the constant manifestation of the 

individual or group in relation to others; the ancestral identity is considered a social and political force in 

the present. 217  An important characteristic of these heirlooms is the strong ambition to keep them. 

Detachment from their origins/original owners should be avoided, which is sometimes expressed as the 

need to keep them out of circulation. The ability to keep the objects is regarded as the manifestation of 

“…the power to hold oneself or one’s groups intact”. 218  Objects with a prolonged circulation are in a 

discussion of inheritance practices in families referred to as the objectifications of memories through an 

active process of forgetting and remembering in the process of socio-cultural practices that animate the 

objects and generate and tr ansmit knowledge and value. 219  They have a social value, which “…is not 

related solely to their intrinsic exotic worth, but also to the value that it has obtained over the years in 

relation to specific individuals, to families or to other social groupings”. 220  They are regularly displayed, 

mainly during ritualised events. Very special objects are individually named and their public display 

evokes associations of their accomplish ments or line of successive ‘owners’. 221   

Inalienable property that was transmitted from one generation to another in a specific social 

group is identified as corporate or collective proper ty. Personal objects are considered to be alienable 

possessions, which means that they ar e individually acquired objects that  are not linked to a collective 

                                                 
213  An interesting discussion, related to this point of view , is introduced by van Haperen (2010). She suggests that the 
re-opening of graves within the period of a few generations after burial should not be seen as the retrieval of the 
valuables for economic purposes (grave robbery), but that other social processes provide a better explanation of these 
activities.  
214  The starting point of this discussion is generally referred to as the work of Appadurai (1986: The social life of things: 
Commodities in cultural perspective) and, within this volume, Kopytoff (1986: The cultural biography of things: 
Commoditization as a process). 
215  See Bazelmans (2000) for an overview of influential anthro pological works with regard to  ceremonial gift exchange, 
which also incorporate discussions of the concepts of alienability and inalienability.  
216  From the vast corpus of works on this subject, the st udies chosen are those of Weiner (1985), as she offers a 
general discussion of alienable and inalienable wealth, of L illios (1999), since the described ethnographic examples form 
the basis for archaeological modelling, and Weiss (1997), who provides an ethnographic example of the meaning and 
transformation of object transmission through inheritance in the specific context of family groups. 
217  Weiner 1985, 212. 
218  Weiner 1985, 210. 
219  Weiss 1997, 164. 
220  Woodward 2002, 1040. 
221  Weiner 1985, 217. 
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identity. As a consequence, the ‘collective’ feel s no need to keep them after the owner’s death. 222  Within 

the discussed ethnographic examples of Lillios, a difference between personal property and collective 

property is identified, together with the different biographies of these two categories of objects after 

death of the owner or caretaker. 223  It appears that the two categories of property (collective and 

individual), although they are defi ned differently for each ethnographic example, occur in all, but in a 

relatively differential degree, evolutionary states of social organisation (bands, tribes and chiefdoms). In 

societies where inherited rank does not exist, pers onal property is destroyed at death and rarely 

becomes collective or familial property by inherita nce. In other organisations of society, collective 

property is more present. This means that more incentives exist to transform personal property into 

collective inalienable property. 224   

This general outline of the anthropological discus sion can be compared with the discussion of 

the objects of ceremonial exchange in the early medieval period on which, especially the reciprocal 

exchange between lords and follo wers (the social group of a Gefolgshaft ), is theorised. They are 

generally discussed as exclusive objects, primarily swords and weapons, which served to shape and 

maintain identities and social relations in the aris tocratic sphere. As such, they accumulated a set of 

associations and meanings in the course of their ‘l ife’ through their continuous exchange and use by 

consecutive owners or caretakers. An essential charac teristic of this group of objects is that their 

exchange is related to mutual obligations between the participants, and that the object in question 

cannot be (symbolically) detached from the giver; it even occurs that the objects, after a considerable 

period, return to the giver or the descendants of the giver. 225  The accumulated set of associations of 

these objects refers to their mystif ied origin (production), their original owner(s), their consecutive line 

of caretakers and to certain events in which they part icipated. It is also stated that these objects show 

analogies with the life of a person (birth, life and de ath) and that they have individuality (sometimes 

they are named, as it is known for some swords in the early medieval period 226 ) and power of their own. 

Such objects are generally considered to strengthen the status and power of a very restricted group of 

caretakers, but they were also necessary to constitute a person in successive life-cycle 

transformations. 227   

It is noteworthy that the role of these excl usive objects as structuring elements of early 

medieval life (of men) and society are extensively discussed on a theoretical level. This contrasts other 

early medieval grave goods (of both  men and women), which in fact form the majority of the burial 

evidence. It is for this reason that the role of object transmission in families will be explored in the 

following sections. Are the incentives for this transmission and the role of the objects in the creation of 

family identities comparable to the way ceremonial heirlooms and inalienable wealth functioned such as 

described in the anthropological and archaeological ex amples? First, also for reasons of comparison, the 

termination of the line of transmission for these ex clusive objects will be examined in the context of 

these early medieval and an thropological examples.  

 

The functions of ‘heirlooms’ prescribe that they ar e objects that should be kept. Furnished burials 

confront archaeologists with the intentional ‘des truction’ of objects with a relatively prolonged 

circulation. Examples of the destru ction of ‘heirlooms’ can provide insights into the motivations for doing 

so, and more importantly, into how the burial of objects with a prolon ged circulation can be understood. 

The intentional destruction of such objects must impl y that profound changes in the situation in which 

the ‘heirloom’ had its role occurred. The destruction of such a valuable, however, can be perceived 

differently than its burial with the dead. As Weiner  stressed, “…the burial of certain objects manifest 

                                                 
222  Curasi et al. (2004) theorised on the incentives that transform individual possessions into inalienable family 
possessions.   
223  Lillios 1999. 
224  Lillios 1999, 240-251. 
225  The detailed outline of these discussions can be  found in Bazelmans (1996; 1999; 2000), Härke (2000) and 
Theuws/Alkemade (2000). 
226  Bazelmans 1999, 151-152. 
227  Bazelmans 2000, 353-371; Bazelmans 2002, 73, 78-81. 
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their ultimate inalienability”, although a problem arises: they can no longer be displayed publicly or 

inherited. 228  The removal of heirlooms, either by intentional destruction or burial with the dead, is 

explicitly discussed by Lillios. She presented an evolutionary model for the creation, circulation and 

disposal of heirlooms in relation to the development and maintenance of hereditary rights on status and 

power, on the basis of  ethnographic examples. 229  In summary, Lillios states that the competition 

between systems of ascribed status (status attained by inheritance) and systems of achieved status 

(status attained by certain personal successes) in a society is the incentive for the creation, maintenance 

(transmission) and destruction or deposition of heirlooms. Heirlooms are regarded by Lillios as 

objectifications of memories that express the ancestra l legitimation of the power of a group or individual. 

They are desired in a situation where a system of in herited rank is competing with an institutionalised 

system of achieved rank. With the rise of the succ ess of inherited rank, a new ideology of inherited 

social difference had to be sustained. Hence, the possessions of a person were more likely to be 

inherited and become ‘symbols of ancestry’ than in a situation without inherited rank. If a system of 

inherited rank is firmly established, the need for th e symbols of ancestry and power become less urgent, 

and heirlooms can be removed from circulation by, for example, their deposition in graves. However, if 

the institutionalised system of ascribed status (inher ited status) is threatened by the rising status of 

persons with communally appreciated achievemen ts, heirlooms as symbols of power can become 

important again.  

Regarding the burial of the early medieval cere monial heirlooms (the exclusive objects that 

were exchanged and transmitted as a component of an ‘elite life style’),  it is stated that of all the 

swords/scabbards that were in circulation, only a se lection ended their earthly circulation by deposition 

in a grave. 230  Early medieval swords are known from both  grave depositions an d river depositions, 

although their circulation coul d also have ended otherwise. 231  These relatively few swords were 

consciously taken out of circulation, which ended the accumulation of inherent associations and 

meanings, although they could survive in th e memory of certain groups for some time. 232  Some decades 

ago, Redlich tried to explain the rare occurrence of swords in early medieval graves in Frankish Gaul. 

The explanation was sought in the ownership of swords ; they were owned by lords and given in ‘loan’ to 

their followers. Germanic law, according to Redlich,  refers to the inalienable character of personal 

possession that had to be  buried with the owner after death, which explains why few swords were 

deposited in graves. 233  Härke describes that some weapons ended their circulation by ritual deposition 

whereas others remained in circulation as heirlooms. 234  The deposition of weapons in graves is also 

explained against the background of  the changing power positions of local aristocratic groups in the 

period during which Roman control diminished. 235  Burials of men with swords transformed them into 

protective ancestors, which were required in this socio-political climate. 236  The low number of weapons 

or sword burials suggests that an exchange system in which swords were ritually passed on existed 

during the same period in which they were sporadically buried; an exchange with the ancestral world 

was felt necessary for on ly a few of these men. 237    

 The symbolic construction of ancestors should th erefore not be regarded as an act that implied 

the destruction or loss of objects, but rather as the creation of ‘sacred heirlooms’. With regard to the 

burial of objects as a form of ancestral or sacr ed exchange, some resemblances can be discovered 

between the anthropological literature, which focu ses on the effort genera lly made into keeping 

inalienable possessions for the collective, and the models  of Halsall, Theuws and Williams in the previous 

                                                 
228  Weiner 1985, 219. 
229  Lillios 1999, 255-257, Fig. 1. 
230  Theuws/Alkemade 2000, 464.   
231  In a church treasury, or in the treasures of  kings and aristocrats (T heuws/Alkemade 2000, 402). 
232  Theuws/Alkemade 2000, 426. 
233  Redlich 1948, 179. 
234  Härke 2000, 381-386. 
235  Theuws/Alkemade 2000, 402, 453. 
236  Theuws/Alkemade 2000, 455, 466-467. 
237  Theuws/Alkemade 2000, 461. 
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chapter. The analogies relate to the ancestral connotations, the objectifications of memories and the 

material display of power and status. In anthropologi cal literature, the focus is on the exchange between 

the living, or the temporary extraction from circulation. This is significant for the creation, meaning, 

maintenance and function of ceremonial/collective heirlooms or inalienable possessions. In these 

archaeological models, the act of ri tual object deposition in graves is described as an activity that 

creates a comparable state of being of the objects. This act can probably be compared to the desire to 

extract objects from circulation, such as discusse d amongst anthropologists, in order to prevent 

alienation from their origins/owners /caretakers. Halsall focussed on the local instability of power 

positions and the message of the deposition of lavish grave goods to maintain or alter these positions by 

the burying group. This can be assumed to be a fa mily or otherwise closely connected group for whom 

future power positions were at stake. The objects expr ess status in relation to others. In other words, 

they represent the family identity, but are not ‘kept’ as tangible family property in the world of the 

living. The objectifications of ancestral links are an essential point in Theuws’ work. The objects that 

were buried with the dead became symbols of the ancestral legitimation of power and land ownership; 

the objects served to create an image (protection, claims on land) that matched with the required 

ancestor. This model was applied on a selection of ea rly medieval graves, and di d not have the ambition 

to interpret the general act of object deposition with the dead. It can be stated that these objects are 

the ultimate, inalienable (family) heirlooms; one migh t refer to them as ‘sacred heirlooms’. The models 

of Williams, which emphasise the strength of the process of active remembering, also need to be 

mentioned in this respect. The display of objects in  funerary activities, as he extensively discussed, 

evokes a process of active forgetting and rememberin g in which the funerary ob jects form the material 

component.  

It seems as if the strength of the social processes that are involved with the preservation and 

display of heirlooms in the negotiation of status and power (the main characteristics of inalienable 

wealth in the anthropological exampl es) are, although differently, bound to funerary activities according 

to Halsall, Williams and Theuws. These burials are, in fact, the situations in which ‘heirlooms’ in the 

sense of the anthropological examples are created. They  refer either to the existing or desired power of 

a family, or they create required memories of a collective past, and ther efore current and future 

identities, and they symbolise ancestral links. These objects are the ultimate (sacred) heirlooms. Their 

burial represents the ultimate act of preservation: They are held apart from the world of the living, thus 

from people who can interfere in their obtained status of heirloom and what it represents. The possibility 

of losing the objects is diminished because they are out of circulation, but surviving as a memory. Burial 

is an alternative option for the creation of heirlooms. It is a symbolic empowerment of a family that 

creates a point of reference for futu re family members. However, is th is how the majority of Merovingian 

burials should be understood?  

 

The concept of inalienable property or wealth in an thropological studies and exclusive exchange in early 

medieval studies (ceremonial heirlooms) primarily serv ed to discuss objects with a prolonged circulation 

as objects that distinguished social groups or indivi duals (whom should not be s een as individual owners, 

but more as consecutive caretakers 238 ) from others; the keeping and the display of ‘heirlooms’ are 

consequently often related to group identities and the maintenance of (fragile) hereditary rights on 

power and status. 239  The majority of Merovingian grave goods were in the traditional dead-centred 

models (see Chapter 2) considered to be inalienable personal possessions, which relate to the self-

acquired or alienable personal property in the anth ropological discussions. Hence, where anthropologists 

conceptualise personal possessions as alienable (fro m the ‘collective’), archaeologists conceptualized 

                                                 
238  “Ownership is an alienable construct, entangled with  rights to give and sell” (Curasi et al. 2004, 610). 
239  Lillios 1999.  
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them as inalienable (from the individual). 240  Both concepts, however, imply that the associated objects 

were not transmitted to the next generation. The opposition between exclusive ceremonial heirlooms 

and personal inalienable possession creates a problem for the early medieval period: It masks a 

category of objects in between, namely, the objects that were transmitted for other reasons than solely 

the maintenance or display of power positions. 241   

The general point of departure regarding the circulation of objects is that the successful 

transmission of objects accompanied the transmission of group identities. It is stated that during the 

early medieval period this was of considerable impo rtance for various social groups and networks, not 

only the elite networks. The moments of transmis sion are not extensively discussed, but some 

references to the material componen t of personal life cycle transforma tions point to the intergenerational 

transmission of group (family) possessions, especi ally at these events. The unexplored field of 

investigation for the early medieval period concerns what sorts of collectives other than elite bonds or 

Gefolgschafts  can be identified in which the transmission of the object was considered equally important, 

the variety of incentives for continuous transmissi on, and how moments of transmission relate to a 

variety of personal life cycle transformations. 242     

The category of family heirlooms is introduced in order to investigate other incentives for 

transmission that suit the explanat ion of the circulation of the majori ty of early medieval objects from 

graves. The main function of practises of inheritance within a family is to secure the family identity and 

‘treasure’ by the transmission of family property. 243  It can be assumed that the moments of transmission 

of family heirlooms is organised around events that relate to various stages in the life cycle of family 

members. This is an aspect of prolonged circulation that is not as much discussed for the lower strata of 

early medieval society and which also includes women as both the initiators of object transmission and 

receivers of objects. In her search for examples of it ems that are kept, Weiner refers to objects that are 

permanently kept out of circulation by rulers in order to keep them separate from ordinary people. These 

objects in particular attain a high degree of sacredness. 244  These objects are closely connected to a 

ruling family, and can therefore be identified as family heirlooms. Families from the lower strata of 

society can identify with these rulers and associated  objects. The ruling family has a responsibility 

towards the extended collective for the maintenance and rightful transmission of these special family 

heirlooms such as the regalia of kings and queens. However, even if such an extended responsibility is 

absent, the maintenance and rightful transmission of th e ‘family treasure’, regardless of its contents, can 

be equally crucial for families who belong to other levels of society.  

 

Summarising, three sorts of inalienable possessi ons can be distinguished on the basis of the 

anthropological and archaeological examples: sacred  heirlooms, ceremonial heirlooms, and family 

heirlooms. The ceremonial and family heirlooms are subject to ambitions of transmission, which result in 

prolonged circulation. It is suggested that the transmission of family heirlooms from one generation to 

another is organised around transformations in the personal life cycles of family members. This serves to 

                                                 
240  This discrepancy reflects the difference in the re search data of early medieval archaeologists and 
sociologists/anthropologists: the appearance of the individual dead for early medieval archaeologist and the community 
for sociologists/anthropologists.         
241  Exceptions are the application of anthropological accounts in early medieval archaeology of the exchange of objects 
in the context of life cycle rituals which, together with  the associated objects, serve to compose and decompose 
persons (see Bazelmans 1996; 1999; 2000; 2002).    
242  Nicolay (2005) discussed the material correlates of the li fe-cycle transformations of men who served in the Roman 
army, and made in this context a distinction between phases of military use and social use of military equipment. After 
serving their time, veterans could choose to return their equipment to the army or take it with them. Ritual deposition 
of (parts of) the equipment symbolised the transformation from soldier to civilian. The objects in graves that are 
associated with military service are, according to Nicolay, the personal possessions of the deceased which expressed his 
status as veteran (Nicolay 2005, 179-234). This specific acco unt of life-cycle transformations and associated material 
culture, however, illustrated that the objects became personal memorabilia  which only sporadically became heirlooms. 
The circulation of these military objects, as a consequence, is for the majority limited to one generation. This 
contradicts the account of family heirlooms which, as it will be argued further on in this thesis, are also thought to be 
connected to individual life-cycle transformations.      
243  Various references in early medieval writings can be found that refer to the safeguarding of property and not to 
regulating their deposition with the dead, as Effros observed (Effros 2002a, 49).  
244  Weiner 1985, 211.  
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safeguard family property and identity at all levels of society. 245  The first two categories are extensively 

discussed, also in early medieval archaeology. The category of family  heirlooms received less theoretical 

contemplation in early medieval archaeology. It is  proposed here that a considerable number of the 

objects in Merovingian graves may have been subject to  intergenerational transmis sion in families before 

their deposition.  

The historians of the early medieval period disc ussed family property and the right of succession 

considerably, but they scarcely extended this discus sion to material correlates, especially to those 

studied by archaeologists of the same period. Is it possible, with the help of the anthropological and 

historical discussions, to find a place for this catego ry of objects in the interp retative debate in early 

medieval archaeology? How can the variation of the asso ciated circulation trajectories be observed in the 

burial evidence? However, first:  In which way should the object s with an obvious observable 

prolongation of circulation in the burial record, the pre-Merovingian an tiques and the exotics, be placed 

against this discussion? Are they an addition to the li st of the three sorts of heirlooms or should they be 

placed within one of these?   

 

 

3.2 Complicated circulation, obvious archaeological evidence 

The antiques from pre-Merovingian periods and relatively exclusive ‘exotics’ can be eliminated from 

chronological analysis without many  problems; however, some complications must be considered. The 

discussion of their role in mortuary practises serves  to illuminate that various processes of exchange, 

acquisition and transmission existed, and that the relation between the deceased and material culture 

can take different forms for various types of objects.  

 

3.2.1 Antiques and exotics 

Antiques in early medieval graves are the objects fro m pre-Merovingian periods; are they heirlooms, or 

should their acquisition and deposi tion be perceived as a different cultural process? Antiques were 

probably accidental finds or deli berately recovered from ancient si tes and were, for a diversity of 

reasons, reused as grave goods in the Merovingia n period. The majority are objects of the Roman 

period, although objects from other periods are al so known, such as fragments of the so-called La-Tene  

bracelets that are regularly found in the graves of wo men as the contents of purses. The use of antiques 

in early medieval graves is a well -known and widespread phenomenon. 246  Examples are the regular use 

of Roman beads and altered coins in strings of otherwise early medieval beads. With regard to dress-

related objects, it was observed that they were used according to their original function, such as 

brooches, but they were also altered or carried, as some kind of token or amulet, in purses. Complete 

Roman pottery and glass vessels are relatively fragi le, and their presence as  complete or nearly 

complete specimens in graves could be an indicati on of two possible processes. Objects from Roman 

graves were reused in early medieval burials after th ey had been found by ‘accident’. However, the late 

Roman specimens from the fourth century could have al so been curated for a considerable time and as 

such become objects with a ‘biography’, whether they  functioned as heirlooms in a family unit or in 

another sphere that motivated thei r curation and transmission. A shar p dividing line between material 

culture of the late Roman period and the beginning of  the early medieval period is impossible to draw. 

Therefore, the dating of the objects in relation to the date of the grave in which they were found is 

essential information for their identification as an tiques according to the definition above (see the 

sections on pottery and glass in  Part II of this thesis).  

                                                 
245  The relation between acquiring or receiving objects and various stages in the life cycle was discussed by Bazelmans 
(1999, 172-188), but this life cycle involved becoming a warrior . Various other life cycles and stages in the life cycle 
can be considered, which probably also had a material component.     
246  Mehling 1998, 11. For a discussion of the pre-Merovingian antiques from the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries, see 
the sections on pottery, glass, coins and beads in Part II of this thesis. 
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 Old objects, mainly Roman, and their function and meaning in early medi eval funerary contexts 

have been discussed, but less attention is paid to their role in the lives of their early medieval 

‘owners’. 247  Mehling gives a summary of the interpretations of  antiques in early medieval graves over the 

last decades and concludes that they were generally handled as an isolated category of objects and that 

they are especially interpreted as objects with magica l or amuletic qualities. The main questions posed in 

the works on antiques concern the different interpretati ons of their origin, their discovery or acquisition, 

their associated meanings, their association with ce rtain social groups and the purpose of their final 

deposition as grave goods in the early medieval period. How do these objects relate to the cultural 

categories of grave goods as define d in the previous chapter and the sorts of heirlooms as listed above? 

Considering their acquisition, appr opriation and associated meanings is one way of approaching these 

questions, as is some discussi on on their meaning as reused objects in funerary contexts.  

Antiques could have been found by accident as  stray finds, but also through digging in the 

locations of ancient graves and settlements, of which the finds could have been accidental but also 

deliberately sought. Mehling also considers the acquisition of antiques by inheritance, gift exchange and 

commercial trade, although he regards the accide ntal and intentional finds the most convincing 

options. 248  Eckhart and Williams reject (although not completely) the suggestion that these objects are 

heirlooms. They argue that if they were, objects from the fourth century would frequently appear in 

fifth-century graves and late Roman objects woul d be more commonly recovered than older Roman 

objects. However, for Anglo-Saxon Britain, this is not the case. The re-use of these objects appears in 

graves from the fifth to the seventh centuries. 249  Mehling observed that anti ques were already deposited 

in the fifth century, but that this was a frequent practise in the sixth century that diminished in the 

seventh century. 250  The antiques are mainly from the Roman period. 251  The late Roman antiques, 

according to Mehling, could have been acquired by  inheritance, but archae ological and historical 

evidence is difficult to find and the transmission of antiques remains a questionable practise, except 

perhaps for some objects of extraordinary wealth. 252   

The majority of the antiques, both in the Anglo-Saxon and Merovingian cemeteries, were found 

in the graves of children and adult women. 253  Mehling showed that some of the antiques are gender-

specific, such as beads, keys and fragments of bracelets, which were mainly found in the graves of 

women. Complete glass vessels, however, seem to be restricted to the graves of men. The analysis of 

their association with age groups showed that the majority of the antiques were found in the graves of 

children (0-12 years) and adults (20-40). In the grou p of children and adolescents (13-18/20), most of 

the antiques were found in the graves of women, th ereafter (especially after the age of 35) antiques 

became more prominent in the graves of men. 254  Mehling suggests that the antiques in the graves of 

early adult women may be related to the danger of  dying in childbirth. Antiques may have been 

appreciated as amulets with protecti ve capacities. The meaning of anti ques for both the living and the 

dead, however, needs to be discussed more profoundly.       

An interesting point made by Eckhardt and Williams is that the lack of a biography (‘objects 

without a past’) was an essential ch aracteristic of antiques . Knowledge of their production, exchange and 

former social context is absent. These are consider ed to be important aspects of the early medieval 

heirlooms (see the section above). 255  The only associations are the place and circumstances of their 

discovery. The find context (settlement, hoards, gr aves) is significant for their appreciation, and the 

event of uncovering such finds must have, according to Eckhardt and Williams, entered the collective 

                                                 
247  Mehling 1998; Eckardt/Williams 2003.  
248  Mehling 1998, 72-86. 
249  Eckhardt/Williams 2003, 148, 155-156. 
250  Mehling 1998, 35-37, Abb. 5, note 115. 
251  Mehling 1998, 23-26. 
252  Mehling 1998, 82-84. 
253  Eckhardt/Williams 2003, 160-161; Mehling 1998, 37-51. Mehling mentions some exceptions ( Iversheim  and Basel-
Bernerring ) where more men than women were buried with antiques. 
254  Mehling 1998, 42-43, Tab. 6. 
255  Eckhart/Williams 2003, 159. 
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social history and influenced their use,  meaning and deposition as grave goods. 256  Eckhardt and Williams 

view the uncovering of ancient graves and sites in th e context of socio-political and religious strategies; 

Mehling believes that the finds of antiquities were mainly unintentional. 257  He therefore focuses more on 

the use of antiques, which may, according to him,  vary from functional recycling to aesthetic and 

religious (amulets that protect) use. Although these are all interesting options, the relationship between 

age and gender and the sorts of anti ques, in combination with their specific ‘non-biographical’ character, 

can offer some interesting insights if one acknowledges  that these objects could have also served as the 

personal display of people in life.      

The predominant association of antiques with girls and young adult women ( 20 and older), and 

with older adults and elderly men, as observed in the majority of the cemeteries that Mehling analysed, 

can provide some clues for their use in the lives of th ese people. It can be stated that on the basis of 

this information, the dress-related objects were not experienced as esse ntials for the personal display of 

women in the age group for which the display of th e ‘full equipment of gender-related items’ was 

important. They were not incorporated into the collection of objects that were transmitted at important 

life cycle rituals. This suggests that when the acquisition of family heirlooms or a certain public display 

was less urgent, objects such as antiques were desi red for some kind of individual appropriation for 

which ‘objects without a past’, as Ec khardt and Williams proposed, were desirable. It can, for now, be 

proposed that antiques were not as sociated with the personal life cycl e transformations, and that fewer 

incentives existed for their transmission  after their appropri ation as antiques. 258  Although these remarks 

are speculative, they indicate that it can be inte resting to explore the relationship between certain 

categories of objects and stages in the life cycle of persons more profoundly . This subject requires 

further research, but it is suggested  that careful administration and analysis of the antiques in graves, 

and the search for meaningful correla tions of different sorts of antiques with gender and age groups are 

indispensable. The function of the antiques can, for a considerable number of objects, be extracted from 

their location within the graves. Are, for example, antique brooches used to replace a contemporaneous 

brooch, or is the item carried in a purse therefor e signifying something diffe rent for the person in 

question? The connection between exotic objects and the person buried and/or the burial community 

raises a similar set of questions. 

 

Both antiques from pre-Merovingian periods and obje cts that were regularly found in one region and 

appear in cemeteries in another somewhat distant region, could have  been perceived as exotics. In 

addition, objects made of materials such as amber, amethyst, and garnet can be found in cemeteries at 

a considerable distance from the sources that prov ide these raw materials. For exotics, it can be 

assumed that a form of distribution/exchange was requ ired in order for them to be deposited in graves 

located some distance from their original production  site or natural source. These objects could have 

been circulating within the ‘new’ community for some time before their depositi on in a grave, or they 

could have entered the local communit y during funerary activities, as a gift from a person who attended 

the funeral. They could also have entered the ‘new ’ local community through import, with a travelling 

craftsman, or with a travelling member of the community who returned, or with new settlers. 259  Two 

essential questions need to be asked. The first involves a discussion on the place of origin of the objects 

(see the section on belt parts in the discussion of th e Vrijthof and Pandhof grave finds in Part II). The 

                                                 
256  Eckhardt/Williams 2003, 158-160. 
257  Mehling 1998; Eckhardt/Williams 2003, 144.  
258  Eckhardt and Williams sought the reasons for burial with the dead in the construction and transformation of 
memories and identities of the deceased. According to Mehlin g, the antiques could have been personal belongings of 
the deceased, gifts to the deceased, or objects that were found during the digging of a grave that were then 
spontaneously deposited with the deceased. Also interesting is his remark that antiques, which were damaged or of 
small worth, were used to replace the (more appreciated) ea rly medieval objects so that these could be kept by the 
living. 
259  Isotope analysis provides interesting research possibilities with regard to this subject. The discussion on the 
distribution processes in relation to social relations and formalised acquisition processes is not only relevant for the 
explanation of objects with extended distribution patterns, but also for objects that know a more restricted or local 
distribution pattern. There are various processes of exchange and distribution. Isotope analysis can show if people had 
been mobile in the course of their life and how this correlates with specific objects. 
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second is how the different modes of exchange relate to the meaningful acquisition of objects in life. Two 

opposite and exclusive spheres of exchange are ge nerally discussed: gift exchange and commodity 

exchange, although the existence of such a strict opposition is now regularly criticised. Huggett deals 

with imports in the early Anglo-Saxon economy in which the “…different mechanisms by which goods 

may be exchanged over long distances are examined”. 260  Exotics can be easily identified, and their 

distorting effects in chronological analysis can be minimised. 261  The cultural meaning of both antiques 

and exotics will be further explored in the section on  nuptial gifts, which form s the basis for a model of 

continuity of transmission. Both exotics and antiqu es can have a place in this model, and thus the 

conclusion is that the pre-Merovingian antiques and ex otics are artificial groups; they are regarded as a 

separate group by archaeologists on the basis of their exotic character, but their cultural meanings are 

not necessarily captured in this definition alone. Especially ‘exotics’ were involved in the complex 

processes of distribution, acquisition and transmission. On the other hand, it is suspected that the bulk 

of the early medieval grave goods were also involved  in such processes (discussion below). This stands 

in contrast with the simple relationship between objects and their owners as it is imagined in 

chronological research. In order to illuminate this problem, the next section will deal with the concept of 

‘normal circulation’, which will form an introduction , but also a contrast, to more complex models of 

exchange and transmission.   

 

3.2.2 Normal circulation: Does it exist? 

Normal circulation is a modelled concept, but it is  exactly this concept that forms a sound basis for 

chronological methods such as seriation and the pr oduction of short chronological phases. The model 

applies to types of objects, not individual objects. A normal circulation period of an object type is 

generally represented as the so-calle d bell curve or battleship curve: a gradual increase in production 

and use that declines gradually after the peak is reached; the use of the object type can exist for a 

period after the production has ended (Fig. 8). The existence of such a normal circulation period of 

object-types and the absence of (extreme) deviant rate s of circulation of individual objects is the ideal 

situation for chronological an alysis (see Chapter 1).  
 
 

 

 

Figure 8.  The representation of a normal production , distribution and circulation curve (the 

development of production an d distribution over time). 

 

 

                                                 
260  Huggett 1988, 63. The different mechanisms mentioned ar e barter, gift exchange, marriage, warfare, alliance, 
diplomatic gifts, tribute, redistribution, peripatetic traders, prestige goods exchange, regularised long-distance trade 
and market exchange. 
261  The creation of distribution maps of similar or nearly similar objects, but also of objects with the same source of raw 
material is the most fruitful exercise regarding this subject. The origins of production do not necessarily have to emerge 
from such a map, but a picture of the area of distribution and associated distribution/exchange networks become 
visible. The creation of such distribution maps is already common practise in early medieval archaeology, but the 
interpretation of the emerging patterns requires further elaboration. Although the distribution maps are based on burial 
evidence, the living were the agents who distributed the objects. Analysing various patterns of distribution is a gateway 
into the interactive world of material culture and the living. 
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The archaeological record is always  a relatively distorte d derivative of this normal curve, and the 

intentional deposition of objects in graves in particular distorts this picture (see Chapter 1 in which the 

distorting effects of the complex social processes between production and de position of objects are 

discussed). Some situations cause normal circulation curves of object types to be represented in the 

burial evidence:   

1. ‘Mass-production’ or th e regulated production of objects, es pecially for funerary practises.  

2. The existence of a ‘normal’ primary circulation period of objects for which two options for their 

deposition as grave goods can be considered: 

-The interred objects are extracted from the objects in their ‘normal’ primary circulation during the 

funerary process; these are the so-called occasional objects.  

-The interred objects are self-acquired from the material culture available not long before their 

interment with the deceased. A rapid replacement of objects in the course of life is a general practise 

(see the discussion of Siegmund’s cultural reasoning in Chapter 1). 

The model of ‘normal’ circulation illustrates that the complexity of various exchange networks 

through which the objects were acquired and situations  in which their transmission was aspired is more 

likely to represent cultural reality. The possibility of  production for funerary purposes alone is for now 

dismissed as ge neral practise. 262  An indirect argument was discussed in Chapter 2: Several publications 

incorporate discussions on the importance of adorned bodily display in life, and moreover, more than a 

few historical sources refer to life events in wh ich objects played an important role. Furthermore, 

anthropological studies reveal that exchange or transmission was a constituting element of society. The 

archaeologists who display an interest in the sear ch for refined typo-chron ologies assume that the 

relation between the majority of the material cult ure from graves and persons is relatively ‘simple’: 

(dress-related) objects are acquired, become personal property, and are finally buried with their owners. 

Considering the abundance of grave goods and th eir variety, from very mundane implements to 

sophisticated decorati ve items, and numerous accounts in an thropology and history of the social 

components of material culture, it seems plausible to  assume that the objects from graves played a role 

amongst the living. 263  It can for now be stated that the complex processes of production, distribution, 

acquisition, transmission and deposition are linked with the variety of early medieval material culture. 

Therefore, the notions of production for funerals an d a rapid replacement of the majority of the objects 

in a person’s life are left behind, and the discussion will proceed with the occasions in early medieval life 

around which the exchange and tran smission of goods was organised. 

 

 

3.3 Complex circulation, obscure evidence: Family heirlooms or the exchange of objects 

between families and intergenerational transmission 

The main incentives to suggest the existence of family heirlooms and to discuss them in relation to burial 

practises are first the observed, although not frequent,  presence of old objects or Merovingian antiques 

(not the exclusive weapons, but less sophisticated objects) in younger graves. The opinion of several 

early medieval archaeologists  that hereditary customs were not part  of early medieval life, based on the 

early one-sided interpretation of the burial evidence (furnished burial implies the absence of hereditary 

customs), in relation to examples of contradi cting burial evidence, was the second incentive. 264   

The inalienable character of in dividual possessions of men ( Heergewäte : weapon gear) and 

women ( Gerade : jewellery) has been widely embraced as one of the explanations for furnished burial in 

Merovingian times. 265  These objects, according to a number of archaeologists, can never be transmitted 

                                                 
262  Although a few exceptions are mentioned (Steuer 1982, 82).  
Fragments of biconical pots and other sorts of early medieval pottery are known from excavated settlements. Are the 
shapes and quality of material the same as from the objects uncovered from graves? A thorough comparative analysis 
of the material from different contexts has not yet been performed. 
263  Ware trace analysis provides the empirical evidence to underline this assumption (Steuer 1998, 143-144).  
264  The contradicting burial evidence consists of the observation that the elderly were only sporadically buried with the 
same variety of grave goods as young adults were (see Chapter 2). 
265  Redlich 1948, 77-180; Périn 1980, 195-196; Härke 1990, 22. 
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through hereditary customs. Conseq uently, some of the personal prop erty must have been obtained 

otherwise than by the right of su ccession. This reasoning, however, is based on false evidence and 

simplifies the meaning of material culture in early me dieval life. This interpretative framework is by now 

generally discarded as an expl anation for furnished burial. 266  However, regarding burial objects as 

inalienable personal possessions is still rather persistent amongst archaeologists. Of all the (legal) 

sources from various parts of early medieval Europe, no explicit references to the inalienability of 

Heergewäte  and G erade can be found. 267  These references are known from historical sources of a later 

date, but they appeared useful to understand fu rnished burial with dres s-related items in the 

Merovingian period.  

Additionally, the burial evidence in numerous  examples can be interpreted as proof that 

something such as the transmission of ‘gender-related items’, or at least some of these items, to the 

next generation did occur. It is also suggested th at incomplete sets of, for example, weapons provide 

indirect evidence for the practise of inheritance. 268  Despite these observations, grave goods are still 

regularly considered personal objects of the deceased, especially in chronological studies. This is 

probably because a solid and encomp assing alternative explanation for furnished burial did not replace 

the earlier conviction that was based on the allege d historical references. The general conclusion of 

archaeologists who focus on chronology remains that  a prolonged circulation of objects that are known 

from graves scarcely occurred (see Chapter 1 and 4). Hi storical references, howeve r, to the transmission 

of goods through hereditary customs exist, 269  but these are rarely discusse d in early medieval (burial) 

archaeology or related to burial pr actises. Was the use and appropriation of material culture in early 

medieval times separated in two di fferent spheres of practise? Was a selection of goods subject to 

practises of inheritance, and was another selection (the objects that are abundantly found in the graves 

of this period) separated from these practises? Is this the image of the material component of early 

medieval life that should be maintained? 

 

3.3.1. Mobilia and the organisation of inheritance practises 

With regard to the early medieval burial evidence from the fifth to the eight centuries, it is tempting to 

relate the acquisition and transmission of the majority of dress-related objects and weapons to 

inheritance practises within families. The main reason is that these objects were buried with persons of 

specific age groups that are especially associated  with marriage and reproduction and are relatively 

absent in the graves of the elderly. The act of tran smission, however, is in contrast with the presumed 

inalienability of the personal items that were buried with the dead. 270  Does this correlation between age 

groups and dress-related objects point to the conclusion that grave goods were subject to 

intergenerational transmission, or should it be interpreted otherwise? 271  Is it a solution to consider these 

objects as inalienable from the (family) group for which an individual is the caretaker for a limited period 

and for which especially the moments of transmission to the next generation are crucial? 272  However, 

why then were these objects buried with this specific caretaker? Should the conclusion be maintained 

that most of the moveable property was rarely subject to inheritance in the early medieval period? 

Indirect arguments against the existence of such practises are that if it was a common custom that 

                                                 
266  Jacob/Mirbeau-Gauvin 1980; James 1989, 34-35; E ffros 2002a, 25-32; 2003, 76-79; Terrien 2007, 122-123. 
267  Jacob/Mirbeau-Gauvin 1980, 7-8. 
268  Härke 2000, 384.  
269  La Rocca/Provero 2000, 232-233. 
270  The correlation as demonstrated by Halsall in early mediev al Lorraine (see Chapter 2) is demonstrated for several, 
but not every cemetery. Although other correlations have al so been observed, for the majority of the cemeteries the 
relation between specific grave goods assembla ges and age groups has not been investigated. 
271  In Chapter 2 the option of temporary appropriation (alienable personal possession) of objects was proposed as an 
alternative. This remains very speculative, but it illuminates that the correlations do not, by definition, direct to the 
practises of inheritance. The burial evidence only of fers indirect evidence for such interpretations.  
272  It was already expressed by Effros (2002, 31, 43) that ‘i nalienable’ property in early medieval times should be 
interpreted more as inalienable from the family circle than from the individual. Furthermore, a distinction between 
possession and ownership is useful. An object can be possessed by an individual, but does not necessarily have to be 
owned by him (Curasi et al. 2004, 610).  
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persisted over multiple generations 273  and the main goal of such practises was to keep the objects in the 

situation where they functioned (in the family), th e burial evidence would show less abundance and 

variety through time than it actually does. 274  However, other situations can also be considered. On the 

basis of some accounts of possession (of elite members)  in historical documents, it can be argued that 

women and men had not only one set of ‘gender-relate d items’, but multiple sets. The remainder of the 

sets could have been transmitted as family heirlooms, after the deceased was buried with one of 

them. 275  Does it do justice to the burial objects in Merovingian graves to distinguish them from the 

practises of inheritance? The practi se and function of inheritance in the early medieval period requires 

some exploration, especially regarding mobilia . 

The main evidence for the existence of inheritance practises or family heirlooms is written wills; 

their major function is to safegu ard the possessions  for the future. 276  The Roman custom of writing down 

wills disappeared in the earliest phase of the early me dieval period. This period  is characterised as one 

of “…formation and experimentation related to effo rts to perpetuate status through continuity of 

possession”. 277  The Merovingian period hardly knew wills in their proper sense, and the few that did 

survive dealt mainly with the right of succession of landed property. 278  Some exceptions that were also 

concerned with ‘items of adornment’ are named, but these wills were compiled by members of the upper 

strata of society. 279  However, this does not imply that duri ng this period other people than elite 

members were not concerned with safeguarding  their moveable property for the future. 280   

Next to wills, hereditary customs with regard to moveable property can be inferred from law 

codes. The investigation of the law codes of various Germanic groups ( leges barbarorum ) in which the 

rules of inheritance are written down can shed some light on the context of use and the transmission of 

movables in the fifth, sixth and seventh century. For now, this will be illustrated with the example of one 

important occasion in life: the conne ction of a couple, and therefore tw o families, through marriage. This 

relationship is formalised, amongst other things, with the exchange of various goods of which the 

property rights and rights of su ccession are written down in the leges . Whether these practices of 

inheritance in families involved, ne xt to landed property and money, mobilia  such as have been 

discovered from graves, seems to be a logical assumpti on, although explicit references to the character 

of the transmitted goods are scarce. This assumption will be explored in the following section. The 

presumed personal and inalienable character of the grave sets that were especially formed by dress-

related objects shall be tested in this discussion. 

 

3.3.2 The regulated exchange and transmission of goods in the context of marriage 

Several historians of the Early Middle Ages specific ally focused on the rules and customs that surround 

marriage, and also incorporated anthropological perspectives on this meaningful union, which resulted in 

a discussion of especially the transactions and agreements between the two families from the bride and 

groom. 281  The available law codes of the early middle ag es, which are carefully analysed and compared 

regarding the structure of families , rules that surround betrothal, le gal marriage and legal inheritance 

are those of the Lombards (seventh-eighth centuries), the Burgundians (fifth-sixth centuries), the Salian 

                                                 
273  It can also be suggested that the transmission of objects was a strategy in the Merovingian period that only worked 
for a relatively short period of time, thus persisted only over a limited number of generations.  
274  The shift from burials with grave goods, which resulted in “…immaterial memory…” (the memory of, amongst other 
things, the grave goods, because no external sign of the dead was left) to “…leaving a permanent testimony of the 
dead with the aid of the written word” from the eighth century onwards changed the use of the items that were 
formerly placed in the grave. “They became precious gi fts to the church or to family members, underlying the 
continuity of status and function of the family itself” (La Rocca/Provero 2000, 232).   
275  La Rocca/Provero 2000, 249-259; Härke 2000, 384-386. 
276  Although wills are also regarded as strategic devices and not always as “…death-bed dispositions of property” 
(Nelson 1995, 94-95). 
277  La Rocca/Provero 2000, 229.  
278  Nonn 1972. This article offers an overview of the writte n wills from the Merovingian period. It appears that the 
majority of them are concerned with the right of succession of landed property.  
279  Effros 2002a, 25-28. 
280  La Rocca/Provero 2000, 228. 
281  Drew 1988; Hen 1995; Le Jan 1995; Reynolds 2001.  
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Franks (fifth-sixth centuries) and the Visigoths (sixth-seventh-eighth centuries). 282  These people lived or 

settled within the borders of the Roman Empire duri ng the period in which Roman control ceased and 

was gradually replaced with another form of social  organisation. Contact with the people who were 

familiar with literacy and legal practises was one of the main incentives to write down the laws that had 

already been prac tised for a considerable time. However, up to then, they were only memorised by a 

specific group of persons who spok e justice when necessary (called rachimburgi  amongst the Franks). 283  

As it will appear, agreements between families in  the case of an upcoming marriage and inheritance 

rules were mainly concerned with the protection of occupied lands as family property. 284  That the 

protection of other sorts of property  was also believed necessary can, however, be assumed. It can also 

be claimed that in situations where families owned limited landed property, the expressions of status 

and identity and the practises of inheritance found  a place in the possession and transmission of 

movables. 285  

The discrepancies between the aforementioned la w codes with respect to this subject are not 

the matter of debate here; they concern only details. 286  The focus lies on all the lines of gift exchange 

and transmission that can occur, the goods involved , matters of rights on property and the rules or 

customs of inheritance. The core questions are whether mobilia  were exchanged as nuptial goods, how 

these were initially acquired, whether they were appr eciated as personal or family property, whether the 

rules of inheritance apply to these mobilia  (which would extend their circulation period), and whether 

these customs would prevent them fro m being buried with the dead. Conv ersely, could the conclusion be 

that inheritance rules did apply to land and not to the majority of the  mobilia , which explains why so 

many of them were deposited with the dead? Was the material component of social life as uncomplicated 

as some archaeologists suggest; someone receives his/her material equipment, keeps it as inalienable 

personal possession throughout  his or her life and is co nsequently buri ed with it? 

 

It can be stated that marriages are essential for fam ilies because these unions assure their continuation, 

and it is the general basic requiremen t for the reproduction of society. It also implies the continuation of 

life (children), and therefore marriage is a requiremen t to safeguard the transmission of both material 

(all sorts of goods and land) and immaterial (prestige, knowledge, reputation, status, etc.) capital. This 

contract between a man and a woman and between their families is generally surrounded with a 

ceremony that includes the exchange of goods. This exchange implies that the gifts had to be acquired 

or were already in possession of th e gift givers, that the gifts were kept after giving, and that at a 

certain point a choice had to be ma de regarding their transmission. This was a crucial moment at which 

their circulation would either continue or end (Fig. 9). What were the decisive occasions when the 

proposed circle of acquisition, giving, keeping and transmission was either continued or disrupted? Who 

were the participants who made these decisions? 287   

First, which persons were involved in the exchan ge of goods that accompanied a marriage? Four 

parties can be identified in the law codes: the groo m-to-be, the bride-to-be, the father (representative 

of the family) of the bride, and th e father (or family) of the groom. At the moment of betrothal, the 

groom-to-be makes a gift to the father of the bride-to-be, the so-called dos, wittimon, pretium or  

meta/metfio (bride price). This gift formed a contract that secured the individual’s commitment to the 

wedding. In some instances, it also served to compen sate the family of the brid e for their investment in 

                                                 
282  Drew 1988. Drew translated these law co des and analysed them with regard to  these specific subjects. Other codes 
from this period are those of the Alamanni, Ripuarian Franks, Bavarians and Anglo-Saxons. 
283  Drew 1988, I, 33-34; Drew 1991, 20-21, 33. For a more de tailed discussion of the transformation from Germanic 
law customs into written versions, see Reynolds 2001, 66-70.  
284  Extensive lands were not available to every family. The division of land amongst heirs of small landowners would 
have disastrous economic consequences, and it can be assumed that other solutions were practised when situations of 
inheritance occurred. See also Steuer 1982, 103.    
285  Steuer 1982, 103; Nelson 1995, 86. 
286  See Reynolds (2001) for a detailed discussion of the co mparisons of various law codes regarding betrothal and 
marriage, and Hen (1995) for an account of the Merovingian ma rriage as an example of one of the personal life cycle 
transformations in this period.  
287  The following account is composed on the basis of Drew’s  analysis of the aforementioned law codes (Drew, 1988, IV-
VIII).  
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her and for the loss of the father’s mundium  (the exercise of legal representation)  over the bride-to-be 

(and consequently the loss of the control over her fu ture children and property). The father of the bride 

obligated himself, with the acceptance of these gifts, to give the girl away for marriage on the agreed 

date. If the marriage did not take place within two ye ars after the betrothal, th e groom-to-be had to pay 

compensation and the dos was kept by the father (family) of the bride. The father gave the dos , or part 

of the dos  together with his own gift, also referred to as faderfio, nuptiale pretium, or donation 

nuptualis , to his daughter when the wedding took place. The actual type of gift is unclear; it could have 

consisted of family possessions to which the bride was entitled as a legitimate heir, or a compensation 

for her loss of the right of inheritance,  but it could also have been a gift to the couple in order to secure 

their economic independency. The Visigothic bride, as an exception, received no gift from the father. 

This was compensated by the fact that she would alwa ys be a lawful heir of her parents/family, even 

after her marriage. In the analysis of  the Burgundian marriage, it is mentioned that the gift of the father 

was ‘real or personal property’, and th at the bride price was paid in money. 288   

Next to these exchanges, there is also the gift  presented from the groom to the bride after the 

wedding night, the so-called morgengabe  or morgengaba.  In Burgundian law, it is mentioned that the 

groom decided on the magnitude of this gift and that it, together with the gift of the father, formed the 

‘ornaments’ of the woman. This became her sepa rate property which she could dispose of freely. 289  The 

wedding ceremony is in fact the transfer of the mundium  from the father to the husband (and his family) 

of his daughter. Most of the laws mention that th e possessions of a woman were administered by her 

husband, but for the three sorts of possessions, the dos , the faderfio  and the morgengabe , different 

rules apply. These came into scope when the marriage bond came to an end by either an untimely death 

of one of the spouses or by divorce. Who is the ri ghtful owner of the goods, or who are the rightful 

heirs? 

Inheritance rules in the Merovingian period appear  to owe their existence mainly to the desire 

to regulate the inheritance of landed property; they  mainly prescribe the line of legitimate heirs. 

References are infrequently made to the independen t property of women, which in Lombard law, is 

explicitly mentioned to be the metfio , faderfio  and morgengabe . However, whether this concerns objects 

as they are encountered in the graves of this period, and whether inheritance rules apply to these 

movables, is unclear. 290  Only in Burgundian law is explicit reference made to ornaments and clothes as 

the private possessions of a married woman. These we re passed on to daughters after her death when 

no will was made to decide otherwise, or to the sons when female heirs were absent. 291  In Frankish law, 

it was recorded that the gifts from the husband and the father of the bride remained her property. The 

husband had no right to use these gifts for his own benefit, and they were pa ssed on to her children 

after her death. However, the gifts are referred to as gifts of money. 292  The other rules of inheritance in 

Frankish law explicitly refer to the transmission of family land. 293  Only the Visigothic wife administered 

her own property. Furthermore, in Lombard law, the girl/woman was not allowed to alienate her 

movables without the approval of the one who held her mundium .294  Hence, differenc es, although not 

profound, with regard to the property rights of wome n and the line of legitimate heirs, can be found in 

the discussed laws. It can be stated that inheritance was a component of life in Merovingian times. The 

specific content of the property and how specific goods relate to the dos , faderfio  and morgengabe  

remains substantially obscure. Can it be assumed that the movables, such as the dress-related objects 

from graves, formed part of th e property to which the righ t of succession applied?  

In Drew’s analysis of the law codes regarding inheritance practices, it becomes clear that no 

explicit references are made to specific objects. O ccasionally furniture such as the bed are mentioned, 

                                                 
288  Drew 1988, V, 8. 
289  Drew 1988, V, 9. 
290  Drew 1988, IV, 61, 64. 
291  Drew 1988, V, 11. 
292  Drew 1988, VI, 5. 
293  Drew 1988, VI, 6. 
294  Drew 1988, IV, 17. 
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but for the majority, explicit refere nces concern money, slaves, cattle and land. Implicit references that 

could point to mobilia  are references such as ‘the ornaments of a woman’ and ‘personal/separate 

property’, from which it might be concluded that various objects, other th an the ones explicitly 

mentioned, were involved. Santinelli, however, is of help here. She listed two sources in which the 

matrimonial exchange of jewellery from husband to wife was explicitly mentioned. These concern the 

dos ex marito  in the libelli dotis . The objects mentioned are bracelets, gold earrings, finger rings, 

jewellery, dresses/garments, gold and silver jewellery, and not further specified, gold and silver. 295   

Although this is not hard evidence that the same sort of objects formed part of the matrimonial 

gifts in the remainder of Merovingian Gaul, it is reasonable to assume that at least a selection of the 

objects that are found in graves throughout Meroving ian Gaul could have been involved in matrimonial 

exchange. The gift of such objects disappears, at least in the sources mentioned, in the ninth century. 296  

After that, the majority of the gifts in the libelli doti  consist of land, which is more effective in the 

provision of an economic existence and economic security for the future. It seems that in the ninth 

century the morgengabe  was replaced by the dos (the marriage gift from the husband to wife), which 

had to consist of both movables and land. 297  Perhaps it is expressed that the majority of the gifts, 

especially for the aristocrats, consisted increasingly of land than movables after the Merovingian period. 

Of importance here, however, is that the portables that were explicitly (in these sources) exchanged as 

components of matrimonial customs are the same sort of objects that were also deposited in graves in 

the Merovingian period. By the time such gifts disappea red, furnished burial, as it had been practised in 

the Merovingian period, also disappeared. Does this observation point to an interpretation of burial with 

personal possession? Again, it must be stated that the concept of personal possession should probably 

be perceived differently than as passive ownership. Although a connection between individuals and 

objects existed, people were probably aware of the fact that certain objects had the possibility to 

transcend their own lifetime. This may have been an incentive to search for ways of regulated or 

appropriate transmission to safeguard the objects fo r the future. In order to  shed light on whether 

objects that are for archaeologists predominantly know as grave goods could have been subject to 

various forms of exchange and that the continuity of transmission can possibly be imagined for the 

Merovingian period, the next sections will deal with the acquisition and transmission of nuptial gifts as an 

example.  

 

3.3.3 Marriage gifts as examples of continuous object transmission 

The question not yet addressed is how the goods that were given as dos , faderfio  or morgengabe  were 

initially acquired by the givers. Were they bought, were they already family heirlooms, or did something 

else occur? The abundance of objects in graves, from various parts of the Merovingian world, makes it 

plausible to suspect that vibrant networks of distribution/exchange, over both short and long distances, 

were operating. It can be imagined that grooms-to-b e or their families were forced to actively seek 

access to these networks for the prov ision of brides and their families with gifts (Fig. 9). The custom of 

materialising the nuptial agreements was probably one of many forces behind the continuing and 

widespread existence of dist ribution/exchange networks of a variety of objects. 

The ownership of the matrimonial goods that were  gifted to women changed not only upon their 

death, but also during their life. Given that no explicit references are made to mobilia  and what happens 

with them in the course of the receiver’s life  (in the following examples, women are the receivers), a list 

of options, composed on the basis of the inheritance rules analysed by Drew in a selection of the law 

codes, is proposed. After the premature death of he r husband, a woman could be obligated to return a 

selection of the gifts to the family of her late husband in order to pay off the mundium  that was 

                                                 
295  Santinelli 2002, 260-261, Tableau 1. The texts in which these objects are mentioned are the Formulaire d’Angers  
(end of the sixth and seventh century) and the Formulaire de Tours  (middle of the eighth century).    
296  Santinelli 2002, 260-261, Tableau  1; Nelson 85-86, see note 13. 
297  Nelson 1995, 85-86, note 13. She makes the remark that in the Carolingian period the difference between 
morgengabe  (for the heirs of the bride) and dos (for the heirs of the groom) was still made by the Salians and the 
Ottonians.  
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transferred to them (Fig. 9. The gifts return to their origins). Part of the goods, which for the majority of 

the law codes were considered to be her private or  separate property, stayed with her. It can be 

assumed that this property, at least for some part, consisted of (valuable) objects such as Santinelli 

observed on the basis of the libelli dotis . Given that goods were given to the bride to secure her 

economic position after the death of her husband, it can be suggested that the decision to return the 

objects to the network of exchange/distr ibution (possibly in exchange for money?  298 ), was an option. 299  

If this was common practise, a continuous circulatio n of objects existed. These options apply to the 

situation in which the woman survived her husband. Af ter her death, however, it  had to be decided what 

happened to her ‘property’. Therefore, the third line of transmission is the one through inheritance. In 

the law codes analysed by Drew, inhe ritance rules apply to the nuptial gifts made to the bride, although 

it remains obscure whether they also app lied to other goods than acquired land. 300  The rightful heirs 

could be the parents, children, or other relatives up to the seventh degree.  

These three options for transmission result in a continuity of exchange and transmission. 

However, the objects known from the graves of wo men cannot be overlooked. Were these the objects 

that were once acquired as marriage gifts or in thei r life as married women? Or do these objects stand 

apart from the objects that were subject to the practises of exchange and inheritance? At least a 

selection of the marriage gifts or goods that were received at other occasions in life most likely became 

deposited in graves. The final questions are why this alternative was chosen, why they were turned into 

grave goods and not transmitted, and whether they had already been transmit ted for a considerable 

time. Some solutions will follow below. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Figure 9.  The continuous circle of the transmission  of objects and options for their removal. 

                                                 
298  This is extremely speculative, although it can be considered as an option and does not have to be an anonymous act 
such as it would be in modern commodity exchange. 
299  Ethnographic examples are available for this specific pr actise. A present-day example is the abundance of silver 
ornaments of women in Oman. The ornaments are received as  bride price from the husband’s family. They become the 
bride’s personal property, which she is allowed to sell in ti mes of need. Therefore, these objects are not supposed to be 
extracted from the family heirlooms of the groom’s family ; they were commissioned by a silversmith (Mols 2009, 135). 
Such objects can be identified as ‘alienable personal possessions’ (see Chapter 2).  
300  It can be assumed that the right of succession of landed property applied only to the more fortunate, and that the 
transmission of property in the lower echelons of society only concerned the mobilia .  
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First, one of the main conclusions of this discussion, in which marriage served as an example of a 

moment in which goods were exchanged and transmit ted, is that material culture is an important 

component of social life, also in early medieval life. The inalienability of individual property is a rather 

elementary concept on the basis of which the role of objects such as dress-related items in early 

medieval life can be perceived. Co nsequently, it is not a sufficient explanation for the burial of these 

objects with the dead. The concept of a family group was more important than the concept of 

individuality in early medieval life. 301  It is therefore stated that the individual acquisition and ownership 

of possessions was of minor import ance compared to the responsibili ty for family property. Specific 

moments in the personal life cycle, not only marriag e, served as occasions to transmit parts of the 

family treasure to the next generation. Although historical sources were dismissed as proof of the 

individual ownership of objects, it is still a very persistent way of considering grave goods. It can be 

concluded that various moments of exchange and transmission can be conc eived, and that these 

trajectories question the static picture of newly produced material equipment, which remained in the 

possession of their receivers for an  ‘eternity’. Given that the inheritance rules in law codes do not 

explicitly differentiate between the goods (land, catt le, slaves, contents of the house and movables) and 

do not clarify whether the dos , faderfio  or morgengabe  consisted of movables, the proposed continuity of 

transmission is based on indirect evidence. It can be stated that the inheritance rules were mainly 

geared to regulate land ownership, especially for the families who owned considerable acreage, and not 

to the transmission of mobilia . Some reasons can probably be conceived as to why the legal ownership 

of movables and the right of succes sion had no explicit place in the law codes. The question of why 

numerous objects furnished the burials in the Merovi ngian world remains a diffi cult one to answer. On 

the basis of the proposed continuity of intergenerational transmission in family groups, the most obvious 

conclusion for the object deposition with the dead is that no legal heirs were available. However, if legal 

heirs were to be found up to the seventh degree of relatives, as it was writte n down in the law codes, 

this seems rather unlikely. Could other incentives have existed for the transmission of movables than 

solely their transference to the next generati on in order to keep them as family wealth? 

 

3.4 Cultural transmission as the incentive for the continuity of object transmission and 

possible reasons for terminating this continuity 

Land was obviously an economic resource (although la nd ownership also symbolises wealth and status), 

for which there were strong motivations to transmit this property to the next generation as family 

wealth, and probably also some of  the movables. Regulated inheritanc e safeguarded economic resources 

for the family. However, should all the mobilia be interpreted as such? Movables may have been 

appreciated as economic resources or symbolised economic wealth. The burial of movables that 

represented economic resources is difficult to underst and. It can be suggested that copiously furnished 

burial was the display of an ‘abundance’ of wealth: if the survivors kept the valuables, it could raise 

suspicions about the need to keep them, which could be interpreted as a sign of economic weakness. 

This is probably one of the elements that resulted in the richly furnished burials of aristocrats, although 

the burial of these objects can also  be a ‘theatrical performance’; the economic need for the objects is 

concealed by performing a proper, or  perhaps extraordinary, burial. Af ter some time, the objects could 

be retrieved again from the grave (Figure 9). 302  However, these explanations are very speculative and 

also present a very economic perspective on the material component of life and the burial of these 

objects. Can the act of burial with objects also be a clue to consider movables as something other than 

economic provisions?  

Next to symbols of economic prosperity, they ca n also be the symbols of something else, which 

will be illustrated here with the help of the, already for many purposes applied, concept of ‘objectified 

                                                 
301  Jacob/Mirbeau-Gauvin 1980, 8; Le Jan 1995. 
302  See the work of Van Haperen (2010) in which the many dime nsions of the re-opening of graves (formerly referred to 
as grave robbery), other than the traditional economic dimension, in the Merovingian period itself are discussed.   
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cultural capital’ 303  of a family, combined with the related concept of ‘cultural transmission’. 304  Every 

detail of the concept of ‘cultural capital’, as it was developed in sociology to analyse modern, Western 

society, cannot be applied to ancient societies. Nonetheless, its specific interpretation and alteration in 

combination with the backgrounds of cultural transm ission offer an alternat ive perspective on some 

aspects of the acquisition, approp riation, use and transmission of objects in the Merovingian period. 

Essential in both concepts are social distinction (reinforced by objects) and the ambition to transfer 

knowledge, accomplishments, prestige, etc. (family culture or identity) to the next generation at certain 

effective moments: it is proposed here that the li fe cycle transitions of family members are suitable 

events for cultur al transmission. 

Since objects that symbolise the cultural capital of a family served to communicate identity, 

status and prestige, their alienation from the family would be prevented and moments of rightful 

transmission were crucial. The vari ety of portables from Merovingian gr aves were suitable to form the 

objectified cultural capital of a family; they could be displayed, they could be vehicles of various 

meanings, they expressed a family identity, they were  part of a material ‘tradition’ that was understood 

by other families, and they therefore served to visu alise and negotiate family identities (which also 

includes economic, social and political status/power).  The safeguarding of the cultural capital (family 

heirlooms) was more subject to private family moti vations and success. Consequently, the law did not 

encompass regulations with regard to the transmission of these mobilia . Their maintenance and 

transmission as symbols of the cultural capital of a family was a private, although very important and at 

specific moments publicly displayed, family matter. The transmission of such objects, however, poses 

problems. It is acknowledged that especially “…th e moment of intergenerational transmission, when a 

group passes an object forward, is dangerous”. 305  It is proposed that the transmission of such objects 

was motivated by the desire to maintain, display, and transmit the family identity, and it expresses the 

desire to keep the group intact in the future. The question remains as to what were the moments of 

transmission in the early medieval period. Marriage was discussed as an important moment in the life 

cycle of individuals, and it was accompanied by the exchange and transmission of specific goods. Other 

moments in the life cycle development of family memb ers were most likely also appropriate event during 

which movables were transmitte d to the next generation.   

 

A new line of research regarding ma terial culture from graves could comprise the study of the range of 

objects that structured family identities and the lives of their members. Important aspects are the 

intergenerational transmissions of a variety of objects that relate to women and those that relate to 

                                                 
303  Cultural capital is a concept developed by Pierre Bourdi eu (1977), which served to explain how class society (in the 
modern Western world) is maintained, and especially how the highest classes strive for continuous social and cultural 
exclusion. Cultural capital consists of three interrelated categories: embodied cultural capital, institutionalised cultural 
capital and objectified cultural capital. Specific tangible objects objectify the cultural capital of a social group. The 
concept of cultural capital cannot be applied in every detail on an ancient society such as the Merovingian, but it does 
illuminate that social groups have a group identity (cultural capital) for which the ambition exists to maintain it, and 
thus to transmit it to the group members of the next generation. This intergenerational transmission of cultural capital 
is accompanied by suitable objects that represent the group identity. The ambition for intergenerational transmission is 
referred to here as ‘cultural transmission’. The moments of transmission involve not only the transmission of objects, 
but also the complete corpus of cultural capital (knowledge, behaviours, etc.). The next generation has to ‘understand’ 
the relation between the group identity and the associated objects, which makes the moments of transmission 
dangerous. It is expressed that “The cultural capital objectified in material objects….is transmissible in its materiality” 
and, “…but what is transmissible is legal ownership and not (or not necessarily) what constitutes the precondition for 
specific appropriation, namely, the possession of the means of ‘consuming’…” the specific objects (Bourdieu 1986, 50).   
The key questions for the early medieval period regarding cultural capital and transmission are: Which social groups 
were important, how was their group identity expressed, how was this materialised with specific objects, and around 
which events was cultural transmission organised? The remainder of this chapter deals with the social group of families 
and especially with the transmission of the objectified cultural capital of a family:  the family heirlooms.     
304  The concept of cultural transmission has been used especially in scholarly research of evolutionary behavioural 
change (a good example is the sub-discipline of evolutionary anthropology). In this thesis, the concept is used to 
explore the intergenerational transmission in family groups over a relatively short period. The focus is on the desire of a 
family group to keep its identity intact for which intergenerational cultural transmission can be identified as a suitable 
mechanism. This can be exemplified with citations of Mesoudi (2008), who discussed cultural transmission as a 
mechanism to explain archaeological data. Cultural transmission according to him is: “ the process by which information 
is passed by means of social learning from individual to individual”, and, to illuminate the role of objects in this process, 
“Culturally transmitted information may be stored […] in artifacts” (Mesoudi 2008, 91).   
305  Curasi et al. 2004, 610. 
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men, as well as the variety of moments of acquis ition and transmission th at are related to other 

moments in the life cycle than marriage, which, as  discussed above, had a considerable ‘economic’ 

component. 306  This discussion of the material component of cultural intergenerational transmission 

(family heirlooms) captures the range of objects of both men and women, which do not necessarily have 

to be the exclusive objects that we re discussed in relation to the so-called ceremonial heirlooms.  

A string of beads, for example, predominantly associated with women, can be a composite of 

antiques from the Roman period, a range of glass bead s of different colours and shapes, beads made of 

natural materials such as amber, amethyst and rock crystal from remote areas (exotics), and they can 

also include various pendants of precious metal atta ched to them. In addition, early medieval ‘antique 

beads’ (objects with a prolonged circ ulation) occur in strings of beads. Beads can be part of a string, but 

they can also be sewn onto a cloth or kept as an as semblage in a purse or box. An assemblage of beads 

has a composite character; effort can be put into the accumulation of the ensemble, but an ensemble 

can also be redivided into indivi dual beads/pendants. Consequently, they can represent the (components 

of) people who transmitted or exchanged them. 307  For some archaeological examples, it is argued that 

individual beads from graves are evidence of them bein g ‘objects with biographies’ attached to the string 

to which they previously belonged. 308  Especially the beads of a natura l substance can be compared to 

their experienced mythical origin, which was often ascr ibed to swords in the early medieval period (see 

the discussion on ceremonial he irlooms) because they are from a distant and probably unknown 

provenance. The integrated relics from the Roman peri od, both beads and coins, can also have these 

characteristics. All these characteri stics are suitable for them to form  the cultural capital of a family. 

They can be easily displayed at appropriate moments,  parts of them can be tr ansmitted at appropriate 

moments, and others can be kept. 309  A string of beads, based on the burial evidence, is predominantly 

associated with the burials of women, and are most regular for the finds in the graves of children. All 

these arguments make it a plausible category of objects that suit the intergenerational transmission of 

gender-related items in a family related to various mo ments in the life cycle, not only to marriage, for 

which each subsequent caretaker is responsible. 310  It is proposed that the majority of Merovingian grave 

goods knew continuity in transmission for which the incentive was to pass on the symbols of a family 

identity.  

Objects with a prolonged circulation that have  accumulated meanings and symbolism and are 

associated with early medieval women have rarely been investigated. The same can be said about the 

more mundane objects that are ‘masculine’. In the legal codes, references to these objects can rarely be 

found. These objects could have been symbols of a family identity for which the transmission is 

important for the preservation of this identity and of which the acquisition and transmission is organised 

around various moments in the life cycle. The tr ansmission and acquisitio n at these moments is 

discussed in early medieval archaeology for members of the aristocracy, espe cially the young men who 

became warriors. 311  The exchange of goods in relation to life cycle rituals is in this sphere discussed as 

acquisition moments that composed the receiving person, and perhaps decomposed the giver. This could 

at the same time symbolise the appropriate cultural transmission of family treasure and identity. It is 

clear that such customs are not explicitly mentioned in law codes. The question remains as to why these 

movables, which formed  the cultural capital of families, were  buried with the dead. Two options are 

proposed here, but both require further investigatio n. The first deals with the absence of appropriate 

heirs, and the second with the decline of effective symbolism.  

                                                 
306  It is mentioned that woman were important actors regarding the transmission of movables to the next generation 
within the family (See for example Herlihy 1995, 84-49 who investigates the role of women in the context of families 
and therefore considers “… the role of women in passing property down the generations, through inheritance customs 
and marriage settlements”). 
307  Graeber 1996, 4-5; Straight 2002, 11-13; Fowler 2004, 40. 
308  Woodward 2002, 1043-1047. 
309  It can be interesting to investigate whether not a string as ensemble, but specific types of beads show a correlation 
with certain age groups. 
310  See, for example, the various moments in the life of a woman in present-day Oman: From birth on, she receives 
jewellery at various ages (Mols 2007, 140-142)  
311  Bazelmans 2002, 78-81. 
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Successful cultural transmission is endangered when appropriate caretakers are no t yet available. This is 

especially the case when the untimely death of an important temporary caretaker of family capital 

occurred. The child of a woman in her twenties, for example, may be too young to be an appropriate 

heir, or a child (such as the burials of children with  string of beads might express) may have been too 

young for the appropriate transmission of the beads th at were appropriate acquis itions for her age. The 

burial of these objects may prevent the alienation of the cultural capital from a family at a moment when 

the successful transmission was in actual danger. The absence of responsible caretakers could explain 

why young women and men were buried with the wide  variety of objects found in graves. The actual 

transmission of the objects to legitimate heirs was probably not at stake, but the accompanying 

aggregate of knowledge that they symbolise was beca use suitable moments to transmit their movables 

had not yet occurred. In this case, the eventual re-opening of the graves could point to the postponed 

transmission of the cultural capital. 312  Empty graves of persons in this  age group could consequently be 

an indication of successful transmission. Howe ver, another option can also be considered.  

It can be imagined that symbolism lost its effects as rapidly as the changes that occurred in the 

local socio-political environment. The appropriate heirs required different symbols to distinguish 

themselves from others, but transforming the objects into economic resources could still be loaded with 

negative associations. Therefore, their burial with the current caretakers was chosen as the best option, 

rather than their transmission to the next generation. The objects that lost their effective symbolism 

were kept until death. However, this remains rather speculative, and the reasons why people were 

buried with objects remain open for discussion, since this is probably the most challenging question for 

early medieval archaeologists. Regarding the funerary  objects not only as grave goods with a ritual 

meaning but also as components of social life prior to deposition offers the opportunity to investigate a 

variety of aspects of social life. 

 

This means that the concepts of inheritance and pers onal property are usable in the context of object 

transmission and burial. However, they are not merely terms, but rather concepts with multiple layers 

that require further exploration of what they rea lly meant during the Merovingian period. Personal 

property was more closely associated with temporary ownership. The acquisition of this ‘property’ was 

related to the life cycle developments of family memb ers. It was also accompanied by a responsibility for 

the future preservation of a family identity, and th erefore with the responsibility for the successive 

transmission at the right moment again. Inheritance was not only a custom used to protect economic 

capital; something else was at stake, exemplified he re by the concept of cultural capital and cultural 

transmission within families.  

If cultural transmission was organised around life cycle transformations, which implied active 

transmission or receiving, it could mean that the line of transmission was terminated with an untimely 

death. Therefore, the line of transmission of certai n sorts of movables may not persist over an equally 

long period of time as the very exclusive ceremonial heirlooms 313  or economic resources such as land. 

Very old objects rarely appear in the Merovingian buri al evidence, but the continuity of transmission, as 

described above, could have comprised less time: perhaps two to four generations (approximately one 

hundred years). In the Merovingian period, a period of  approximately three hundred years, lively circles 

of acquisition and transmission may have existed. This presents a picture that differs from the static 

representation of inalienable personal property, which is still in common use amongst the archaeologists 

who are engaged with chronology. It is not suggested here that a final image of the role of material 

culture in Merovingian society is constructed, or that the final solution for furnis hed burial is offered. The 

discussion merely serves to illustra te that the relation amongst indivi duals, social groups and material 

culture was a complicated matter in Merovingian ti mes, not only for the aristocratic members of a 

                                                 
312  Härke 2000, 390. 
313  Despite the fact that it was observed for these heirlooms that, although appreciated as objects with a life history, 
their origins could not be traced back more  than two generations (Bazelmans 2000, 371).  
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Gefolgschaft , for example. It illustrates that this subject offers interesting research possibilities when the 

wide range of objects that are known from funerary co ntexts are used to discuss social life outside this 

context. Focussing on transmission as a crucial act in  the reproduction of families and therefore society 

implies that moments of transmission were import ant and thus also dangerous. Furthermore, it 

illustrates that the continuity of circulation was subject to a variety of situations, and that the circulation 

of various objects could have been prolon ged for more than one generation.    

 
 

3.5 Conclusion: Cultural categories of objects on the basis of exchange and transmission and 

the consequences for chronology 

Two spheres of exchange that resulted in prolonged circulation in the early medieval period were first 

identified in this chapter: the first applies to the ceremonial and reciprocal exchange of exclusive objects 

that materialised the alliances between elite members (they are here referred to as ceremonial 

heirlooms), the second to exchange between and in families, which formalised nuptial agreements and in 

which men were the initiators/givers and women were predominantly considered receivers (the objects 

materialise bonds that have an ‘economic’ character;  the transmission of a selection of the objects (or 

land) secure family wealth/property for the future and secure the economic position of future widows). A 

third sphere of exchange was proposed, namely, the cu ltural intergenerational transmission of movables 

in families for whom the initiators and receivers ca n be both men and women, and which were primarily 

not related to safeguarding economic wealth (althoug h the objects may symbolise status). Although this 

cultural transmission may have been organised around marriages, other moments in the life cycle also 

offer these opportunit ies. The fact that the transmission of gifts from mothers to daughters or mother-

in-laws to young brides, or from fathers to thei r sons, was not mentioned as generally regulated 

customs in early medieval law texts does not mean that it did not exist. It  is proposed that the 

transmission of the majority of the portables was mo re a matter of private de cisions, not governed by 

explicit rules of inheritance; that they were less associated with ‘economic’ provisions, such as at least a 

part or majority of the dos , faderfio  and morgengabe , and the safeguarding of economic wealth. They 

were probably more closely related to the transmission of objects th at symbolised family identities 

(Table 7). Identifying movables as objects that were subject to a form of cultural transmission, as 

opposed to only safeguarding econ omic wealth, explains why property rules are rare in the law codes 

with regard to mobilia ; general regulation would be ineffective or inappropriate if their transmission was 

perceived as a custom that relates to life cycle ritual s and was subject to the private choices of families. 

The fourth sphere of exchange is the transmission of objects to the ancestors (sacred heirlooms). 

However, this specific form of exchange falls outside the reasoning in this chapter because it does not 

contribute to the discussion of continuous transm ission amongst the living  and therefore prolonged 

circulation. 

 

 
Cultural categories of 
objects on the basis of 
exchange/transmission 

Cultural categories of 
grave goods 
(contexts of selection) 

Burial strategies 
(transformation of 
meanings) 

Remembrance of 
graves 

Ceremonial  heirlooms -Inalienable group 
(family) possessions 
-Gifts to the deceased 

Family heirlooms: 
economic resources  

Alienable personal and 
family possessions  

Permanent state of 
ultimate 
inalienability (sacred 
or empowered 
family heirlooms) 

Family heirlooms: 
objectified cultural 
capital 

Inalienable family 
possessions 

Sacred heirlooms Occasional objects? 

-Active forgetting and 
remembering 
 
-Symbolic construction of 
ancestors 
 
-Display of 
status/prestige/wealth  

Temporary state of 
ultimate 
inalienability 
 

 

Table 7.  The cultural categories of grave goods and the objects they incorporate,  the burial strategies 

that transform the object associations, and the ultimate remembrance of the grave.  
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The discussion in this chapter of various forms of exchange and transmission elucidates that the 

variability of movables known from graves was more often subject to prolonged circulation trajectories 

than generally assumed. On the basis of the frequent occurrence of various objects in graves, it can 

generally be stated that people in the Merovingian period found themselves in situations in which the 

option for interment with a wide variety of objects with the dead was normal in contrast to other 

periods. Their identification as in alienable personal property made ar chaeologists assume that a simple 

trajectory of individual acquisit ion, appropriation, keeping and ev entual burial with their owners 

represented the material component of early medieval life, which is a rather static and one-dimensional 

representation. Furthermore, a comple mentary point of view that divides material culture into objects for 

which transmission was a general practise and in obje cts that were inalienable personal property seems 

an artificial solution. It was suggested that the family identity had a higher priority than an individual 

identity. The moments of cultural transmission were organised around the life cycle transformations of 

individuals, but these individual transformations were imbedded in the transformation of the family as a 

whole.     

Although the concept of inalienable personal possession proved to be rather persistent, in 

various chronological analyses of cemeteries (see Part II), it is observed that a considerable amount of 

the object types were deposited during a period that lasted more than one generation. Even though 

modern chronology claims that graves can be da ted to relatively short phases, the established 

circulation periods of only a selection of the grave g oods are restricted to such short time periods. The 

dating of graves to restricted chro nological phases obscures the various circulation periods of the object 

types. This chapter argues that a le ast a selection of the grave goods f unctioned in a system of cultural 

transmission in families. A transmission that, however, did not last for centuries such as the continuous 

transmission of the most exclusive objects, regalia, et c. could last. It involved objects that were not very 

exclusive or scarce. Cultural inte rgenerational transmission had variable outcomes and resulted in a 

variety of relatively prolonged circ ulation for comparable objects. The variability in circulation is thus 

also considerably obscured by statistical methods that  are based on object types, rather than individual 

objects. The conclusion is that the practise of the regularly occurring transmissi on of objects is nearly 

impossible to extract from the burial evidence; both  arguments for and against can be defended, but the 

discussion of exchange and transmission of goods between and in families showed that cultural reality 

was considerably complicated. Accepting this point of  view, however, has consequences for chronological 

analysis. If the regular existence of such practises is accepted as a componen t of early medieval life, 

then certain observed anomalies such as extensively furnished graves of the elderly, but also of the very 

young, require consideration.  

Theorising on object circulation in the early me dieval period is an essential component of the 

chronological debate and offers vari ous research directions to explore early medieval life in the context 

before burial. The relation between material culture and social groups outside the funerary context is 

rarely investigated and only with regard to a selection, that is, the most exclusive objects. Therefore, in 

contrast to the categorisation of cultural categories of  grave goods in Chapter 2, this chapter aims to list 

(although not a comprehensive one) the cultural catego ries of objects on the basis of their role amongst 

the living, especially on the basis of exchange an d transmission. Archaeologists who study Merovingian 

mortuary practises are confronted wi th the intentional, although it may be temporarily, ending of the 

circulation of objects. One of the most intriguing questions relates to the motivations that made people 

bury a wide variety of objects with the dead. It is sometimes stated, on a gene ral level, that the rare 

presence of objects in graves poin ts to active hereditary processes,  and conversely, that an abundance 

of grave goods suggests that such processes were not a common practise. This  statement is probably 

related to a modern perception of  heirlooms. The interm ent of objects with the dead from a modern 

viewpoint equals their ‘destruction’. It expresses th at there was no need to keep the objects in the 

existing situation, whereas heirlooms, in their broadest meaning, are associated with the act of 

continuation, both of the objects themselves and th eir associations. Therefore, the ambition to keep 

collective or ceremonial heirlooms in circulation may have persisted over a longer time than for family 
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heirlooms. The family heirlooms, as discussed in this chapter, apply to the widest variety of material 

culture, not only to the very exclusive objects,  and an abundance of such objects of cultural 

intergenerational transmission would make the aim for short chronological phases considerably 

problematic. 

This chapter mainly dealt with hypothetical variations in the rates of circulation, although 

detailed models in relation to specific sorts of ob jects were not provided. The aim of the discussion was 

not to cover all the modes of exchange and transmission, but rather to illustrate that the simple 

representation of the relation between objects and people, constructed by the archaeologists involved in 

chronological analysis on the basis of the burial evidence, is one-sided and can be considered more 

complicated. In other words, it is contested that the individual appropriation and maintaining was the 

only relation between people and objects such as weapons and dress-related items. Given that the 

material culture is rich and dive rse, the related processes of prod uction, distribution, acquisition, 

exchange, use, keeping, transmission and disposal ar e also comparably rich an d diverse. Understanding 

the material culture of the living is an underrepresented subject of research in early medieval 

archaeology, but it is necessary if one wants to understand the role of ritualised events such as burials in 

which these objects played a relatively active role . For that reason, this chapter did not focus on 

providing a comprehensive image of the cultural catego ries of objects on the basis of circulation, but 

rather on the complexity and variety of spheres in  which material culture se rved certain goals. An 

extensive list of cultural categories of objects on th e basis of transmission can be obtained by theorising 

on the materialisation of the variou s stages of the life cycle of both men and women, not only regarding 

marriage, as in this chapter, combined with theo rising on incentives for both the continuity and 

disruption of transmission. The circulation period s of objects are only known from the chronological 

analysis of burial evidence. Part II of this thesis will show how researchers perceive the circulation 

periods of object types in a selection of these studie s (selected on the basis of their suitability for the 

analysis of the grave goods from the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries in Maastricht), how this relates to 

the foregoing discussion in this thesis, and how the available knowle dge of the circulation periods of 

object types should be valued on their contribution  to the analysis of the grave goods from a cultural 

perspective. 
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Conclusion to Part I 
 

 

 

The burial evidence from the Merovingian period instigated the development of two scholarly debates 

from which it is concluded that they interacted only sporadically. Chronological research on the basis of 

grave goods has developed over a lengthy period into a debate that concentrates on the ultimate 

refinement of chronological type s and phases. Currently, burial ph ases as short as 15 years are 

proposed, although it is observed that this degree of refinement does not enjoy general agreement. The 

interpretative debate on early medieval mortuary behaviour, which has shown considerable development 

over the last few decades, has not integrated reflec tions on Merovingian burial chronology, although it 

has also been modelled on the basis of the main arch aeological evidence of this practise: the abundance 

and wide variety of grave goods that  were deposited with the dead.  

 

The meaning of the objects in the context of funerary rites was the main focal point in this debate. The 

two debates developed separately, bu t they can be compared by the absence of one domain of research: 

the role of material culture among the living, and thus the role of material culture (from which grave 

goods were eventually selected) outside the funerary  context. The participants of the chronological 

debate rarely reflected on the concept of individual property and the related subj ects of individuality and 

personhood, although they rely on the, often im plicit, assumption that the grave goods were the 

inalienable personal possessions in the lives of the deceased. On the other hand, the interpretative 

debate of the last few decades in Merovingian mo rtuary archaeology has focused on the meaningful 

actions of the survivors in the ritual act of burial. Th is has resulted in a theoretical focus on the meaning 

of object deposition at the expense of the role of the rich corpus of material culture in situations prior to 

death and burial. Theorising on this aspect of early medieval life in particular is essential for the 

chronological debate, and it forms th e discussion in Chapters 1 to 3 of  this thesis in which a broader 

cultural perspective on Merovingian burial chronology, different from that which is  currently practised, is 

proposed.  

 

The general ‘cultural perspective’ of the majority  of the researchers who have been involved in 

chronological analysis makes the assumption that the grave goods formed the inalienable personal 

belongings of the dead. The role of material culture in society is consequently perceived as relatively 

static and one-dimensional. Objects are received at a specific moment in life , are kept as inalienable 

personal possession, and finally, when  death occurs, the owner is buried  with his or her material life 

companions. That the majority of the participants  of the chronological debate acknowledge this 

assumption was illustrated by citations of rese archers who have a prominent position in the 

chronological debate, and it is further exemplified with the studies that form the basis of the 

chronological analysis of the grave goods from Maastricht (see Part II). Although this specific ‘cultural 

perspective’ is convincingly deco nstructed by a number of early medieval archaeologists, another 

satisfactory explanation for furnished burial, which has gained comparable acceptance, was unable to 

replace it until now. It is often st ill a point of departure in chronologi cal analysis, although not based on 

any solid arguments. This is probably due to the fact that another point of view would corrupt the 

chronological debate as it has been shaped. Actual ly, burial with personal possession is the only 

assumption that can underlie solid chronological sc hemes on the basis of resemblances in grave goods 
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assemblages, especially involving short phases. A relatively rapid rate of circulation (of approximately 

one generation) of the objects would be  represented in th e burial evidence if people were buried with the 

possessions they acquired individually.   

 Some variables, however, which are also important from this traditional standpoint, are 

overlooked. Cultural aspects such as the age/stage in the life of object  acquisition, the age at death and 

the prolonged circulation of objects influence the si milarities between the final assemblages of grave 

goods and therefore on the chronological phases in wh ich the graves should be dated. Steuer initiated 

this discussion of cultural variables and the problems  of chronological research, but his point of view did 

not gain a prominent place in the chronological deba te. On the basis of Steuer’s discussions, it was 

illustrated that not only can resembling assemblages date in different chronological phases, but also that 

dissimilar assemblages can date in the same chronolo gical period. Although the examples that were used 

to demonstrate this are very mode lled and hypothetical, they do raise the awareness that various 

cultural variables require consideration and that they can add a theoretical dimension to the 

chronological debate.  

 The main questions regarding this theoretical dimension concern whether inalienable personal 

possession is a concept that should be maintained for the Merovingian period and whether it is an 

acceptable model for the understanding of furnis hed burial. Considering grave goods as personal 

possessions implies that individuality was materialised  and thus that a perception of individuality had a 

place in early medieval life. How people perceived them selves in relation to others and the world around 

them is a distinct discussion. However, it is one that cannot be avoided for the early medieval period if 

scholars, especially those who are involved in the chronological debate, persist in the conviction that 

personal possession was a major component of social life in the Merovingian period. The exploration of 

how personal possession is specified in the interpretative models in early medieval mortuary archaeology 

has resulted in the identification of various layers regarding individual ownership. Consequently, various 

connections between the dead and their grave goods and contexts from which grave goods are selected 

(cultural categories of grave goods) can be proposed.   

 

The earliest interpretative models, in which furnished burial with inalienable pe rsonal possession was the 

main concept, are identified as dead-centred models: the status of the deceased made the grave what it 

was. The interpretative models thereafter, which we re developed during the ov erall scholarly paradigm 

shifts, obviously rejected the forgoing models to such a degree that the concept of personal possession 

almost completely vanished as a relevant topic of research. These models are identified as mourner-

centred models, as they focused predominantly on the agendas of the survivors. The dead and the 

influence of their lived-lives on burial performances became nearly insignificant components of the 

discussions. Consequently, the investigation of possession and individuality as components or early 

medieval life did not appear on the scholarly agenda. The reluctance for a thorou gh investigation of this 

concept is probably the reason why a one-dimensional vision of personal  possession and burial practises 

can still be found as an implicit assumption in various chronological publications of Merovingian 

cemeteries.  

Despite their common denominator, considerab le differences can be observed between the 

mourner-centred models. The majority of these interpretative models focus on a selection of the burial 

evidence: either on one performance (giving to the dead ), on one limited period (the fourth and fifth or 

the seventh century), on specific graves (burials of me n in settlement grounds), or on a specific category 

of objects (weapons). However, some of the models offer concepts that provide a more general level of 

interpretation: they portray burials as strategies of remembrance, as rhetoric strategies that create a 

community of suitable ancestors, an d burials as arenas for competitive display (strategies of power). The 

general ideas are that the meaning of material culture is transformed during burial activities, that grave 

goods did not reflect the identity of the deceased as a mirror of life, and although scarcely explicit, that 

the objects could have been a pragmatic choice of the burying group from the available material culture 

at that moment (the so-called occasional objects). No  explicit thoughts regarding the role of the objects 
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in society before their interment with the dead can be found in the mourner-centred models. Insights 

into the variety and nature of these roles in the community of the living are, however, essential for the 

development of a more profound cultural  perspective on burial chronology.  

The modern dead-centred models provide some tools for the investigation of the material 

components of social life. These models are identified  as dead-centred models not because they focus on 

the representation of the identity of the deceased, as the early dead-centred models predominantly did, 

but rather because they attempt to incorporate the in dividual as an active agent into social life and 

mortuary practises. Although this has not yet be en comprehensively explored for the Merovingian 

period, it can be observed that not only the lived life of the deceased, but also the role of objects in early 

medieval society are becoming subjects of interest . Historians of the early medieval period already 

explored the many dimensions of social life, but th ey scarcely incorporated its material component into 

their research. The burial remains from the Merovi ngian period can become a rich source for the 

investigation of social life and its material componen t when it is accepted that grave goods have both a 

‘dead-centred’ and a ‘mourner-centr ed’ component. The processes of pr oduction and distribution can be 

related to the active processes of object exchan ge, acquisition, transmission and disposal. This 

dimension of material culture from the Merovingian period complements the al ready elaborately shaped 

discussion of the final transformation of meanings of objects and their exchange with the supernatural 

world in the funerary context. 

The analysis of the interpretative models, both  the mourner-centred an d modern dead-centred 

models, which cover nearly all the interpretative directions in Merovingian archaeology, have resulted in 

five cultural categories of grave g oods. Furnished burials with a variety of objects have for a long time 

been explained by the deposition of  inalienable personal possession. However, the many dimensions of 

the concept of individuality and personhood in the Merovingian period have not been thoroughly 

explored. Alienable personal possess ions and temporary ownership of family possessions are therefore 

introduced as additional categories of personal possession. The category of gifts to the deceased relate 

to decisions made by mourners, as do the occasional objects that served various strategic performances 

of the survivors. The associations and meanings of the three categories of personal possessions were 

created and transformed through rhetoric strategies and the processes of active forgetting and 

remembering during the funerary rite. The role of thes e objects in society prior to their deposition with 

the dead requires further investigation for a better und erstanding of funerary pr actises and es pecially, as 

it was argued, for consistent chronological analysis.   

 

This specific investigation was initiated with the identification of cultural categories of objects with 

prolonged circulation on the basis of various proces ses of exchange, acquisition and transmission. These 

cultural categories of objects provide insights in to the variation in the circulation of objects in 

Merovingian society, and they contribute to a cultur al perspective on burial chronology. The elite bonds 

of lords and followers were substantiated not only th rough the reciprocal exchan ge of swords, but also 

other weapons and other exclusives; this resulted in a prolonged and meaningful circulation of these 

objects. They are identified in this thesis as the first cultural category of objects on the basis of 

exchange and transmission and are referred to as ‘c eremonial heirlooms’. Early medieval society did not 

only consist of elite networks, and it is also presumed  that the social relations in the lower strata had a 

material correlate, which are translated in this thesis to other cultural categories of objects on the basis 

of prolonged circulation. 

The majority of the furnished burials from the Me rovingian period are peculiar and interesting 

from a modern point of view, but they do not displa y the wealth that was enco untered in, for example, 

the graves of Merovingian kings and queens or other members of the upper class. Although these 

persons had a public role and their public appearance and way of doing things a ffected others, it can be 

assumed that in high society other ambitions and incentives regarding the continuity of object 

transmission (and thus prolonged circulation) played a role. In this thesis, the focus is on the customs of 

the lower strata, of which the majority of the graves from the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries are the 
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archaeological remains. Identifying various social groups and their associated customs of object 

transmission is an interesting addition to the fiel d of research in Merovingian archaeology. Textual 

historians of the early medieval period thoroughly investigated the social group of families and the 

related subject of betrothal and marriage, which was surrounded with regulated customs that prescribed 

mutual obligations containing a ma terial component. The account of the exchange and transmission of 

objects in the context of marriage arrangements serves  to illustrate an alternative point of view for the 

static concept of inalienable personal possession. The existence of a cultural category of objects such as 

‘family heirlooms’ was explored in this context. 

 

The occasion of a marriage is for all strata in societ y an important device for social reproduction. A union 

through marriage is universally surrounded by the exchange of goods (immovables, movables, money), 

and it can be supposed that this was also the norm in  the early medieval period. Historians explored the 

institution of early medieval marriage extensively on the basis of law codes in particular. The leges 

barbarorum  describe the construction of a legal marriage, the exchange of goods that formalise and 

symbolise the ‘transaction’, and the rights of succ ession of the marriage connected spouses and their 

(legal) children. Explicit references to movables such as the objects that are known from graves are 

scarce in the legal texts: the exchanged goods seem to have involved land, money, cattle, slaves and 

household goods. These goods can be named the ‘econo mic capital or economic heirlooms’ of a family: 

inheritance rules served to safeguar d these economic resources for the future line of a family and to 

secure the economic subsistence of a woman in the case of the untimely death of her husband. Although 

explicit references are scarce, it can be assumed th at a selection of movables formed part of this 

‘economic capital’, which was transmitted as economic wealth to the next generation, although probably 

not all of the movables.  

It is suggested that the wide variety of Merovingian grave objects is not covered by the 

categories of ‘ceremonial heirlooms’ and ‘economic fam ily heirlooms’. Another sort of object transmission 

can exist outside the context of formal regulation. This  is probably the reason wh y explicit references to 

the right of succession of movables are not a vast co mponent of historical sources such as law codes. 

Merovingian society was a non-egalitarian society in which family groups constituted important social 

units. It is proposed that a collec tive such as a family group had th e ambition to maintain their group 

identity. Therefore, it was not only necessary to transmit economic wealth, but also a ‘family identity’ 

(the complete aggregate of status, prestige, accompli shments, the memory of a shared past, etc., which 

distinguished them from other famili es) through a mechanism that migh t be referred to as ‘cultural 

transmission’. This is a form of tr ansmission that is reinforced by appropriate objects. This material 

correlate is elucidated by the term ‘objectified cultural  capital’, and it forms the third cultural category of 

objects on the basis of the proposed model of ambition for continuous transmission.  

 

These three cultural categories of objects (ceremonial heirlooms, ‘economic’ and ‘cultural’ family 

heirlooms) based on exchange and transmission show that the connection between objects and people 

was not as simple as the participants of the chrono logical debate pictured it: as inalienable personal 

property that was buried with the owners after their death. This conclusion, however, leaves one 

fundamental question open for de bate: Why were objects that were  subject to an ambition for 

intergenerational transmission buried with the dead? Their deposition with the dead terminated (at least 

temporarily) the line of transmission as it had existed previously. Several options for the burial of 

heirlooms in graves can be proposed.  

Objects that formed economic resources are the least likely to be buried with the dead, and this 

is most likely the category that is the least represen ted in the burial evidence compared to the other two 

categories. Successful cultural transmission involves not only the ritual transmission of objects (the right 

moment of transmission), but also the rightful appr opriation of the associated meanings. The moment of 

transmission is therefore a dangerous one. It is an op tion to consider the deposition of objects in graves 

as the absence of possibilities for the successful cult ural transmission of both ‘ceremonial heirlooms’ and 
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‘cultural family heirlooms’. Successful cultural transmission in families was framed in the various life 

cycle transformations of the family  members. The burial of objects can, from this point of view, be 

interpreted as the impossibility to transmit the objects to the next generation. The correlations between 

grave goods and age offer, with this  point of departure, possibilities to investigate personal life cycle 

developments in early medieval society. Additionally, it can be imagined that in a rapidly changing socio-

political climate, as in the period between the four th and eight centuries, effective material symbolism 

probably changed equally rapidly, and that burial wa s a solution for an appropriate disposal of these 

objects. However, this option  is rather speculative.  

Nonetheless, both options illustrate that family  heirlooms were partly composed of a family’s 

objectified cultural capital for which the ambition  existed to keep them in circulation through a 

mechanism of intergenerational cultural transmission. Death occurred at a young age relatively 

frequently, which made continuous successful cultural  transmission difficult. This actuality results in 

various circulation periods for comparable objects. It  is proposed that the ambition for the rightful 

transmission of the exclusive objects of elite bonding (ceremonial heirlooms) was more persistent, and 

that their prolonged circulation probably considerably exceeded those of family heirlooms, although this 

statement requires further thought. The consequences are that for the majority of the early medieval 

grave goods, a prolonged circulatio n of approximately two to four ge nerations occurred.  However, this 

circulation period varied considerably for comparable  objects, which makes chronological analysis on the 

basis of similarity problematic.   

  

Solutions for the understanding of furnished burials will always be proposed. The line of reasoning in this 

thesis aims to show that the chronology of grave g oods relies much more on th e discussion of their use 

in the community of the living than on the discussion of their meaning as funera ry objects alone. If the 

complexity of the materialisation of social life is acknowledged as a general component of early medieval 

life, then the underlying assumption that the simila rity of grave goods assemblages is a sound basis for 

ongoing chronological refinement requires reconsideration.  

The grave goods from the Vrijthof and Pandhof ceme teries in Maastricht (the Netherlands) were 

only scarcely published up to now.  Some decisions had to be made re garding their contribution to the 

chronological reconstruction of the Servatius comple x. Viewing the majority of the grave goods as the 

inalienable personal belongings of the dead implies that their circulation does not exceed much more 

than a generation. Personal belonging as a conc ept is much more layered if the acquisition, 

appropriation, use and transmission of objects are considered. Personal property does not refer solely to 

personal inalienable ownership, but more to temporary ownership. Individuals are consecutive 

caretakers of family property, and they have a responsibility for the continuity of the line of 

intergenerational cultural transmission. The consecutive transformations in the personal life-cycles of 

family members were probably the appropriate moments of intergenerational cultural transmission. A 

(considerable) selection of the burial objects from the Merovingian period can be seen as a material 

correlate of this cultural transmission.  

The focus on burial phases, which are in some instances limited to a period of 15 years, 

disguises the variation in circulation that can be  present in one grave. The conclusions for the 

chronological debate are that it is more interesting to explore this vari ability and that it is hazardous to 

restrict burials to short chronological phases on the basis of their similarities. Especially insights into 

various circulation processes and th eir backgrounds should be considered as the major contribution of 

chronological research to the interpretative debate: the analysis of the variation in circulation offers 

another perspective on social life, and consequently a cultural perspective on burial chronology. This 

variation in individual graves, in cont rast to the presentation of the restricted phases of burials, will be 

illustrated in Part II, in which the finds from the Vr ijthof and Pandhof cemeteri es are also published. 
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Part II 
 
 

Chapter 4 
 

The Typo-chronological Analysis of the Gr ave Goods from the Vrijthof and Pandhof 

Cemeteries in Maastricht (The Nether lands) from a Cultural Perspective 

 

 

 

Only a small selection of the results from the excavations of the Vrijthof (1969/70) and Pandhof 

(1953/54) cemeteries has been published up to now, and the integration of the various components of 

the archaeological evidence in a si ngle overview never came into being. The analysis of a complicated 

archaeological dataset, such as that from the Servatius complex, generally starts with the analysis of the 

chronological and topographical development of th e site. The grave goods are one component of the 

evidence that contributes to this reconstruction. The main goal of the foregoing chapters was to illustrate 

that chronological analysis of grave goods from a cu ltural perspective results in the reconsideration of 

the accuracy of chronological methods and the pursued chronological refinement. This had already some 

effect on the chronological analysis of the find s from Maastricht, and maybe it has more profound 

consequences for future grave g oods analysis. The pursued chronological phasing of the graves and 

grave goods from Maastricht is the analytic focal point in this chapter, and the results of the 

chronological analysis are published hereafter. Further research is required in order to connect the 

identified cultural categories of grave goods and objects with the actual burial evidence. The creation of 

distribution maps of the various finds in Merovingia n Gaul, or independent data, as for example provided 

by physical anthropological research, can contribute to insights in this connection. Although skeletal 

remains were recovered from the cemeteries in Maas tricht, and the dataset of the two cemeteries is 

considerable and unique, for solid significant statistical correlations between grave goods and a variety 

of biological features it appeared to be too fragme nted and disturbed, and as a consequence too small to 

create a solid statistical research basis. Other analysis, such as isotope analysis, was only performed on 

a small sample of the skeletal remains, and general patterns cannot be identified yet. The application of 

the cultural perspective on the chronological analysis is therefore limited to the formulation of a number 

of research questions in relation to the results of the analysis of the skeletal remains and with some 

examples of variable circulation in isolated graves . These research questions can only be exemplified 

with the burial evidence from the Servatius complex, and they serve as an illus tration for the study of 

chronology from a cultural perspective.  

The cultural perspective in the chronological debate was in the preceding chapters formulated 

as the reflection on the connection between grave goods and the deceased and the associated circulation 

trajectories of the objects. Chronological methods as a practical exercise also have an analytical 

background, which, in short, relates to the structur e and meaning of the created classification schemes 

and the establishment of chronological phases, short or  long, on the basis of these schemes. In chapter 

1 the basic assumptions of the process of seriation as  a chronological method an d their relation to the 

presumed accuracy of the achieved chronologies, espe cially chronologies that consist of short phases, 

were discussed. How, then, should chronological anal ysis be performed with regard to the theoretical 

drawbacks of chronological methods, and especially the pursued chronological refinement? The datasets 

of the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries do not meet the requirements for a state of the art seriation or 

topo-chronological analysis, and an independent ty po-chronology of the graves and grave goods for 

Maastricht or its hinterland cannot be obtained on the basis of these cemeteries alone. Existing typo-

chronologies (which were for the majority obtained  by seriation) have to form the basis for the first  

chronological analysis of the two cemeteries. The se lected typo-chronologies are independent schemes; 
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they are created for one cemetery or a group of ce meteries on the basis of a distinct chronological 

method (seriation and/or topo-chronology). The suit ability of the selected typo-chronology schemes for 

the chronological analysis of the finds from Maastr icht will be discussed, as will the underlying 

assumptions of the produced typologies and the length of the absolute chronological phases i.e. in this 

part the theoretical backgrounds and the cultural pe rspective of a number of chronological studies are 

investigated. The conclusions, together with the conclusi on to part I, contribute to the final choices with 

regard to the chronological phasing of the grave good s from the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries. It will 

appear that insights in the variability in circulation of isolated graves provide data that can connect the 

burial evidence with the discussed cultural cate gories of grave goods and objects, but these are 

established on the basis of circulation periods of object types that were obtained with chronological 

methods that focused on the dating of graves. Other methods to gain more reliable date ranges of 

isolated object-types have to be considered.   

 

 

4.1 The Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries: the construction of a typo-chronology 

The typo-chronological analysis of the grave goods fro m the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries are in this 

stage analysed as finds from isolated burial grounds and need to be placed in a broader perspective in 

future analysis. 314  The cemeteries belong to the Servatius complex (Fig. 2 and 10).  

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 10.  The cemetery plans of the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries (after D.E. Smal). 

                                                 
314  The analysis of all the archaeological evidence from the Servatius complex will result in two volumes; the first 
volume includes all the features of the Vrijthof site, the second includes the Pandhof site and the graves that were 
excavated in the Church and which formed, at least the graves before the first stone building phase of the Church (c. 
550), one cemetery with the Pandhof site.   
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This complex consists of the ancient construction phases of the church of Saint-Servatius and the 

archaeological record that was excavated in and ar ound this church. The archaeological underground 

was uncovered during several excavation campaigns. The first was undertaken in 1919 315 , thereafter the 

excavation of the Pandhof in 1953/54 316 , the excavation of the Vrijthof square in 1969/70, the 

excavation of the ‘Cloister’ (1980) and the Church (1982-1989) 317 , and finally the excavation of one of 

the small remaining undisturbed parts of the Vrijthof square in 2004 318  formed the dataset of this 

Servatius complex. The excavations inside the Church revealed numerous late Roman and early 

medieval graves with grave goods, but these could not be incorporated into the grave goods analysis in 

this thesis, which is restricted to  the Vrijthof and Pandhof sites.  

The Vrijthof site was excavated from the end of 1969 till the beginning of 1970. 319  Trenches 4, 5 

and 6 revealed the early medieval cemetery (Fig. 2 and 10). The cemetery was not completely 

excavated; only the borders to the south and west were  identified. It seems plausible to expect that the 

cemetery stretched to the Roman road in the nort h. The excavation north of the road (Excavation 

Maastricht Theatre 320 ) did not reveal any burials.  The cemetery could have expanded more to the east 

than we know. Moreover, the section between trenches 5 and 6 was not excavated due to 

miscommunication between the excavators and constr uction workers. This section was destroyed and 

the ground (with the finds of the graves from this se ction) were discarded somewhere outside the city of 

Maastricht. The excavation of the Merovingian cemetery in trenches 4, 5 and 6 took around three weeks, 

which raises some doubts about the quality of the ad ministration of the considerable number of graves, 

grave goods, skeletal remains and other features. The Vrijthof cemetery knows next to a horizontal lay 

out also a vertical stratigraphy, which is an unusual  feature for Merovingian ce meteries. The analysis of 

the vertical layers of graves offers possibilities for the comparison of the typo-chronological results with 

the vertical positions of the graves.  

The original documentation of the excavation was made available. This process resulted in the 

final outlines of the graves, their relative relation to other graves and the final assignation of the 

associated grave goods and skeletal remains. 321  This documentation formed  the basis for the typo-

chronological analysis of the Vrijthof grave finds. The post-excavation processes resulted in the absence 

of some finds, which were recorded during the exca vation. For some finds it is unknown what happened 

to them, for others it is known that  they were stolen from an exposition in the seventies. An important 

source of information for some of th e absent finds is the Ypey-archive. 322  A number of finds that are 

missing can be described, more or less accurately, and classified on the basis of the information in this 

archive. The missing finds which cannot be reconstructed anymore, but for which it is known that they 

were found in a grave, are also incorporated in the overview of the grave finds. Their description will 

consist of only general terms such as pottery or metal. With all the documentation available the most 

complete overview of grave finds was obtained. 323  

 

                                                 
315  Kalf 1916; Goossens 1920; Panhuysen 1991, 16. 
316  The ROB (the former State Service of Archaeology) under took the excavation. For publications of this cemetery: 
Glazema/Ypey 1953; Verwers 1986; Soeters 1989. 
317  The Archaeological Service of the City of Maastricht carried out this excavation. See for publications: Panhuysen 
1988; 1990a; 1991. 
318  The AAC (Amsterdam Archaeological Centre) and the Archaeological Service of the City of Maastricht carried out this 
excavation. See for the publication: Dijkstra/Flamman, 2004. 
319  A detailed discussion of the history of the Vrijthof excavation will be published in the first volume of the all-round 
analysis of the Servatius complex.  
320  Hulst 1994. 
321  F. Theuws and D. Smal analysed the field drawings, on the basis of which they produced the horizontal cemetery 
plan, a Harris-matrix of the vertical stratigraphy of the graves, and the composite of each grave which comprises the 
definite outline of the grave and the location of the grave find s and the skeletal remains. This analytical process will be 
discussed in the first volume of the analysis of the Servatius complex, in which, among others, the analysed cemetery 
plan, the composites of the graves, and the vertical stratigraphy will be published.  
322  Ypey studied a selection of the finds from the Vrijthof cemetery and made photographs and pictures of them, which 
he kept in his archive. 
323  One category of objects from the Vrijthof excavation was already published in detail: The finds of bone and antler 
(Dijkman/Ervynck 1998). 
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The Pandhof site was excavated in 1953/54, and was executed in eight trenches (Fig. 10). 324  The 

outlines of the excavated graves were recorded, an d a considerable number of the finds and skeletal 

remains could be assigned to a specific grave numb er. The finds from what was identified as one grave 

during the excavation were often given the same find-number and as a consequence it was in some 

instances not possible to reconstruct the find-location of the grave goods, although this was possible for 

the majority of the finds. 325  The Pandhof cemetery also has a co mplicated horizont al and vertical 

stratigraphy. 326  The borders of this cemetery were not established, but it is known that it formed one 

part with the graves prior to the first stone building phase of the Church (around 550) that were 

excavated inside the Church and those that resulted  from the so-called ‘Cloister’ excavation. It is 

remarkable that trenches 1, 2, 7 and 8 of the Pandhof excavation produced a high number of graves and 

grave goods and that especially in trench 3 hardly any findings were recorded. This is a strong indication 

that parts of the cemetery  were not recorded due to excavation strategies. 327    

Ypey and Glazema published the most exclusive finds from the Pandhof cemetery already in 

1955. 328  Some of these finds are now lost, but can be described and classified on the basis of the 

published photographs and added descr iptions. An extended archive of the finds was also made for the 

Pandhof finds, in the discussion of the grave finds referred to as the ‘Pandhof-archive’. For each grave 

(numbered by the associated find numbers of the objects of what was during the excavation identified as 

a grave) a description and schematic drawing of most of the finds were included. On the basis of this 

information, it can be determined which finds were once present but now lost or corroded to such an 

extent that detailed identification is now imposs ible (especially for some iron objects such as 

axes/franciscas and seaxes). Some of these finds can be described, although summarily, and classified 

on the basis of this documentation.  

 

The Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries form the basis for the first typo-chronological analysis of the 

Servatius complex. 329  The Vrijthof location is a distinct burial ground within this complex. The graves 

from the Pandhof location formed, together with the graves excavated in the Church and Servaas 

Cloister, one cemetery before the first building ph ase of the church (before 550). After 550 it remains 

uncertain if the choice for burial intra muros  or extra muros  signified a profound difference regarding 

how these burial locations were perceived. The comp arison of the burial locations of the Servatius 

complex will be a research subject after all the ar chaeological evidence is completely available and 

analysed, as will their iden tification as specific burial grounds in comparison with the characteristics of 

other early medieval cemeteries. 330   

Some information can already be summarised (Table 8). The Pandhof cemetery consisted of 

more graves than the Vrijthof cemetery. The majo rity of the graves and grave goods of both the 

cemeteries can be dated in the sixth and seventh centuries, but on the basis of the available 

documentation it can be co ncluded that the Pandhof cemetery starte d to be a burial ground some time 

                                                 
324  A detailed reconstruction of the excavation history will be published in the second volume of the detailed all-round 
analysis of the Servatius complex. 
325  The composites of the graves and the exact find location of the finds in the graves will be published in the second 
volume of the analysis of the Servatius complex.  
326  R. Panhuysen and N. Jaspers analysed the field drawings in detail on the basis of which they produced the horizontal 
cemetery plan, a Harris-matrix of the vertical stratigraph y of the graves, and the composite of each grave which 
comprises the definite outline of the grave and the location of the grave finds and the skeletal remains. This analytical 
process will be discussed in the second volume of the all-round analysis of the Servatius complex, in which, among 
others, also the analysed cemetery plan, the composites of th e graves, and the vertical stratigraphy will be published. 
327  A detailed description of the excavation of the Pandhof location will be published in the second volume of the 
analysis of the Servatius complex. 
328  Ypey/Glazema 1955. 
329  One of the first research goals of the analysis of the Servatius complex was formulated as the description of the 
chronological and topographical development of this complex during the late Roman and the early medieval period.  
330  Merovingian cemeteries can be defined on the basis of various characteristics such as their location (rural cemeteries 
as opposed to cemeteries such as the Vrijthof and Pandhof which are located near a religious complex, although both 
are also different, etc .), duration, the relative number of burials of men and women, the sorts of grave goods, the 
location in the landscape (a study initiated by de Haas (2010)), etc . Thorough research on the characteristics of distinct 
burial grounds has until now only scarcely been executed, and for now it is only possible to identify some characteristics 
of the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries, but it remains difficult to define them as a certain type of cemetery. 
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before the Vrijthof location, probably already in the late third century. Some of the Pandhof graves can, 

on the basis of the grave goods, be dated in the late  Roman period and in the transition period (globally 

the fifth century) from the late Roman to early medieval period. 331  Late Roman objects were also reused 

in Merovingian graves (which was a common practice in the early medieval period, see chapter 3), and 

the only hard evidence for the assignation of these graves (without early medieval finds) to the late 

Roman period is provided by the stratigraphical analysis. A considerable number of the graves from the 

Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries contained, next to the grave goods, skeletal remains (Table 8). 332  

 

 

 Vrijthof Pandhof Total 

Number of graves 333  320 498 818 

Number of possible graves 136 332 468 

Graves with grave goods 146 152 298 

Datable graves 90 104 194 

Graves with skeletal remains 262 315 577 

Graves with skeletal remains and grave goods 106 75 181 

 

Table 8.  Basic information on the graves, grave good s and skeletal remains from the Vrijthof and 

Pandhof cemeteries (see also table 11). 

 

 

Both the chronological methods seriation and topo-chronology require a relatively complete and 

extended dataset in order to create a classification of types that occur repeatedly in a series of graves. 

This requirement is not met by the datasets of the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries; an independent 

typo-chronological scheme cannot be produced for these cemeteries, and neither can they be 

incorporated in an existing one, since such a scheme is not available for the Middle Meuse Area, which is 

considered to form a distinct cultural area of whic h Maastricht was one of the centres in early medieval 

times. 334  Other choices with regard to the classification of the grave goods from these two cemeteries 

had to be made, and the resulting typo-chronologic al ordering of the graves has to be seen as 

preliminary. The use of existing typo-chronological sch emes of cemeteries in more or less distant regions 

was in the first stadium of research the only option  for the phasing of the graves from Maastricht. The 

evaluation of the typologies that stand at the basi s of these chronological schemes and their suitability 

to form the basis for the classification and dating of the grave goods from the Vrijthof and Pandhof 

cemeteries, but also the identification of their specif ic cultural perspective on chronology, is therefore 

the main discussion in the following sections. 

 

The typo-chronological debate has mainly been domi nated by German and French research schools and 

is evaluated in detail in numerous publications (see chapter 1). The publication of the cemeteries from 

the area of Trier  by Böhner (1958) forms the origin of this debate. It was different from preceding 

publications because it introduced a distinct method for relative dating, the so-called combinational 

analysis. 335  This method distinguished itself from the forego ing dating methods in that it is based on the 

complete range of grave goods. Before that, the dati ng of graves was mainly based on comparisons with 

                                                 
331  The excavations also revealed graves from later periods,  but these are not the subjects of investigation here.  
332  The skeletal remains were for both cemeteries analysed by R. Panhuysen and E. Smits, both of the Amsterdam 
Archaeological Centre (University of Amsterdam). A detailed ov erview and discussion of the results will be published in 
the first (Vrijthof cemetery) and second (Servatius cemetery) volume of the full analysis of the Servatius complex.  
333  On the basis of the analysis of the documentation of excavation. This number is different from the records made at 
the time of excavation. 
334  The creation of an independent typo-chronological scheme for the Middle Meuse Area on the basis of both published 
and excavated but unpublished cemeteries from the area alongside the river Meuse from Maastricht to Namur is a 
research goal for the nearby future ( Anastasis -project (research term: 2009-2013), Amsterdam Archaeological Centre). 
335  Böhner 1958. 
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historically dated assemblages or on ju st a specific selection of grave goods. 336  This last method formed 

the basis of Werner’s publication Munzdatierte austrasische Grabfunde  (1935). His dating method was 

based on coin-containing graves from which the developm ent stages of the variety of associated finds in 

these graves were established. These development stages ( Stufen ) were subsequently dated on the 

basis of the associated coins. Böhner’s objections to this method were related to the selective character 

of the material (only these objects associated with ‘coin-containing graves’) on the basis of which the 

Stufen  were constructed, and on the complexity of the circulation of coins and the associated dating 

problems. Böhner perceived the cemeteries form the area of Trie r suitable for the development of a 

method of relative dating and for the accomplish ment of a more elaborat e relative and absolute 

chronology, which should have validity for Merovi ngian cemeteries outside the region of Trier. 337    

A typology of grave goods is the basic condition for the realisation of relative and absolute 

chronologies. Böhner’s typolo gy, as he mentions himself, is relatively crude. A refined subdivision would 

blur the general picture of the chronological change  of the grave goods he wished to develop on the 

basis of the available dataset. 338  The material diversity and the number of undisturbed graves from the 

cemeteries of Trier were su fficient to obtain a certain object variety for every Stufe . Stufen , according to 

Böhner, should be interpreted as periods during whic h certain object-types were used as grave goods on 

the basis of which graves can be dated. The lifespan of the object-types are represented in his graphical 

representation of the five Stufen . The definition of multiple object-types for all the categories of grave 

goods was new in the research on Merovingian cemeteries, as was the definition of five Stufen  on the 

basis of the lifespan of these object-types. The peri od before Böhner was characterised by the dating of 

graves, not on the dating of th e life-span of object-types.  

After the introduction of Böhner’s combinational method the propositions for new typo-

chronological schemes and discussions on their refinement obtained a prominent position in the 

chronological debate (see chapter 1). The plausible de gree of chronological refi nement on the basis of 

chronological methods such as seriation, as it was discussed in this thesis, can only be grounded on 

chronological considerations from a cultural perspect ive. It is, however, generally thought that the 

cultural backgrounds of objects and object deposition with the dead are of little distorting influence. 

Apart from cultural considerations it can be stated that the definition of criteria for typological purposes 

is a subjective and random exercise if the choices made are not substantiated according to the 

formulated research goals. For chro nological research it is therefore necessary to establish a typological 

scheme that is defined on the basis of chronological significant criteria in order to diminish the influence 

on the obtained chronological orderings of para meters other than time as much as possible. 339  In the 

following it is explored to what de gree the typology schemes that are used for the chronological analysis 

of the finds from Maastricht meet this requirement, how the chronological phases in the resulting 

chronological orderings of graves were created, and if in this process some thoughts were expressed 

which relate to the creation of chronological significant typologies, to the cultural backgrounds of the 

objects which were selected as burial objects, and to relatively short or long chronological phases.  

 

4.1.1 The published cemeteries of the Middle Meuse Area (Belgium) and the Netherlands 

Recent archaeological rese arch established the cultural homogeneity of the Middle Meuse area (the area 

along the river Meuse from Maastricht to Namur) duri ng the early medieval period regarding trade and 

artisanal production (Fig. 11). 340  It can therefore be suspected that the grave goods from this area 

display more similarities with the grave goods from the Servatius complex than those from other 

regions. The majority of the published Middle Meus e cemeteries are based on Böhner’s typo-chronology, 

                                                 
336  See Böhner (1973, 7-12) for an outline of the development of dating methods going back to the discovery of 
Childeric’s grave in 1653. 
337  Böhner 1958, 15-16. 
338  Böhner 1958, 12-13, 16. 
339  An obvious example is the separate analysis of assemblages of men and women; it was suggested that also age at 
death is of influence on the ordering.  
340  Plumier et al. 1999, 4. 
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which is mainly due to the fact that they were nearly all published some time ago (mainly in the sixties 

and seventies of the previous century). Next to methodological objections with regard to the application 

of typo-chronological schemes from ot her regions, it can also be stat ed that this work, published in 

1958, is outdated by now in terms of chronological analysis. The cemeteries of the Middle Meuse area 

are therefore of little use for the choice of descri ptive criteria and for the dating of the finds from 

Maastricht, but are required for insights in distributi on patterns of resembling objects in order to find 

additional proof for the Middle Meuse area as a homoge neous cultural region rega rding material culture. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 11 . The research areas of the consulted typo-chr onology schemes compared  to Maastricht and 

the middle Meuse area.   

 

 

A number of Merovingian cemeteries are known from what is nowadays the Netherlands, and only few 

have been published. It appears that the typo-chr onological analyses of the published cemeteries 

depend on the work of Böhner, too, as it was observed for the publications of Belgian cemeteries. An 

exception is the publication of the cemetery of Lent. 341  Although the typology of Böhner is often used, 

much effort was put in an overview of numerous pa rallels for the grave goods. The publication as a 

result offers a thorough discussion of the majority  of the grave finds. The last publication of the 

cemetery of Rhenen aimed at the reconstruction of the fifth century phase of this cemetery. 342  The 

burials of the fifth century were dated according to the Rhineland phases of Siegmund and were related 

to four generations (generations of 30 years; the short phases represent the subsequent generations) 

                                                 
341  Van Es/Hulst 1991. 
342  Van Es/Wagner 2000, 116. 
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who formed the burying community in order to shed  some light on the structure and size of the 

communities that were living there in the fifth century (since not much settlement evidence is known 

from the fifth century). 343  The cultural aspects of object deposition with the dead in relation to the 

refinement of typo-chronological schemes have scarcely been a matter of debate in the Netherlands. The 

authors of the publication of Lent, however, showed considerable interest in the reconstruction of the 

production (centres) of the grave finds, their exch ange and the distribution patterns of resembling 

objects. 344  The results of their research can shed some light on various forms of object circulation and 

the consequences for chronologies.  

 

4.1.2 The typo-chronologies of the Rhineland Area (Germany)   

The research history of Merovingian burial chronology in the Rhineland Area is already discussed in detail 

in publications from the French and German language regions. 345  The following sections involve the most 

recent contributions to the typo-chronological debate.  

 

Siegmund (1998): Lower Rhineland Area 

Siegmund offers a typology scheme of which the chrono logical significance of the defining criteria are 

tested in several ways and are therefore claime d to have been selected in an objective way. 346  His 

research is based on Merovingian finds and sites of the so-called Niederrhein  area (Lower Rhine Area), 

which includes the districts of Düsseldorf and Heinsberg (Figure 11). 347  The creation of a complete 

overview of the very scattered and sometimes briefly published Merovingian finds of one restricted area 

was one of the main goals of this research. 348  The period covered is specified as the Merovingian period, 

but the burial evidence that can be identified as ‘Germanic’, from 400 AD on, is also included. 349  The 

study of the Merovingian period in the lower Rhine area ends with the abandonment of the cemeteries 

and the ending of the deposition of grave goods; in Siegmund’s typo-chronological scheme this point is 

fixed at c. 740 AD. 350   

Other research goals were also formulated. Sieg mund concludes, after a short introduction of 

the produced chronologies until then, that an all-inclusive and reliable basis for the chronological 

analysis he intends to pe rform for the Lower Rhine Area is not available. Typological and chronological 

schemes were for the majority developed on a very lo cal level and are, as a consequence, very refined, 

which makes a comparison between the cemeteries an d the unification of the typo-chronology schemes 

very difficult. On the other hand, he observed that  Böhner’s work, which has been, and still is, used 

extensively, is based on a smaller diversity and amount of material so that this typo-chronological 

scheme forms, among other reasons already discussed,  an inadequate basis. 351  This is in fact a 

description of the actual research situation in the Meuse valley (to which the Servatius complex 

belongs). The ambition of Siegmund was to classify the finds of the Lower Rhine Area in a uniform and 

systematic way that was achieved, for most categories  of grave goods, by usin g metrical characteristics 

and statistical procedures. Siegmund claims that, by doing so, the high degree of subjectivity in the 

selection of the defining criteria for typological grou ps is avoided and that it provides in a transparent 

typological scheme which is applicable on cemeteries of other regions. 352  The chronological significance 

of the typological criteria is tested with two procedures.  

The various belt elements offer the first testing possibility, the so-called combinational 

testing. 353  It is generally accepted that a crude classifica tion of this group of finds has proven to have 

                                                 
343  Van Es/Wagner 2000, 116-117, table 1. 
344  Van Es/Hulst 1991, 173-198. 
345  See for example Périn 1980; Koch 2001.  
346  Siegmund 1998, 17 
347  Siegmund 1998, 5 ( Quellenlage : a detailed description of research area and number of finds).  
348  Siegmund 1998, 4. 
349  Siegmund 1998, 5.  
350  Siegmund 1998, 5, 204-205. 
351  Siegmund 1998, 14-17. 
352  Siegmund 1998, 17. 
353  Siegmund 1998,  



 103

chronological significance on a supra-regional scale. 354  This knowledge is used to prove the chronological 

significance of the whole range of defined criteria for nearly each group of grave goods from the Lower 

Rhineland, but will itself also be tested in the end. 355  The other testing method is the combination of the 

chronological results of the seriations with the re sults from the chorological analysis or horizontal 

stratigraphy , for which the ce meteries of Krefeld-Gellep, Köln-Münger sdorf, Köln-Junkersdorf , 

Düsseldorf-Stockum  and Duisburg-Walsum were used. These were completely excavated and the 

development or deposition  phases of these cemeteries are gene rally acknowledged as chronological 

phases. 356  The with seriation obtained relative phases of graves are compared with the chronological 

phases of these cemeteries. The consistencies and discrepancies which were discovered were used to 

adjust and justify the achieved chronological sequ ence of the graves from the Lower Rhine Area.  

On closer inspection it can be observed that th e defining criteria for some types are tested on 

their chronological significance more accurately than those for other types. Sieg mund’s work resulted in 

very refined typological su bclasses for certain categories of grave goods and more general ones for other 

categories. The category of pottery for example shows a very detailed typological scheme (especially for 

the biconical pots and the dishes/bowls), which is extensively tested on its chronological significance, in 

contrast with some other categories of grave g oods, which are without evaluation only described 

according to the typological criteria used in previous publications. 357  Another problem relates to the 

actual contents of some typological groups. It is observed that the inner coherence is questionable, 

especially in the type-group s for which metric criteria, such as the biconical pots, form the basis. But this 

can also be observed in a category such as the iron belts components with silver and copper alloy inlay, 

which are basically defined on the ba sis of decoration patterns. These decoration patterns appear to be 

considerable variables, and each typological groups  of Siegmund contains examples with substantial 

differences. This poses questions to the chronological significance of such a group; obviously clear cut 

criteria such as the height or size of pots are not involved, but neither discussed as chronologically 

insignificant. If the similarity within one typological group can be questioned, should we not question the 

suggested accuracy of the positions of graves in a se riation? In the discussion of the grave goods from 

Maastricht (part II), it is regularly observed that in dividual objects can be assi gned to a Rhineland type 

on the basis of a number of criteria, but that their specific characteristics become disguised as a 

consequence. 358      

Siegmund’s ordering of graves on the basis of th e chronological classification was divided in 11 

relative Rhineland phases. 359  In the description of the phases and their characteristics it is explained how 

the seriations of the graves of men and women were integrated on the basis of which observations the 

phases were distinguis hed from one another. 360  The absolute dating of the phases is provided by coin-

containing graves and the available dendro-chronological dates. 361  Siegmund created relatively short 

phases, especially for the sixth century, on the basis of the results of the seriations (Table 9). The 

chronological phases in the seriations show the dating of graves to one phase; the majority of the 

object-types are dispersed over more than one phas e. The boundaries in the seriation were mainly 

drawn on the basis of the occurrence and disappearance of certain types together with the information 

of the topo-chorological analysed cemeteries. 362  This result is graphically represented in the ‘ Typentafel 

mit den chronologisc h wichtigen Beigaben ’, in which per phase only the significant object-types are 

                                                 
354  Siegmund 1998, 18. See also the discussion on belts in the analysis of the grave goods from the Vrijthof and 
Pandhof cemeteries in this thesis.  
355  Siegmund 1998, 17.  
356  Siegmund 1998, 17, 178-195. 
357  This discussion is elaborated on in the description and discussion of the various groups of grave finds from the 
Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries in the following section of this thesis. 
358  This is in the part on the grave goods from the Vrijth of and Pandhof cemeteries discussed where relevant. See for 
example the section on garnet disc brooches. 
359  The seriations were performed separately on the graves of men and women. The ‘neutral’ graves were seriated 
together with the graves of men.  
360  Siegmund 1998, 196-200. 
361  Siegmund 1998, 176-180, 200-203. 
362  Siegmund 1998, 196. 
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depicted. 363  By doing so, a simplification of the developm ent of grave goods deposition is presented. 364  

Some types have a circulation period which covers  two or more phases, but are in this scheme 

represented as if they belong to one phase. This ta ble seems to suggest that groups of objects occur and 

disappear suddenly at more or less the same period. 365  Siegmund is aware of this simplification, which 

was already discussed in chapter 1. Nevertheless, Si egmund saw enough grounds for the construction of 

relative short phases and profound cultural conc lusions with regard to these short phases.    

Siegmund’s cultural assumptions regarding the depositions of objects with the dead were for 

illustrative reasons already discussed in chapter 1. In short Siegmund thinks that the dead were buried 

with their personal belongings, but that the personal belongings were rapidly replaced in life instigated 

by changes in what was fashionable. This can, according to Siegmund, be concluded from the 

appearance of short chronological phases and the general absence of old objects in younger 

assemblages. 366  It seems as if Siegmund’s ‘cultural conclusi ons’ are based on the chronological results, 

but maybe these were already the general thoughts he had with regard to the material culture of the 

living. As it was argued in chapter 1 of this thesis, the exactness of the position of a grave in a seriation, 

even if it can be validated as a chronological seriat ion, can be questioned. It is therefore dangerous to 

create such short burial phases, especially as Siegm und did for the sixth century, and draw such strong 

conclusions on the basis of this specific result . Moreover, what becomes especially apparent in 

Siegmund’s analytical exercise, the focus on the da ting of graves to a specific phase, masks the 

underlying circulation periods of the objects that form the assemblage. This point will be further 

elaborated in the conclusion to part II and with  the examples of graves  from Maastricht, which 

illuminates the underlying variation in circulation periods. It will appear that Sigmund’s cultural 

conclusions require some reconsideration.     

 

Franken AG (2003):  between the lower Rhine area and the Eifel ( Kölner Bucht ) 

Despite these critical notes, the work of Siegmund needs to be acknowledged for its consequently tested 

chronological parameters of a cons iderable number of object-types. The typo-chronological results of 

Siegmund’s work (his thesis of 1989, which includes th e typo-chronological analysis in his publication of 

1998) were evaluated and to some degree modified in the work of a group of researchers who 

collaborated in the so-called ‘ Franken Arbeits Gruppe Bonn ’ (1991) with the aim to make the excavated 

Merovingian remains available (both habitation  and funerary remains) of the region ‘ Von linken 

Niederrhein bis zur nördlichen Eifel ’, or the Kölner-Bucht  (Figure 9).  367  Although published in 2003, their 

typo-chronological model is the unchanged model as it was already established in 1992 and which was 

used as the basis for the dissertations of the researchers involved. Siegmund worked closely with the 

members of the Franken AG, from which an article in the edited volume ‘The pace of change’ (1999) was 

a result. This article can be seen as the latest consensus between Siegmund and the Franken AG, 

although it was published before 2003.  

 The main differences between the work of Siegmund and the Franken AG relate mainly to the 

classification of the belts and biconical pots. 368  The seriations were perf ormed on the basis of the 

changed classification of finds. The Franken AG, in co ntrast to Siegmund, inserted the ‘neutral’ graves in 

the seriations of the graves of both women and men (Siegmund inserted the neutral graves in the 

seriation of the graves of men), what improved the st atistical basis of the seriated graves of women, and 

on the basis of which scarce types could be combin ed better with a higher number of graves. The 

Franken AG decided to exclude the objects that date two or more phases earlier than their associated 

finds (the so-called Merovingian A ltstücke ), because it would influence the position of the graves in 

                                                 
363  Siegmund 1998, 204-205, Abb. 81.  
364  Theuws 2001.  
365  Theuws 2000,  
366  Siegmund 1998, 200,  
367  Müssemeier et al. 2003, 11-12. 
368  Müssemeier et al. 2003, 13. 
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question in the resulting sequence. 369  The Franken AG created 10 phases whereas Siegmund created 11, 

and the dating of these phases is somewhat different too (Table 9).  

 

 

Siegmund (1989) 

1998  

Franken AG (1992) 2003 Nieveler / Siegmund 1999  

1: 400-440   40 1:   400-440 40 

2: 440-485   45 

1+2: 400-460/80 60/80 

2:   440-480/90 40/50 

3: 485-530   45 3: 460/80-510/25 30/65 3:   480/90-530 40/50 

4: 530-555   25 4: 510/25-±565 40/55 4:   520/30-550/60 20/40 

5: 555-570   15 5:   550/60-570 10/20 

6: 570-585   15 

5: ±565-580/90 15/25 

6:   570-580/90 10/20 

7: 585-610   25 6: 580/90-610/20 20/40 7:   580/90-610 20/30 

8: 610-640   30 7: 610/20-640/50 20/30 8:   610-640 30 

9: 640-670   30 8: 640/50-670/80 20/40 9:   640-670 30 

10: 670-705 35 9: 670/80-±710 30/40 10: 670-710 40 

11: 705-740 35 10: ±710-740 30 11: 710-740 30 

 

Table 9.  The length of the chronological phases of Siegmund (1989 and 1998) and the Franken AG 

(2003). 

 

 

This difference is due to choices on the basis of which Siegmund established both the length of the 

phases and the circulation period of the types on the basis of their predominant occurrence in certain 

phases of the seriation. The Franken AG established the length of the circulation period of the object 

types from the beginning to the end of  their occurrence in the seriation, but the borders of the phases in 

which the graves are dated are based on the most frequent occurrence of the object-types. 370  The 

Franken AG is well aware of the st atistical limitations, especially regarding the mixed datasets, such as 

those from cemeteries, on the basis of which these are performed. Although a longer circulation period 

was regarded as a better representation of reality, cu ltural backgrounds with rega rd to more or less long 

circulation periods were not expressed.   

 

Nieveler and Siegmund (1999): The pace of change   

The synthesis of the typo-chronologies of Siegmund an d the Franken AG is presented in this article as 

the ‘Rhineland typo-chronology’. 371  It is different from the publication of the Franken AG 2003 in that the 

11 phases as formerly defined by Siegmund were maintained with more or less the same absolute dates 

(Table 9). The main characteristics of each phase are discussed in this article, and in the graphical 

depiction of each phase with their main chronologi cal representatives it is possible to distinguish 

Siegmund’s types from those of the Franken AG. The data-structure of Siegmund’s seriation (1998) is 

tested on the basis of a multi-dimensional correspondence analysis and this forms the main discussion in 

the article. 

This correspondence analysis is a multidimensional technique, opposed to seriation, which is a 

one-dimensional technique. It reveals the underlying structure of the dataset. or in other words it 

“…reveals the structural relationship between units/ variables on the basis of their average similarity”. 372  

A seriation always produces a linear result, even if such an underlying structure is not present in the 

                                                 
369  Müssemeier et al. 2003, 13. 
370  Müssemeier et al. 2003, 14. 
371  Nieveler/Siegmund 1999.  
372  Jensen/Nielsen 1997, 38. 
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analysed data. 373  A seriation never shows the ‘clusters’ of gr aves (on the basis of their similarities) or 

the distance between these clusters. The linear result always suggests that there is a gradual change in 

grave goods repertoire, even when the structure of th e data tends more towards clusters of graves with 

similarities, but which show considerable differences from each other. It is claimed that if the result of a 

seriation is the outcome of the analysis of a datase t of which the structure can be characterised as a 

gradual change on the basis of relative similarity, than the result of a correspondence analysis of the 

same data results in a nearly ‘perfect parabola’. It was exactly this result that was obtained with the 

data on the basis of which Siegmund performed his seriations. This means that the grouping of the 

graves is consistent and that no other underlyin g structure than the gradual change in relative 

similarities is present. Groupings that appear in cluster-analysis indicate that other variables, such as for 

example differences in status, also structured the av ailable dataset. But even if we can conclude that 

variables other than time are of limited influence on the result of the Lower Rhineland seriation, it can 

still be questioned what the chronological validity of the ordering and of short chronological phases is. A 

gradual change in material culture can be represented in  the burial data to be seriated, but this does not 

mean that it guarantees the exact (or nearly exac t) chronological positions of graves. Resembling 

graves, as it was reasoned in chapter 1, do not necessarily have to be contemporaneous. 

For example, if seriations were performed on both the graves of men and women, then the 

result would be a diagonal line, but the correspondence analysis would show two different groupings 

because men and women have nearly mutually exclusiv e sets of objects. If we assume, for example, 

that the assemblage one is buried wi th is created or acquired in one’s twenties, then similar graves could 

have different deposition times. Su ch a ‘break’ does not become visibl e in a seriation, nor in a multi-

dimensional correspondence analysis. This is of course a hypothetical example, as it was already 

discussed in chapter1, but it shows that even if the change in material culture from graves seems to 

change gradually, without obvious secondary groupings of  graves, then the moment of burial is still not 

captured and absolute short phases would give a misleading picture of the rapidity of change in grave 

goods repertoires in the Merovingian period. It does show that the assemblages are relatively 

homogeneous, but the period in which they are created is not captured. The homogeneity of the 

assemblages can also be a result of a process which takes longer than only one generation. This will be 

illustrated below. Furthermore, if a seriation does in fact represent a gradual change in grave goods 

assemblages, then the drawing of lines in sequence  of graves is a hazardous undertaking; it can be 

questioned on the basis of which observations the boundaries of the phases are established. That a 

change over time in material culture is captured in the seriations of Siegmund and the Franken AG, 

however, can be reasoned, it is only the exactness of the positions of the graves in a seriation that is 

questioned here.  

The typologies of both Siegmund and the Franke n AG can be validated as tested chronological 

typologies in which the general gradual change of a selection of the material culture of the Merovingian 

period is represented. The circulation periods of the object-types, however, are based on the position of 

the graves in a seriation, which can result in a misleading image. This image, however, can be perceived 

as more accurate than the short burial phases. Thes e typologies are for now the most favourable for the 

classification of the grave goods from the Vrijthof an d Pandhof cemeteries, although the specifics of the 

grave goods from Maastricht need to be considered . The longer dated lifespan of the objects by the 

Franken AG is the shortest accepted range for the fina l dating of the grave good s from Maastricht as will 

be discussed below. 

 

4.1.3 The typologies of Northern France   

Some of the studies of Merovingian cemeteries in No rthern France ev idently focused on methodological 

considerations. With the introduction of the possib ility to order the graves and their contents by 

‘permutation matricelle ’ it was claimed that an objective method for chronological analysis was finally 
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available. 374  After that, adjustments and refinements were proposed, which eventually led to a 

‘chronology normalisee ’. 375  The backgrounds of this typo-chronologic al debate, as it t ook place in France, 

will be discussed in short here.  

 

Périn (1980): The Ardennes and Meuse Area in Northern France  

Périn offers a typological and chronological synthesis of several cemeteries which are located in a 

restricted area: the Ardennes and Meuse regions in Northern France (included in the research area ' entre 

Manche et Lorraine'  (Fig. 11)). By doing so, he introduced a new statistical method ( permutation 

matricelle ) in the scholarly debate in Fran ce, which equals the method of se riation, in order to obtain a 

relative sequence of graves in an objective way. 376  This method results, acco rding to Périn, in fewer 

uncertainties with regard to the obtained results than the topo-chronological analysis up to then 

performed. 377  Périn’s methodological principles are less ob vious than those of Siegmund despite the title 

of his book ( La datation des tombes mérovingiennes. Historique- Méthodes-Applications ), which 

suggests otherwise. Although Périn shows thorough me thodological insights in the problems of dating 

graves and grave goods, in the end it seems that the only consideration that was taken into account 

with regard to his classification scheme was its statistical workability. Périn and others published several 

other works with generally the same background af ter this publication, but the publication from 1980 

records the extended methodological discussion that did not change dr amatically thereafter. 378  The 

complete process and considerations will not be repeated here; only some remarks with regard to the 

‘choix des types’  and the cultural considerations regarding the construction of relative and absolute 

phases will be commented on.  

Because of Périn’s focus on methodological issues it  can be expected that the defining criteria of 

the typological classes would be disc ussed in detail, both on a practica l and a theoretical level. Indeed, 

Périn states that the typological choices have a direct influence on th e resulting chronology. 379  The 

typological process is subjective, is not universal and should be experimented with. 380  The type 

archeologique  is an object-type which is defi ned by an optimal number of criteria that are representative 

for a series of objects and can change depending on the research goal pursued. 381  The problem of the 

type archeologique  is that it needs to contain a sufficient number of specimens in order to show a 

meaningful distribution; if objects occur infrequently then a simple classification is required, and vice 

versa. 382  Although Périn is well aware of the fact that  every research goal demands its particular types 

archeologiques , his main concern relates to the necessity of e ffective statistical groups of object types in 

order to obtain a sequence of graves  that shows an ordering that can be divided in chronological phases. 

This statistical discussion is briefly about the number of objects that represent an object-type. 383  

Although discussed at great length, Périn’s theo retical awareness did not form the basis for the 

construction of his classification scheme. His exercise  resulted in less refined classes of grave goods than 

Siegmund defined for the Lower Rhine Area (Table 10) . An advantage of such a typological scheme as 

Périn proposed, and which was later adjusted by Legoux, Périn and Vallet, is that the majority of the 

grave goods from other Merovingian cemeteri es can be classified accordingly.  

With regard to the length of chronological phases, Périn illustrates his cultural perspective with 

the possibility-scheme of Steuer (see chapter 1). Wher eas Steuer claims that more precise dating than 

50 years is questionable from a theoretical perspective, Périn thinks that the objects one is interred with 

are for the majority personal possess ions which were gathered in the course of life. Inheritance was, 
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according to him, not a common practice, so the circ ulation period of the grave goods will generally not 

exceed the length of a lifetime/generation. 384  Although these considerations can be compared to those of 

Siegmund, the length of the chronological phases of Périn exceeds those of Siegmund. Périn is in this 

sense more loyal to the fact that the boundaries in orderings of graves do not have to represent cultural 

reality, but are merely an analytical tool. 385  

 

Legoux, Périn and Vallet (2004): entre Manche et Lorraine  

The publication in 2004 of Legoux, Périn and Vallet is the ‘final’ correction of the typo-chronology 

scheme that can be found in Périn (1980) and several publications thereafter (Fig. 11).  

 

 

Périn (1980) Legoux/Périn/Vallet (2004) 

ABD 1 450-475 25 PM    440/50-470/80 20-40 

ABD 2 475-525 50 MA1  470/80-520/30 40-60 

BCD/DE 525-550 25 MA2  520/30-560/70 30-50 

DEF 550-600 50 MA3  560/70-600/10 30-50 

DEFGH 600-620/30 20/30 MR1  600/10-630/40 20-40 

EFGH/GHI 620/30-650/60 30 MR2  630/40-660/70 20-40 

GHI/HI 650/60-690/700 40 MR3  660/70-700/10 30-50 

 

Table 10.  The length of the chronological phases of Périn (1980) and Legoux/Périn/Vallet (2004). 

 

 

It is claimed that this scheme has more validity than the preceding ones since it is based on a more 

extended dataset (new graves and cemeteries that could be incorporated with in the analysis) and the 

number of ‘ tombes-réferénces ’ has increased. 386  It is also claimed that this typo-chronology scheme is 

applicable on regions outside ‘between Manche and Lorraine ’. The typo-chronology scheme is based on 

1,200 grave goods assemblages from 70 cemeteries. Approximately 400 types are defined, which 

incorporate at least five to 10 examples. 387  The absolute phases are borrowed from Ament and 

translated into French (Table 10). One phase is added, the pre-Merovingian phase. The main difference 

with the preceding work of Périn is the slightly incr eased length of the phases. No further comments with 

regard to changing perspectives of  cultural reality and methodological issues can be found in this 

publication.  

 

The typologies of Périn (1980) and Legoux, Périn and Vallet (2004) do not, in contrast to those of the 

Rhineland Area, consist of tested ch ronological types but of groups that  were constructed especially to 

meet statistical requirements. This resulted in more broadly defined typological classes of which a 

majority has nearly a universal (Merovingian) value. The result of seriations and horizontal plotting of 

this classification scheme, the considerable length of time in which the objects are dated and the length 

of the absolute phases, however, relate better to the theoretical considerations made earlier on in this 

thesis. As it was argued in the discussion of the article of Nieveler and Siegmund, probably the gradual 

change of material culture from graves is more or less  reflected in fine or less refined classifications and 

in the resulting seriations. This is also stressed by Périn, with the comment, which should be subscribed, 

that, although a relative ordering of graves is cons iderably certain and does represent the evolutionary 

                                                 
384  Périn 1980, 195. 
385  Périn 1980, 248-253. 
386  Legoux/Périn/Vallet 2004.  
387  Legoux/Périn/Vallet 2004, 5. 
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change of material culture, it is the absolute dates of the phases, and therefore the dating of the types, 

which are less certain to reflect cultural reality. 388   

 

4.1.4 The typologies of Southern Germany,  Switzerland and the Mediterranean world 

A selection of cemeteries from Southern Germany, Switzerland and further south, from the 

Mediterranean area, were integrated in the analys is of the grave goods from the Servatius complex 

because some of the objects from Maastricht appear to  have close parallels in these distant cemeteries. 

Such comparisons can also be observed in other cemeteries in Northern Gaul, which indicates that next 

to the identification of cultural homogeneous regions, as for example the middle Meuse Area and the 

Lower and Middle Rhine Area, other influences should be complied with. Koch presented an elaborate 

overview of the research history of chronologica l analysis in Southern Germany and Switzerland. 389  The 

majority of the publications are based on topo-chronological analysis as chronological method and 

address methodological questions that relate to the process of classifying and dating.  

 

The choice for the selected typo-chronology sch emes from Southern Germ any was based on their 

availability, clear and numerous parallels and the attempts of th e researchers involved at more 

generality and comparison. The method of horizontal st ratigraphy or topo-chronology, in order to obtain 

a relative and absolute chronology, was developed on  the basis of the cemeteries of southern Germany 

and neighbouring regions in Switzerland. 390  One of the most important publications, in which the 

methodological backgrounds are thor oughly discussed, is Koch’s fina l publication of the cemetery of 

Schretzheim (Fig.11). 391  

Various scholars worked on the excavation resu lts of the cemetery of Schreztheim, excavated 

from 1890 to 1901, and from 1927-1934, but Koch published a complete overview in 1977. The 

introduction of this publication concerns the chronological divisions of the cemetery ( Stufen  1-6 / 525-

680 (125 years)), which was created on the basis of th e plotted object-types on the cemetery plan. The 

finds were classified by pursuing the highest degree of differentiation possible for each reoccurring sort 

of object (that means creating as many types as possible). 392  No thoughts are expressed regarding the 

chronological meaning of the created classification. The Leitformen (index finds) are the finds which are 

restricted to one development phase or Stufe , in fact they define the borders of each phase. Next to 

these index finds Koch identified finds that are characteristic for each deposition phase, but which can 

appear also in other deposition phases . The creation and contents of each Stufe  are discussed in six 

clearly identifiable steps. After drawing up an inventory of the index finds and typical types (showing a 

high concentration within the by the ‘ Leitformen ’ bordered area) of the Stufe , the distribution of the 

graves in the deposition phases are discussed. The remaining steps are the discussion of anomalies; the 

graves which are located in a bordered area but whic h are characteristic for an other deposition phase, 

the presentation of a list of datable graves, and the insertion of chronological relevant graves from 

cemeteries nearby ( Sontheim an der Brenz  and Niederstotzingen ). Thereafter, within the list of dated 

graves and their contents, Koch make s a distinction per grave between the Leitformen , Langlebigeren 

Neue formen  (these appear for the first time in the deposition phase concerned, but appear also in 

graves of the deposition phases thereafter), and Langlebigeren Ältere formen  (these appear also in the 

graves of the deposition phases  before the phase concerned). 393  The data that provided the absolute 

dates of each phase form the last discussion point. The absolute dates are based on the coin-containing 

graves and dated parallels. In the end, this resulted in a very thorough discussion of the contents of 

each deposition phase and each grave. 

                                                 
388  Périn 1980, 99. 
389  Koch 2001, 26-44. 
390  Werner 1953 (cemetery of Bülach) and 1955 (cemetery of Mindelheim); Neuffer-Müller/Ament 1973 (cemetery of 
Rübenach); Koch 1977 (cemetery of Schretzheim).  
391  Koch 1977. 
392  Koch 1977, 15.  
393  Koch 1977, 35-47. 
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With regard to the length of the phases, Koch makes the remark that they form the average of 

the period of production and use of the objects. The pe riod of use is considered to be the period in which 

the objects were used by the person they are buried with; Koch assumed that the majority of the grave 

goods represent the personal belongings of the deceased. Numerous phrases point towards this 

underlying assumption: “ Ebenfalls in der Jahrhunddertmitte erwarb die Frau aus Grab 26 eine 

Cyprea….”, and  “Wohl schon bald nach der Mitte des 6. Jahrhunderts gelangte eine Bügelfibel […] , in den 

Besitz der reichen Frau aus Grab 513”. 394  Koch assumes that extensive delay in circulation did not occur, 

at least not regularly, and that as a consequence graves can be dated to restricted phases without too 

many problems. Koch’s phases have a range from 20 to 35 years (Table 11). The anomalies in the 

distribution groups are discussed, but not explained, only perhaps in one instance: graves of children 

can contain objects of which the custom to deposit them became regular some time later (when the 

majority of the women who acquired such objects died). In fact, these are incidences that can become 

visible on cemetery plans (assuming that they represent a gradual development in time), and never in a 

seriation; the graves of children would be placed in  relation with the elder women with comparable grave 

goods. The cemetery starts at the beginning of the sixth century. The sixth century in Schretzheim is 

divided into relatively sh ort phases (20-30 years), which have different dates than those of the sixth 

century in the Rhineland and Northern France.   

 

Recently, Koch performed a seriation with the burial  evidence from the cemetery of Pleidelsheim (Fig. 

11). 395  After a thorough discussion of the research history of the chronological analysis in Southern 

Germany, the seriation of the fi nds from the cemetery are discussed. They are integrated in the 

seriations of women and men of several cemeteries  from Southern Germany, on the basis of which a 

new chronological phase system for the early medieval period in Southern Germany was introduced (SD 

phase 1-10: 430-670). Koch used the method of seriation for this cemetery because the cemeteries of 

the first phases of the early medieval period are not characterised by the neatly development phases as 

the later phases are. 396  Koch is well aware of the fact that a clas sification of finds forms the basis of all 

chronological analysis, and that the establishment of such a scheme is subjective and is until now 

theoretically poorly founded. 397  The change in material culture can be fast or slow; this, however, cannot 

be read in a classification. Koch thinks that the seriational ordering of graves is not only a reflection of 

the variable time, but that socio-economic and ethnic influences should also be accounted for. 398  The 

chronological results of the seriation, but also the va rious grave structures and the relative richness of 

the graves, are plotted on the cemetery plan. It shows, according to Koch, that groups of families can be 

identified on the cemetery plan on the basis of these distributions. 399  Koch thinks that the connection 

with a family group was displayed in the funerary ri tes. Whether this was the outcome of the deposition 

of grave goods for the after-life, or that one was bu ried with their objects which represented him/her in 

life, is not finalised by Koch. However, in these remarks we can see a careful change in opinion 

compared to the ones expressed with regard to grave goods deposition in the cemetery of Schretzheim.  

 

 

Koch 1977 (Schretzheim) Koch 2001 (Southern Germany)  

  SD-phase 1: 430-460  30 

  SD-phase 2: 460-480  20 

  SD-phase 3: 480-510  30 

  SD-phase 4: 510-530  20 

Stufe 1: 525/30-545/50  15/25 SD-phase 5: 530-555  25 

                                                 
394  Koch 1977, 186. 
395  Koch 2001. 
396  Koch 2001, 43. 
397  Koch 2001, 27. 
398  Koch 2001, 44. 
399  Koch 2001, 363. 
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Stufe 2:545/50-565/70 15/25 SD-phase 6: 555-580  25 

Stufe 3: 565-590/600 25/35 SD-phase 7: 580-600  20 

Stufe 4: 590/600-620/30 20/40 SD-phase 8: 600-620 20 

Stufe 5: 620/30-650/60 20/40 SD-phase 9: 620-650 30 

Stufe 6: 650/60-680 20/30 SD phase 10: 650-670 20 

 

Table 11. The length of the chronological phases of Koch on the basis of Schretzheim (1977) and other 

cemeteries from Southern Germany (2001). 

 

 

The most important cemeteries from Switzerland (Fig. 11) for comparisons with the finds from 

Maastricht are the publications of the cemetery of Bülach  400  and Basel-Bernerring , 401  and from the 

Mediterranean world the cemetery of Kranj  in Slovenia (Fig. 11). 402  It appeared that a number of grave 

goods from Maastricht are identical or nearly identical with the objects from these cemeteries. Their 

utility is not sought in typological and dating possib ilities but merely in conclusions about the cultural 

connections Maastricht has experienced during the Merovingian period. Another interesting discussion 

regarding similar objects from such distant cemeteries concerns the ‘origin’ of the objects involved and 

the decision to consider them as ‘exotics’. This discussion is elaborated on in the section on the 

exceptional bronze and silver plate buckles with fixed plate which show striking similarities with plate 

buckles from for example Kranj  and Basel-Bernerring .403    

 

The topo-chronological method, which has mainly been  developed on the basis of the cemeteries from 

Southern Germany, cannot be applied to the cemeteries of the Servatius complex; too much is missing 

of the cemeteries in order to presume that a grad ual development of the cemeteries can be extracted 

from the resulting plans. The cemeteries from Sout h Germany are useful for generating distribution 

patterns of finds that resemble th e finds from Maastricht. The dates of the objects are used when other 

dating possibilities are lacking. The exactness of such  dates, however, as it was discussed above should 

be questioned, as it will also be discussed in the descriptive catalogue of the finds from Maastricht when 

the cemeteries from the so uthern part of Merovingian Gaul are used.  

 

The above-discussed studies serve as the basis for the chronological analysis of the grave goods from 

the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries. It can be concluded that in all of these works the cultural 

perspective that the deceas ed were buried with their inalienable personal property, and therefore that a 

relatively regular and rapid change in the grave good s repertoire of approximately one generation can be 

observed, is the predominant one. Therefore, when using typo-chronol ogy schemes the use of 

classification schemes, the actual dating of the obje cts, and on the basis of these circulation periods of 

object-types the dating of the graves, are all separate issues. The discussion of these aspects is 

incorporated in the description and analysis  of the Vrijthof and Pandhof finds.   

 

 

4.2 Cultural categories of grave goods and cultural categories of objects, physical 

anthropological research and the chronological debate: a new cultural perspective on burial 

chronology 

Burial chronology from a cultural perspective in the first place requires independent data to investigate a 

number of presuppositions.  The cultural perspective until now ha s predominantly been that the dead 

                                                 
400  Werner 1953. (the method of topo-chronology on the basis of the chronological change of belt fittings from the 
graves of men). 
401  Martin 1976 (the method of topo-chronological analysis). 
402  Stare 1980. 
403  See the section on the Vrijthof and Pandhof belts. 
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were buried with their (inalienable) personal posses sions and that as a conseq uence a rapid change of 

the contents of grave goods assemblages can be obse rved in the burial evidence and that old objects 

(Merovingian antiques) are rarely present in the burial  evidence. The formulation of cultural categories of 

objects in chapter 3 on the basis of exchange and transmission served to illustrate that the relation 

between people and material culture was more compli cated and that the regular occurrence of prolonged 

object circulation before deposition is a serious option. Such premises, or such a new cultural 

perspective on burial chronology, require to be tested for each cemetery. The independent data that 

provide possibilities to investigate a number of premises are the results of physical anthropological 

research, and other scientific methods such as isotop e analysis, but also compar isons with distribution 

maps of objects in Merovingian Gaul (Table 12).   

 

 

Cultural categories of 

objects on the basis of 

exchange/transmission 

Cultural categories of grave goods 

(contexts of selection) 

Available ‘independent’ data 

Ceremonial heirlooms 

(ceremonial gift-exchange) 

-Inalienable group-(family-)possessions 

-Gifts to the deceased 

Economic resources  -Alienable personal and alienable family 

possessions  

Objectified cultural capital -Inalienable family possessions 

Sacred heirlooms 

(ancestral or supra-natural 

exchange) 

-Inalienable group-(family-)possessions 

-Inalienable personal possessions   

-Gifts to the deceased  

-Alienable personal and alienable family 

possessions 

-Occasional objects 

-Biological sex / age 

-Other biological features 

-Vertical stratigraphy and 

intersections (independent 

chronology) 

-Isotopes (mobility) 

-Distribution maps of objects 

(mobility) 

-Correlations between various 

object features and biological 

features  

 

 

Table 12.  The categories of data on the basis of which a ‘cultural perspective’ can be investigated.  

 

 

The dataset of the Servatius complex at first sight seem s to offer these analytical  possibilities because it 

consists of an extended set of skeletal remains of  which it was possible to determine a diversity of 

biological features 404  but also independent radio carbon da tes and isotope analysis, and both the 

cemeteries know a vertic al stratigraphy. The independent dating  possibilities will not be the main 

discussion in the following. 405  The central discussion regards research questions which can be thought of 

that can contribute to chronological analysis from a cultural perspective.  

                                                 
404  Dr. R. Panhuysen and Dr. E. Smits analysed the skeletal remains of the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries and the 
detailed results will be published in the first and second volume of the full analysis of both cemeteries.  
405  As it was already mentioned, information about the vertical development is available for the Vrijthof and Pandhof 
cemeteries, and also a sample of the skeletal remains from the Vrijthof cemetery was carbon dated. Is this information 
of help for the establishment of the circulation periods in Maastricht? Again it must be said that the datasets were 
considerably fragmented. The Harris-matrices will be published in detail in the two volumes of the full analysis of both 
cemeteries, but for now it can be mentioned that the matrices are not detailed enough to establish or check the 
circulation periods of the complete variety of object-types and neither for the object-types that are present in the 
established vertical sequences of graves. This information, howver, is suitable to check the relative positions of dated 
graves on the basis of the grave finds. The small sample  of skeletons that were carbon dated offer the same 
opportunities; their dates can support the dating of the gr aves on the basis of their grave goods, but for detailed 
information about circulation periods of objects-types the sample was too small. Because the information was not that 
detailed, both the vertical sequences of graves and the results of the carbon dating did not distort the datings of the 
Maastricht graves on the basis of objects as they are listed in this thesis (list 1). 
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4.2.1 Cultural categories of grave goods: the connection between grave goods and the 

deceased  

The most important results of the analysis of skeletal remains which contribute to these aspects of the 

chronological debate are the biological sex and age of the identified individuals. Other information such 

as for example the observed fractures, the cause of death, pathology and the whole range of metric 

variables, will not be discussed here, but these also  offer possibilities for co mparisons and correlations 

with for example specific features of the burial ev idence. Information about bi ological sex and age, on 

the other hand, make it also possible to discover ce rtain general patterns in burial patterns and how 

they change in time. Such interpretations require statistical analysis. The datasets of the Vrijthof and 

Pandhof, separate, but also together , are, however, too small to form a sound statistical basis for this 

sort of analysis. First, the number of undisturbed graves is difficult to estimate due to poor excavation 

administration. In the second place, the number of graves with skeletal remains of which the biological 

sex and the biological age with a ce rtain precision are determined, and which also contain grave goods is 

relatively low. An overview of the gender and age groups with associated grave goods assemblages can 

be generated, but the results can hardly be considered to form a basis for significant statistical analysis. 

The solution is to offer a list of significant research questions regarding biological sex and age in relation 

to grave goods assemblages in order to investigate some general correlations which relate to the central 

theme of this thesis: what is the nature of the connection between grave goods and the deceased and 

which cultural categories of objects on the basis of circulation are of influence on chronology?  

 

Biological sex and age, gender and cultural age 

It can be stated that early medieval grave goods acce ntuate or express gender. Th is is referred to as the 

‘artefactual construction of gender’, whic h can be practiced in both life and death. 406  The establishment 

of the artefactual gender is more ambiguous than the determination of the biological sex of the 

deceased. Publications of Merovingian cemeteries traditionally present (as can be observed in the 

majority of the tables of contents) grave goods as  categories which are either considered to be 

associated with women or men, or as neutral object s (with no exclusive association with either women 

or men). Although this grouping is generally base d on modern perspectives of the association of 

biological sex with certain objects (weapons are associated with men and jewellery with women), a 

nearly complete overlap can be observed for the esti mated artefactual gender and, in the cases that it 

was possible to determine, the biological sex. 407  Although the binary opposition is quite convincingly 

demonstrated by the tests Halsall performed on the cemeteries of Lorraine, remarks can be made upon 

the use of his crude classification of the grave goods.  In this respect the groups of grave goods that are 

generally regarded as neutral are of special interest. Further research can elucidate whether specific 

features of these neutral objects, such as for example decorations on pots, can more often be associated 

with either men or women. Moreover, the discrepancies, although they are infrequent, between gender 

and biological sex can be interesting to explore somewhat further. These discrepancies are often 

attributed to mistakes or uncertainties in the investig ation of the skeletal remains or are related to flaws 

in the administration of the excavation. Deviant correlations, however, can also point towards conscious 

choices. 

There are different ways to decide which objects-types should be considered feminine, 

masculine or neutral. Mostly this is decided in a quite subjective way, base d on preconceived modern 

notions about objects and their gender associatio n, but also on genera l knowledge of object 

associations; weapons are hardly ev er associated with items of jewellery. Objects such as knives, 

combs, finger rings, purses, and po ttery and glass vessels are generally found in the graves of both men 

and women and are the so-called ‘neutr al’ objects. The list of dated Vrij thof and Pandhof graves (list 1) 

shows what the determined cultural gender and bi ological sex of the respective graves are.   

                                                 
406  Halsall 1995, 79. 
407  Halsall 1995, 80. 
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Significant correlations between the age of the deceased and object-types have also been observed, 

although, in contrast with gender, this will not fo r every cemetery result in  comparable correlations. 408  

The detected correlations in various studies indicate that the age of the deceased was a social category 

which was also constructed with specific objects. Cu ltural age is probably related to various defining 

events in life and life-cycle transformations, but it can also be the age of the deceased as the survivors 

constructed it. Biological and cultural age does not have to match in the same degree as biological sex 

and gender. Two 16-year old women, for example, can have a different cultural age which depends on a 

diversity of social factors, such as for example matr imonial status and maternity. Therefore, predictive 

age-assignation on the basis of grave goods, in cont rast with biological sex, should be dealt with 

cautiously. The results can also va ry from cemetery to cemetery. The correlations can predominantly be 

found for age-groups, but exact biological ages are more difficult to obtain.  

Moreover, cultural age is much mo re difficult to categorise on the basis of objects than cultural 

gender. The artefactual construction of age is alre ady in our modern western society not unambiguous, 

and it is even more difficult to think of categories of objects that associate with a certain age in the 

Merovingian period. Jewellery can easily be percei ved as feminine, but for which age categories are 

certain adornments considered a ppropriate in Merovingian times? 409  Although the model is based on a 

small dataset, Halsall convincingly demonstrates th at the detected correlation  between age groups and 

certain object-types emerges quite consistently for the sixth century cemeteries from his research area 

(Table 5). 410  As Halsall already expected on the basis of  anthropological analogy, the group of young 

adults receives the most extended range of grave goods. For the women, it was observed that they 

receive the full range of female-specific objects earlier, namely within the age group of Juveniles (14-

22), but still are accompanie d by them, although with less jewellery, in the fo llowing age group. For the 

men, the full range of gender specific objects is pl aced in the grave within the age category of Young 

Adults (22-40). These correlations, however, change  in the seventh century. These correlations were 

found in Lorraine, but it must be noticed that these correlations are not as predictive as masculine or 

feminine objects are for the biologic al sex of the associated person.  

 

Cultural categories of grave goods: significant research questions 

The basis for the analytical possibilities is offered by an overview of the associations between biological 

sex, age groups and ‘sorts’ of assemblages of finds. Such an overview was for example offered by Halsall 

(see chapter 2). However, this picture has to be esta blished for every isolated cemetery or region. Such 

an overview should be created separately for the si xth and the seventh century, as Halsall showed, in 

order to discover changing patterns. These overview s show the percentage of each age group in the 

cemetery, the percentage of furnished burial in each age group, the relative ‘richness’ of the age groups, 

the associated sorts of assemblages of grave goods with age groups and biological sex, etc . It will be 

clear that for the identification of significant patterns a considerable amount of data is required, which 

the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries cannot provide (Table 13).  

 

 

 Vrijthof Pandhof Total 

Graves with grave goods 146 152 298 

Investigated individuals 278 318 596 

Women (biological sex) 95 90 185 

Women with grave goods 35 22 57 

Aged women with grave goods 33 22 55 

                                                 
408  Halsall 1995; 1996; Stoodly 2000; Brather 2008; Stauch 2008.  
409  See for example Stauch (2008) who investigated the correlation between gold or silver and age groups. 
410  Halsall 1995, 83-86. 
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Men (biological sex) 95 93 188 

Men with grave goods 31 12 43 

Aged men with grave goods 30 12 42 

Sex indeterminate 88 135 223 

Sex indeterminate with grave goods 37 38 75 

Aged individuals, sex indeterminate, with grave goods 35 31 66 

 

Table 13.  The numbers of graves with grave goods and the analysed biological features of the skeletal 

remains from the Vrijthof and Pandhof graves. 

 

 

The context is not for all the investigated individual s known, and of the individuals from known contexts, 

not all can be identified as a gr ave. The available contexts on th e basis of which an overview of 

correlations between gender, age and associated finds can be created is for the Vrijthof a number of 63 

contexts (grave goods that are associated with wo men or men of which the age was determinated) and 

for the Pandhof a number of 34 (total for both ceme teries = 97 individuals). However, not all these 

contexts were identified as graves. Together with th e observation that a majority of the graves can not 

with certainty be identified as undisturbed, that fo r the majority of the graves only one or few grave 

goods are available and that in some graves more than one individual was identified for which it is 

difficult to establish to which individual the eventual grave goods can be attributed, it is concluded that 

the informative datasets are too small and will no t offer significant correla tions. Moreover, some 

assemblages of grave goods, which also include intere sting and elaborate ones, were not associated with 

skeletal remains. 411  These grave goods as a consequence fall outside such overviews. When the 100 

aged individuals of the Vrijthof and Pandhof are assign ed to specific age groups this becomes especially 

problematic. Moreover, of the individuals of which the age was determined a considerable group consist 

of age assignations that could not be more precise than ‘adult’ (20- 80 years, or other broad groups). 

These age determinations cannot be used for an over view of correlations between age groups and grave 

goods. However, to compensate for the absence of  such a significant overview, cultural research 

questions for which such overviews are indispensable ca n be formulated and illust rated here with graves 

of the Vrijthof and Pandhof as examples. They relate  to the formulated cultural categories of grave 

goods and the cultural categories of objects on the basis of transmission.  

 

The chapter in which the cultural categories of grav e goods were identified served also to investigate 

whether the primordial assumption of inalienable pers onal possessions is one to be maintained. It was 

concluded that such a category could have existed, but that it was one of the many options of how early 

medieval people appreciated the objects that surroun ded them; it was suggested that such a notion of 

material culture does not offer an encompassing expl anation for furnished burial. This conclusion can be 

substantiated to some degree with the available bu rial evidence from Maastric ht. If especi ally dress-

related objects were inalienable personal possessions one was in the end buried with, then the elderly 

would be associated which such objects to the same extent as the younger generations of which it can 

be suspected that they already acquired these items in life. A series of basic research questions with 

regard to this subject can therefore be thought of on  the basis of which this practice of burial with 

inalienable personal posses sions can either be rejected or accepted as a general practice for the 

cemeteries to be analysed. 

 

Were (a selection of) the dead buried with  their inalienable personal possessions? 

-What is the percentage of elderly (above 50/60) in the burial population? 

                                                 
411  Pandhof grave 11321 for example, which can be considered to  be the ‘richest’ grave of the Pandhof cemetery with 
gold and silver jewellery, was not associated with skeletal remains.  
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-What is the percentage of elderly that are buried with objects? 

-What is the percentage of each age gr oup that were buried with objects? 

-How can the objects in each age-group be characterised? 

-What other characteristics besides ‘dress-related’ objects can be thought of? 

-What is the distribution of these categories over the age groups? 

-Etc. 

  

The Vrijthof cemetery shows that of the investigated individuals, six were assigned to the age group 57-

73. Of these, one woman was buried with grave g oods, but the grave ‘goods’ consisted only of one 

polychrome bead.  

From the Pandhof cemetery, nine burials with indivi duals with aged between 57 and 80 can be identified. 

Of this group, one woman was buried with grave goods (grave 11388). The find was a coin, late Roman, 

which however is now lost, so further information is not available.  

The selection of graves within this age-group is small, but it probably points towards the suggestion that 

the elderly are less regularly buried with grave goods than the age groups below them (see also the 

section below). The elderly would be buried with their acquired items if burial with inalienable personal 

possessions was custom. It can be stated with care that this was not a regular practice in Maastricht, but 

also elsewhere considering other studies of correla tions between grave goods and age groups. However, 

burials with dress-related items and weapons with the elderly do appear in Merovingian Gaul. The 

suggestion for now is, although the evidence is extremely meagre, that burial with personal possession 

is insufficient as an explanation for furnished burials in Maastricht. The relation between people and 

objects was more complicated and several connections in life can exist together. The moment of burial, 

however, is a moment in which it must be decided how this connection was maintained, transformed, 

created or dissolved. A general conclusion is that the older one got, the less likely it is that furnished 

burial was accorded, but the correlations should be in vestigated for each cemete ry again.        

 

4.2.2 Cultural categories of objects on the ba sis of exchange and transmission: moments of 

transmission and the variety of circulation periods 

The conclusion is that the relation between the living and material culture is more complicated than it 

was pictured in chronological studies. The exclusive objects that were exchanged in elite networks are 

not difficult to identify, but it would again be too simplistic to consider exchange, keeping and 

transmission as a process which is only related to the most exclusive objects and elite networks. The 

problem is therefore how these processes with regard to the social strata below and to the majority of 

the burial goods can be identified. Continuity of transmission was related to three categories of objects; 

the ceremonial heirlooms and the family heirlooms, of which the latter was further categorised as 

‘economic’ capital and as the objects that objectif ied cultural capital of which the intergenerational 

transmission was of major importance for the maintena nce of a group identity. It was reasoned that the 

objects of the last sub-category were the most likel y to become grave goods. This was related to the 

organisation of the moments of transmission ar ound life-cycle developments and therefore their 

identification as dangerous moments during which th e continuity of transmission could end. When the 

appropriate transmission of objects failed, their depo sition in a grave was an alternative option. Their 

presence in graves points towards regular failure of transmission, in other words the loss of these 

objects for the transmission of family identities. This continuity of transmission is not extremely 

extended (such as it can be possible for ceremonial heirlooms), but will exceed more than one 

generation. How can these limited prolongations and vari ability in circulation be observed in the burial 

evidence?  

Probably it was already manifest in the publications of Merovingian cemeteries; the circulation 

periods of objects are hardly ever confined to one phase (generation), although  the graves themselves 

are dated to restricted phases. The presentation of th e results is considerably focused on the dating of 

graves, which does in fact mask the variation of circulation within each grave. Acknowledging that the 
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variety in circulation is informativ e seems to plead for typological and chronological refinement, but the 

problem is that the variety in the duration of tran smission of individual objects cannot be captured 

through modelled averages, such as those provided by chronological methods like seriation. This means 

that the representation of circulation in the burial record has to be addresse d differently and that the 

circulation periods of isolated obje ct-types should be obtained differently than only on the basis of 

chronological analysis of graves. This requires fu rther research which could not be executed in the 

context of this thesis, but some research ques tions can be suggested and some examples from 

Maastricht elucidate the complicated back grounds of burial phases of graves. 

 

The grave as a construction of variable circul ation and as evidence fo r object transmission 

The examples of graves from Maastricht serve to illustra te in the first place that the dating of a grave to 

one phase disguises the complexity of circulation that  can be present in the same grave. Combined with 

the biological sex and age of the associated persons, this can give some insights regarding continuity in 

transmission and the moments around which transmission to the next generation is organised for a 

variety of objects. 

 

The following graves from Maastricht have resembling brooches (Fig. 12; Appendix 2.1-4). This would, in 

the chronological method of Merovingian burial  chronology, be a strong indication for the 

contemporaneity of the graves. However, the ambition to date the assemblage of graves goods to short 

phases does mask the variety of ci rculation. The variety of circulation is revealed in these examples.  

 

 

Vrijthof grave 95 (Appendix 2.1)  

Biological sex: woman 

Cultural gender: woman 

Age: 33 

Brooch, garnet: C-F? (460/80-610) 

String of beads: Maastricht: B-E (400-580/90) 

Belt, belt stud, bronze: D (510/20-565) 

Belt, buckle, bronze: D-E (510/20-580/90) 

Coin: Antoninianus, ba rbarian imitation  

Coin: Antoninianus, Quintillus  

Comb, comb case: D-F (510/25-610/20)  

Knife: - 

Pottery Vessel: Missing 

Rest: - 

Bracelet, glass (fragment La Tene bracelet): - 

Earring, silver: F-H (580/90-670/80) 

Earring, silver: F-H (580/90-670/80) 

 

Date of grave: 580/590-670/680 

Range of circulation: B-H (400-670/80): 280 years  

Merovingian antiques: not observable in a seriation, but could have been present 

 

Vrijthof grave 166 (Appendix 2.2)  

Biological sex: woman 

Cultural gender: woman 

Age: 20-40 

Brooch, garnet: D-E (510/20-580/90) 
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String of beads: D-H (510/20-670/80) 

Belt, strap end: missing 

Belt, plate buckle: G-H (610/20-670/80) 

Belt Part, strap end: G-H (610/20-670/80) 

Key: C-F (460/80-610/20) 

Purse: G-H (610/20-670/80) 

 

Date of grave: 610/620-670/680 

Range of circulation: C-H (460/80-670/80): 220 years 

Merovingian antiques: not observable in a seriation, but could have been present 

 

Vrijthof grave 187 (Appendix 2.2)  

Biological sex: woman 

Cultural gender: woman 

Age: 27 +/- 3 

Brooch, garnet: E-F (565-610) 

Brooch, garnet: E-F (565-610) 

String of beads: Maastricht D-G (510/20-640/50) 

Belt, buckle: C-D (460/80-565) 

Pendant, filigree: D-F (510/25-610/20) 

Pendant, filigree: D-F (510/25-610/20) 

Pottery, biconical pot: D-E (510/20-580/90) 

Earring, silver: C-E (460/80-580/90) 

Earring, silver: C-E (460/80-580/90) 

Finger ring: - 

 

Date of grave: 510/25-580/590 

Range of circulation: C-F (460/80-610): 150 years 

Merovingian antiques: not observable in a seriation, but could have been present 

 

Pandhof grave 11220 (Appendix 2.3)  

Biological sex: Woman 

Cultural gender: Woman 

Age: 19-28 

Brooch, garnet: D-E (510/20-580/90) 

Brooch, garnet: D-E (510/20-580/90) 

Brooch, bow: D-E (510/20-580/90) 

Brooch, bow: D-E (510/20-580/90) 

Beads: - 

 

Date of grave: 510/25-580/590 

Merovingian antiques: no 

Range of object circulation: D-E (510/20-580/90): 80 years  

Pandhof grave 11321 (Appendix 2.3)  

Biological sex: - 

Cultural gender: Woman 

Age: - 

Brooch, garnet: D-E (510/20-580/90) 
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Brooch, bow: E (565-580/90) 

String of beads: Maastricht: B-E (400-580/90) 

Pendant, filigree, gold:    

Belt, buckle, silver: D-E (510/20-580/90) 

Pendant, silver: -   

Coin: 318-320 

Gold thread: -  

Earring: C-G (460/80-640/50) 

Pendant, crystal ball: C-G (460/80-640/50) 

Coin, pendant, silver: c. 500-600 

 

Date of grave: 510/25-580/590 

Range of circulation: B-G: 460/80-640/50: 190 years 

Merovingian antiques: not observable in a seriation, but could have been present 

 

Pandhof grave 10365 (Appendix 2.4)  

Biological sex: man 

Cultural gender: woman 

Age: 24 + 

Brooch, garnet: D-E (510/20-580/90) 

Brooch, bow: D-E (510/20-580/90) 

String of beads: Maastricht: B-E (400-580/90). 

 

Date of grave: 510/25-580/590 

Range of circulation: B-E (400-580/90): 190 years 

Merovingian antiques: not observable in a seriation, but could have been present  

 

Figure 12 . The total range of circulation of complete assemblages in individual graves.  

 

 

It appears from these examples that the widest range of circulation of the objects that form the 

assemblages varies from 80 to 280 years. The widest circulation range of these graves such as they are 

represented in the examples do not have to represent the actual range of circulation, because an object 

could have been acquired at first, by the family in wh ich it was going to be transmitted, at the end of its 

‘normal’ circulation curve. But the examples, wh ich are not an exception in Merovingian burial 

archaeology when the contents of the graves are obse rved more carefully with regard to their dating 

ranges, do show that the narrow date ranges of object-types (they circulated as long as approximately 

one generation) that stand at the basis of the general cultural perspective of chronological analysis until 

now, is a feature which is only scarcely observable in the results of the chronological analysis of 

Merovingian burials. Burial chronolo gy aims at dating the grave goods assemblages, and in doing so it 

follows the logical assumption that the youngest objects provide the date of a phase in which the burial 

should be dated. This is solid ar chaeological thinking, but presenting the results as such covers the 

underlying variety in circulation as the examples from Maastricht show. These examples are not 

exceptions; the wide circulation range applies to  the majority of the graves from Merovingian 

cemeteries. Why, with the reservations about the accuracy of dating methods taken into account, should 

these circulation periods not be take n as point of departure for cultural  analysis? They can be interpreted 

as that something as prolonged circulation was in fa ct a social reality of the variety of Merovingian 

material culture. If methods could be found that pr ovide more accurate dates of the circulation periods 

of various object-types, this would form solid evid ence for the investigation of variable circulation 
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periods, both between various sorts of object-types  as within one group of object-type. Not all the 

Vrijthof and Pandhof graves are anal ysed on variation in circulation, because this thesis only contains 

the preliminary analysis of these cemeteries, but such a presentation would be a preferable option for 

future publications. For now the overview of finds an d the range of circulation per grave can be found in 

List 2 (List of dated obje ct-types per grave).   

Although probably somewhat exaggerated, the examples of the Vrijthof and Pandhof graves 

with brooches show the opposite of the presumed buri al with personal possessions. It can be observed 

that the circulation periods of the object-types in near ly all the graves show overlap. If the graves were 

seriated, their position in the sequence would have averaged the various circulations; this is why 

researchers can claim that really old objects (objects  that clearly date some phases earlier than the 

average circulation periods of the other grave goods) can only sporadically be observed in the 

investigated graves, despite the fact that the examples above show that it is very well possible that 

older objects, although not necessarily extremely old objects, are on a regular basis present in graves. 

How can the examples of possible variation of circul ation in one grave be interpreted? The range of 

circulation per grave can inform us about how long which items were in circulation, and, in combination 

with the age at death, some conclusions can be formulated regarding the importance of continuous 

transmission per object, and the identification (the age at death of the respon sible care-taker) of the 

termination of this line of transmission. The data can form a basis for further theorisation on practices of 

transmission and burial. Variability in circulation within one grave can indicate that something as the 

transmission of objects existed. What research questions can be thought of with regard to transmission 

and the failure of transmission on the basis of the complete dataset of burial evidence? 

-Which life-cycle stages can be identified for the Mero vingian period on the basis of the burial evidence, 

or what are the moments of acquisition/transmission?  

Beads for example were mentioned as objects that are associated with children. This could indicate that 

the transmission and acquisition of (a selection of) beads that were considered family heirlooms was 

structured around a transformation in a child’s life. 

-What are the associated objects of acquisition/transmission? 

-Can these objects be found in other age-groups? Does this imply that this specific transmission has 

failed? For example: does the occurrence of beads in graves of older women indi cate that an opportunity 

for their transmission had not occurred?   

-Empty graves can be a sign of successful transmis sion. They require further investigation, for example 

their distribution over the cemetery  can be informative, as can the determined age and gender of the 

deceased. 

-Etc.  

 

Two graves, Vrijthof grave 194 and Pandhof Grave 10799, are comparable on the basis of a resembling 

object: a ‘Mediterranean’ plate buck le. They are comparable regarding their outline and ‘tradition’, but 

are executed in different materials. The Vrijthof specim en is of bronze, the Pandhof specimen is of silver 

and also has some additional decorati ons (Fig. 17; Appendix 2.5).     

 

 

Vrijthof Grave 194 (Appendix 2.5)  

Biological sex: man 

Cultural gender: man 

44-53 years 

Plate buckle, bronze: Maastricht phase E (565-580/90)  

Seax: Maastricht phase D-E (510/20-580/90) 

Ring bronze: - 
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Pandhof grave 10799 (Appendix 2.5)  

Biological sex: child 

Cultural gender: woman 

3-5 years 

Plate buckle, silver: E (565-580/90) 

String of beads: Maastricht phase C-F (460/80-610/20) 

Glass vessel: LR (50-250) 

Pottery vessel: LR (300-425) 

 

Figure 13.  The circulation span of the grave goods from Vrijthof grave 194 and Pandhof grave 10799 

 

 

It appeared that the Vrijthof and Pandhof graves with brooches were of women of approximately the 

same age-group. This could indicate that the ac quisition of these brooches were organised around 

events that relate to this specific age category. The two graves with a ‘Mediterranean’ buckle show that 

the associated persons were of different social ca tegories regarding age and biological sex. Various 

questions with regard to the burial of personal prop erty, variable and prolonged circulation, and cultural 

transmission can be thought of.  

 

Normally these graves would be dated to the same phase on the basis of the peculiar plate buckles (see 

the section of ‘Mediterranean’ plate-buckles in the di scussion of the Vrijthof and Pandhof grave goods). 

Does this mean that such objects were acquired at such a young age as the burial in grave 10799 would 

suggest? What does this discrepancy regarding the soci al groups of the associated persons imply for the 

dating of both graves? Or could it be th at the occurrence of such an exclusive  

object with a child directs towards other actions than appropriate transmission in relation to life-cycle 

transformations? Can these plate buckles be an exchange with the ancestral world in order to create 

sacred heirlooms? Is the bronze example an effort  to symbolise the same as the exclusive silver 

specimen from the Pandhof? It appears that these two graves pose several questions on the basis of 

their comparison, especially when the age at death is considered. Further research is required to 

investigate the variety in circulation periods in rela tion to the variety of objects and the biological 

features of the associated dead. The focus in this th esis has been on the possib ility of various more or 

long prolonged circulation periods.    

 

The variation of circulation in a selection of the Vr ijthof and Pandhof graves served as an example for 

how the dating of an assemblage to a restricted phase disguises the variation within this assemblage. It 

also showed that for some sorts of objects (garnet disc brooches and bow brooches) a correlation with a 

specific age group was observed, and that for othe r objects (the Mediterranean plate buckle) such a 

‘correlation’ (only established on the basis of two graves) was absent. For all the correlations it also has 

to be questioned if and how they change over time. The aim was to illustrate that underlying features of 

graves can be interesting to emphasise apart from th e dating of graves to one burial phase. When 

skeletal remains are available, and of course when the dataset is of such a quality that statistical 

analysis result in considerable significant results, a series of research questions can be thought of that 

address the nature of the character between the gr ave goods, the deceased and the community. For 

future analysis of Merovingian cemeteries, such as those that will be investigated in the Anastasis-

project, a cultural perspective should be the starting point of chronological interpretations.  

First, the aim should not be to date the graves to such restricted phases as 15/20/30 years; 50 

years or more is preferable. It will as a consequence be relatively difficult to describe the changes in 

ritual repertoires over the course of the Merovingia n period in detail, but changes that are framed in 
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approximately 50 years, over a time span of more or less 300 years, do provide insights in these 

matters. Secondly, it is far more interesting to focu s on the variability in circulation periods that are 

captured in the graves than only on the burial phases . If the material culture from graves can be seen as 

material culture which also had a prominent role among the living, the debate on variation in circulations 

and the meaning these had in society would surely en rich the chronological debate. It requires more 

research to find a method that offe rs reliable results with regard to the establishment of the circulation 

periods of various objects and objects- types. This will probably be one of the challenging subjects of the 

chronological debate from a cultural perspective. Also the correlation between specific features of 

objects, such as colour, decoration schemes etc., an d a variety of biological features offe r interesting 

research options for a further cultural  perspective on burial goods. It will be clear that especially these 

last correlations require detailed an d refined typological schemes, wher eas maybe the search for reliable 

burial chronologies and circulation tr ajectories of object-types is best served with more crude typologies 

and dating schemes. 
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Conclusion to part II 

 
 

 

With regard to the previous sections, it can be concluded that the application of already existing typo-

chronology schemes, when isolated schemes cannot be  obtained on the basis of the available dataset (as 

it is the case for the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemete ries), involves two aspects each with different 

problems. First, a classification of the finds has to be made on the basis of these schemes; second, the 

dating of the types comes into questi on on the basis of which graves ca n be dated. It was stated that a 

chronological typology is required for chronological analysis. Both Siegmund and the Franken AG made 

considerable effort to meet this condition. Their typological classes are for the majority relatively refined. 

The typological scheme of Legoux, Périn and Vallet, which is the ‘final’ result of each of their previous 

works, is less ‘objective’, and resulted, in comparison with Siegmund and the Franken AG, for the 

majority of the objects in broade r typological classes (compare for example their classification of 

pottery). Although the published cemeteries of the Middle Meuse Area are at first sight the most 

qualified to form the basis for the classification an d dating of the grave goods from Maastricht, it was 

concluded that the grave goods from these cemeteries are for the majority classified and dated on the 

basis of Böhner’s typology, which is considered to be outdated for chronological analysis. The available 

publications of the cemeteries from the Middle Meuse Area are useful for insights in distribution patterns 

of resembling objects in relation to Maastricht, bu t not for typo-chronological analysis without a new 

research programme. The typo-chronological analys is of Siegmund and the Franken AG are the most 

recent studies in which the typologies are explicitly based on the chronological significance of the object-

types. Their typology schemes do not cover the dataset from Maastricht completely, and their research 

area (the Lower and Middle Rhine Area) is considered  to be culturally different from the Middle Meuse 

Area. The classification and dating of the grave good s on these schemes alone is insufficient. The objects 

from Maastricht will also be classified and dated,  where possible, on the basis of Legoux, Périn and 

Vallet, but also on the basis of specialised studies of categories of objects and on more distant typo-

chronologies from Southern Germany, Switzerlan d and the Mediterranean world. On the basis of 

resembling grave goods it is conc luded that these regions all have a, although for now not exactly 

defined, connection with Maastricht. These are distant cemeteries compared to the Lower and Middle 

Rhine area and the research areas of Northern France , which surround, although with some distance, the 

location of Maastricht (Fig. 11).  

Classifications are made on the basis of the av ailable objects from a period of considerable 

length. A classification will therefore always, more or less, reflect the gradual change in the material 

culture over time. This can be assumed to be a give n characteristic of each considerable dataset which 

covers a substantial period. In co ntrast, the ordering of graves is  based on their resemblance of 

combinations of object types and the gradual change in material culture is not reflected to the same 

degree in the obtained typo-chronological schemes be cause the processes in the period after production 

till deposition (distribution, acquisition, use and transmission) is becoming an influence. On the basis of 
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the discussions in part I of this thesis, it is conc luded that these are complex processes which distort the 

image of gradual change of material culture. That the objects were the possessions of the persons with 

which they eventually were buried stands at the basis of the presumed gradual change in material 

culture in a seriation of graves. Th erefore, not so much the development through time of the material 

culture we encounter in graves is questioned, but much  more the reflection of this gradual change in the 

burial evidence and therefore the possible precisio n of the periods in which graves can be dated. 

Moreover, if the circulation periods of the various ob jects in one grave are observed more closely, it 

appears that considerable variation can be detect ed which are only sporadically discussed as a 

consequence on the predominant focus on the establishment of burial phases of graves.  

The analysis of the skeletal remains, in combination with significant research questions, can 

contribute to insights with regard to the character of the connection between grave goods and the 

deceased and the associated circulation periods. Th e dataset of the Vrijthof and Pandhof, as it was 

argued, is too small to offer significant patter ns of age at death and associated grave goods 

assemblages. A number of research questions were offered instead on the basis of which it can in the 

first place be investigated whether burial with inalie nable personal possessions can either be accepted or 

rejected as general practice that resulted in the burial evidence to be analysed. On the basis of the 

illustrative examples of the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries, but also the patterns which were identified 

in other cemeteries, it seems that other choices were made with regard to the selection of objects as 

grave goods. A connection between the dead and their grave goods did exist, but this connection is more 

complicated than ‘inalienable personal possessions’ pictures it to be. Certainly the process of objects 

distribution, acquisition and transmission was more complicated than this connection implies. The 

examples of Maastricht graves revealed a variety of circulation periods for each assemblage. Not the 

widest range has to represent the factual circulatio n of the objects, but a narrow dating of the grave 

underestimates the underlying circulation processes. A cultural perspective on Merovingian burial 

chronology should in the first place investigate th e relation between grave goods and the deceased, and 

should focus more on the variatio n of circulation in a grave than on the dating of the complete 

assemblage to a restricted period of time. Therefore, as a conclusion, it is argued that mo re effort should 

be put in the creation of independ ent chronological sequences of the various object-types other than on 

the basis of the chronological phasing of assemblage s. How this should be obtained on the basis of 

objects, which are predominantly known from the spec ific contexts of graves, remains a challenge for 

future research. In this thesis the objects are still dated on the basis of dates that were obtained as such 

because this was the only available framework for the dating of a dataset such as the one from 

Maastricht. The difficulties that were encountered regarding the application of this chronological 

framework, however, created the chronologi cal discussion in this thesis.    

 

Some choices with regard to the classification and dating of the objects from the Vrijthof and Pandhof 

cemeteries had to be made with these conclusions in mind. These choices are the following: 

1. The classification of the grave goods on the basis of the discussed typologies 

The grave goods from the Vrijthof and Pandhof ceme teries are classified according to Siegmund’s 

typology scheme in which the alterations made by the Franken AG will be followed. The classification will 

be extended with typological discussions from other ce meteries or specialised studies of certain object 

groups when relevant.  

2. The absolute dating of the grave goods on the basis of existing typo-chronologies 

The dates of the types of Siegmund and the Franken AG will be used. These will be compared with the 

dates from Legoux, Périn and Vallet, and others when relevant. A re latively broad date range for each 

individual object will be aimed at, not the narrowest possible.  

3. The absolute dating of the graves on the basis of this result; broad dating ra nges will be preferable. 

The Franken AG phases are for now translated into Maastricht phases  (Table 14). This phasing does 

more justice to reality than Sieg mund’s phasing (the phases are (slightly) broader than those of 

Siegmund for the Lower Rhineland), and the Kölner Bucht  is not far from Maastricht. The result is an 
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ordering of the grave goods in Maastricht phases 1- 10 (list 2: list of dated objects), on the basis of 

which the final dates for the graves are re alised (list 1: list of dated graves). 412  In this stadium the 

graves will be dated relatively br oadly, not as narrow as possible as  the date range of the youngest 

objects in graves would make it possible (see the introduction to the discussion of the grave finds). As a 

result, graves are scarcely dated to just one Maastricht phase, but for the majority in two or more 

phases. 

 

The final conclusions relate to the creation of a ne w typo-chronology of Merovingian grave goods for the 

Middle Meuse area on the basis of numerous ceme teries and an extended number of grave goods 

assemblages. Should such a scheme be aimed at, and should it be based on, a refined classification in 

order to obtain reliable chronological results? It wa s stated that every dataset of a considerable number 

of objects of a substantial period of time will always  represent a change of features which are related to 

time. A seriation of assemblages of grave goods will distort the picture of this gradual development to a 

certain degree due to complex cultural processes of ob ject distribution, acquisition, use, transmission 

and finally the choice to bury them with the dead. Despite the findings of Siegmund and Nieveler, that 

cluster analysis proved that the dataset on the basis of which Siegmund performed his seriations has an 

underlying structure that shows a gradual development of  the grave goods assemblages, it is stated that 

the interpretation of a chronological seriation is the most reliable when the graves are dated in relatively 

long phases which should perhaps not comprise less than 50 years. Such a scheme, based on a 

chronological classification of the grave goods, offers relatively reliable chronological phases of graves on 

the basis of which the development of the burial rite in the Middle Meuse area can be analysed. There 

exists a difference between the process of dating graves and dating objects.  

For separate categories of object s, such as for example biconical pots, refined classifications of 

their characteristics separately can be seriated on the basis of which it can be possible to obtain a 

detailed change of features over time. Probably this would be the most solid method to obtain 

chronological sequences of object-types. The dating of  refined classes of objects should preferably not 

be based on the seriation of graves, but on separate ly performed seriations of various object groups 

from a restricted region. Such orderings can provid e insights in the chronological change of their 

characteristics, but attaching absolute dates to them will still be a challenge. The various circulation 

periods of the objects which are associated with each other in a grave, however, provides more cultural 

insights in burials than the dating of the complete assemblage to one specific phase.   

The problems of complex processes of exchange, acquisition and tran smission were discussed in the 

previous chapters of this thesis. An other image of cultural reality is created, which stands in contrast 

with the alleged unaltered status of objects as person al property. This last perception of grave goods is 

expressed by several researchers, such as discus sed in the sections above, which are primarily 

concerned with chronological analysis. But on the basi s of which considerations are the boundaries of the 

chronological groups established? It appeared that this was a rath er subjective process, based on 

meagre evidence. For Siegmund, this process result ed in 11 so-called Rhineland phases, of which the 

sixth century consists of phases of 15 years. The ty po-chronological scheme of  Legoux, Périn and Vallet 

consists of nine phases with more or less the same length (40-50 years). Does this mean that the rapid 

change in grave goods as was observed in the sixth century in the Lower Rhine area did not occur in the 

Ardenne-Meuse region, or is it that certain methodological choices underlie this phenomenon? I suggest 

that in the process of classifying, seriation and/or topo-chronological analysis, and relative and absolute 

phasing, so many steps and choices are made that th e final chronological result lies far away from the 

already selective burial  evidence that a high degree of accuracy is difficult to accept  for these results. 

This problem is especially urgent  for the acceptance of short burial phases. It appeared that the 

underlying circulation periods for the majority of the object-types comprise longer periods. Despite these 

being averages, and the individual ci rculation periods of objects cannot be grasped, it can be a starting 

                                                 
412  See also the list of steps in the introduction to the discussion of the grave goods from Maastricht. 
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point for burial chronology from a cultural perspective to accentuate the variation in circulation in 

isolated graves apart from the burial phases of graves . The variation in circulation offers possibilities to 

address questions regardin g various processes of distribution , exchange, acquisition, keeping, 

transmission and burial, or in other words the social  component of the variety of early medieval objects 

prior to their selection and de position as grave goods.   
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The grave goods from the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries 
 

 

 

The descriptive catalogue: introduction 

The Vrijthof finds have not been published up to now. The majority of the Pandhof finds have been 

depicted in the publication of Ypey and Glazem a, and are accompanied by short descriptions. 413  A 

selection of these Pandhof finds have been published in  detail in a number of other publications of which 

the discussions are included in the upcoming overvi ew of the finds from Maastricht. A number of the 

finds are lost; these are, when possible, included in  the overview and marked with an asterisk (*). 

The grave goods from the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemete ries are first discussed per group of resembling 

objects, such as for example silver buckles, garnet disc brooches, etc . The points of discussion per group 

involve for each object their morp hological characteristics, condition, find location in the grave, 

associated finds and the gender assignation on the basis of these finds. 414  The objects are form the 

majority classified and dated on the basis of the typo-chronologies of Siegmund, the Franken AG and 

Legoux, Périn and Vallet. Thereafter parallels/re sembling type-groups that are known from other 

cemeteries and their associated dates are discusse d and compared to those of Siegmund, the Franken 

AG and Legoux, Périn and Vallet. If specialized work s for the specific groups of objects or relevant 

discussions of these groups in pub lications of other cemeteries are av ailable, they are introduced and 

their dating schemes are included in the discussion. On the basis of this information a final dating for 

each object is proposed. The date ranges of th e various typo-chronology schemes define the final 

Maastricht date for each object (see List 2 for an overview). 415  A final date is assigned to the complete 

assemblages (graves) on the basis of the object dates (see List 1 for an overview of the dated graves). 

More specific morphological details of each object are recorded in the database. The objects that could 

not be classified and dated accord ing to the available typo-chronolog ies are unique specimens for which 

no parallels from the late Roman or Merovingian world are known till now. These objects are classified as 

‘Maastricht types’. The graves are dated on the basis of the obtained object-dates, but are placed in a 

scheme of Maastricht phases (Table 14). These dates are based on the scheme of the Franken AG. This 

scheme is chosen because their research area is not far from Maastricht and it is the most recent one 

that is based on carefully motivated (chronological) types. It is argued in this thesis that short phases, 

such as the phases of the Franken AG, do not represen t historical and cultural reality. It will however 

appear that the graves from Maastricht are hardly ever dated in ju st one of the phases; for the majority 

they are dated in two or more phases. 

   

 

The final dating of the graves  

The graves will be dated in Maastricht phases (table 14; see list 1 for the overview of the dated graves) 

on the basis of the dates of their individual contents as follows: 

                                                 
413  Ypey/Glazema 1955. 
414  A complete overview of the graves, the cemetery plan and the exact find location of the finds and skeletal remains in 
the grave will be published in the two upcoming volumes of the all-round analysis of the Servatius complex. 
415  The final ‘Maastricht date’ can be different from the date of the first type to which the finds from the Vrijthof and 
Pandhof are assigned (the alternative types and dates are not included in the list but are included in the data base). 
The final Maastricht date is based on the date range of all the type groups to which the finds are assigned. 
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-The date of the grave does not have to cover the complete date range of the objects, although this date 

range on the basis of the individual objects offers interesting research possibilities (see the discussion 

above in part II). A shorter time span than this complete range is aimed at, in order to gain some 

insights in the chronological development of the cemetery, but only one that can be reasoned 

-This date should preferably correspond with the phase( s) in which the majority of the objects are dated. 

-When a shorter time-span cannot be reasoned, than the complete date-range that is covered by the 

types is assigned to a grave.  

-The date-range of the youngest type does not have to be indicative for the dating of the grave; but the 

youngest type can never fall outside the Maastricht phase(s) to which the grave is assigned; exceptions 

can be types of which the dating is questionable/insignificant/less reliable than the other dates.  

-The most reliable dates are those of types which already know a thor ough research history. These are 

belts, brooches,  and weapons. 

-The majority of the pottery and glass vessels are supposed to be more subject to local production 

preferences than the other categories; their dates (which are based on borro wed typologies) have less 

influence on the final date of the grave. 

-The object-types with a long date-range (types of which it is claimed that the chronological significance 

is not established yet, for example knives) have less influence on the final dating of the grave, but if 

these are the only objects in the grave, then the grave is dated according to this long date-range. 

-If the date-ranges of de various object types are cons ecutive but do not overlap, than the last phase of 

the oldest object type will be incorpor ated in the final date of the grave. 

-If the oldest type has a date-range which does not show an overlap, and neither falls in a phase just 

before the second oldest type (there is no connection  between the phases), than it is considered to be a 

Merovingian antique. The date of this type has no influence on the final date of the grave. 

-The beads do not have a strong influence on the fina l dating of a grave, only when they are the only 

find from the grave (Their production  was for the majority locally organised, and the reliability of the 

dating method for the complete strings is delicate). 

 

This exercise leads to the phasing of the individual graves, but, as it was argu ed before, the date range 

of all the objects of one assemblage should not be ig nored in favour of the establishment of an overview 

of datable graves (see therefore list 2 for an overview of the dated objects per grave). 
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 List 1: The datable graves from the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries 

 

Contents of the tables: 

-Context: number of the find context 

-BS: Biological Sex (F= Female, M= Male; more than one individual was observed in a number of the 

contexts/graves). 

-Context type: the identified find context of the objects 

-Maastricht phases: phases A-I with absolute dates: 

 

Maastricht phases 

A  Third / Fourth century 

B  400-460/80 

C  460/80-510/25 

D  510/25-±565 

E  ±565-580/90 

F  580/90-610/20 

G  610/20-640/50 

H  640/50-670/80 

I  670/80-725 

J  725-… 

 

Table 14. The Maastricht phases and thei r associated absolute dates.  

 

 

The contents of the graves and the datings on the basis of which the final dates of the graves/contexts 

are obtained can be consulted in List 2.  

 

 

The datable graves/contexts from the Vrijthof cemetery 

 
Context BS Context type Maastricht phases 
309 M Grave B B 400 460/480 
66 M Grave B D 400 565 
294  Grave B F 400 610/620 
408 - Find B F 400 610/620 
64 - Possible grave C C 460/80 510/525 
264 - Grave C C 460/80 510/525 
235 F Grave C D 460/80 565 
286 F Grave C D 460/80 565 
306 - Grave C D 460/80 565 
271 - Grave C E 460/80 580/590 
279 - Find C E 460/80 580/590 
305 - Grave C E 460/80 580/590 
13 M+F Grave C F 460/80 610/620 
283 - Grave C G 460/80 640/650 
76 - Grave C H 460/80 670/680 
101 - Grave D D 510/525 565 
17 - Possible grave D E 510/525 580/590 
88 M Possible grave D E 510/525 580/590 
96 M Grave D E 510/525 580/590 
115 F Grave D E 510/525 580/590 
168 - Grave D E 510/525 580/590 
173 F Grave D E 510/525 580/590 
187 F Grave D E 510/525 580/590 
201 - Grave D E 510/525 580/590 
230 F Grave D E 510/525 580/590 
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250 - Grave D E 510/525 580/590 
259 - Grave D E 510/525 580/590 
314 F Grave D E 510/525 580/590 
68 - Grave D F 510/525 610/620 
89 - Pit D F 510/525 610/620 
258 - Grave D F 510/525 610/620 
12 - Grave D G 510/525 640/650 
18 - Grave D G 510/525 640/650 
85 F Grave D G 510/525 640/650 
21 - Grave D H 510/525 670/680 
124 M Grave D H 510/525 670/680 
178 M Grave D H 510/525 670/680 
210 M Grave D H 510/525 670/680 
214 F Grave D H 510/525 670/680 
407 - Grave D H 510/525 670/680 
73 M Grave E E 565 580/590 
97 F Grave E E 565 580/590 
194 - Grave E E 565 580/590 
285 F + M Grave E E 565 580/590 
56 F + M Grave E F 565 610/620 
75 M Grave E F 565 610/620 
79 M Grave E F 565 610/620 
189 - Grave E F 565 610/620 
247 F Grave E F 565 610/620 
274 - Grave E F 565 610/620 
48 - Grave E G 565 640/650 
78 - Possible grave E G 565 640/650 
84 - Grave E G 565 640/650 
110 F Grave E G 565 640/650 
218 M Grave E G 565 640/650 
287 - Grave E G 565 640/650 
288 - Grave E G 565 640/650 
300 - Grave E G 565 640/650 
308 M Grave E G 565 640/650 
315 F Grave E G 565 640/650 
100 - Grave E H 565 670/680 
140 - Grave E H 565 670/680 
222 F Grave E H 565 670/680 
277 F Grave E H 565 670/680 
293 F Grave E H 565 670/680 
310 M Grave E H 565 670/680 
19 - Grave F G 580/590 640/650 
87 - Grave F G 580/590 640/650 
95 F Grave F H 580/590 670/680 
99 - Grave F H 580/590 670/680 
116 - Possible grave F H 580/590 670/680 
138 F Grave F H 580/590 670/680 
154 - Disarticulate human remains F H 580/590 670/680 
205 - Grave F H 580/590 670/680 
223 M Grave F H 580/590 670/680 
152 - Grave F J 580/590 > 
11 M Grave G H 610/620 670/680 
16 F Grave G H 610/620 670/680 
30 - Find G H 610/620 670/680 
36 - Grave G H 610/620 670/680 
39 - Grave G H 610/620 670/680 
86 M Grave G H 610/620 670/680 
92 - Grave G H 610/620 670/680 
105 - Grave G H 610/620 670/680 
126 M Grave G H 610/620 670/680 
166 F Grave G H 610/620 670/680 
284 M Grave G H 610/620 670/680 
297 - Grave G H 610/620 670/680 
313 M Grave G I 610/620 725 
15 - Grave H H 640/650 670/680 
58 - Grave H H 640/650 670/680 
125 - Grave H I 640/650 725 
208 - Grave H I 640/650 725 
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278 - Grave H J 640/650 > 
292 - Grave H J 640/650 > 
70 - Find I J 670/680 > 

 

 

 

The datable graves/contexts from the Pandhof cemetery 

 
Context BS Context type Maastricht phases 
10039 M grave A A < 400 
10088 F grave A A < 400 
10108 - grave A A < 400 
10136 F grave A A < 400 
10144 - find A A < 400 
10204 - grave A A < 400 
10331 - grave A A < 400 
10337 - find A A < 400 
10526 - grave A A < 400 
10551 - grave A A < 400 
10556 - possible grave A A < 400 
10576 - grave A A < 400 
10583 F grave A A < 400 
10589 - disarticulate human remains A A < 400 
10606 - grave A A < 400 
10805 M grave A A < 400 
10864 M grave A A < 400 
10865 - grave A A < 400 
10866 F + M grave A A < 400 
10944 - grave A A < 400 
11120 - find A A < 400 
11140 - grave A A < 400 
11225 M grave A A < 400 
11236 F grave A A < 400 
11274 - elevation layer A A < 400 
11338 M grave A A < 400 
11362 F grave A A < 400 
11371 - grave A A < 400 
10932 F grave A C < 510/525 
10047 - grave A G < 640/650 
10069 F grave A G < 640/650 
10140 - possible grave B B 400 460/480 
10508 - find B B 400 460/480 
10511 M grave B B 400 460/480 
11406 - find B C 400 510/525 
10094 - grave B D 400 565 
10420 - find B D 400 565 
10549 M grave B D 400 565 
10068 - grave B E 400 580/590 
10122 - grave B E 400 580/590 
10227 - grave B E 400 580/590 
11252 F grave B E 400 580/590 
10399 - grave B F 400 610/620 
10903 - grave B F 400 610/620 
10536 F grave C C 460/80 510/525 
10923 F grave C C 460/80 510/525 
11228 F grave C C 460/80 510/525 
10021 F grave C D 460/80 565 
10564 - grave C D 460/80 565 
15013 - foundation C D 460/80 565 
10024 - grave C E 460/80 580/590 
10252 F grave C E 460/80 580/590 
10506 - find C E 460/80 580/590 
10143 - find C F 460/80 610/620 
10186 - find C F 460/80 610/620 
10527 M grave C F 460/80 610/620 
10220 - find C G 460/80 640/650 
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10349 - grave C G 460/80 640/650 
10514 F grave C G 460/80 640/650 
10796 - grave C G 460/80 640/650 
10986 - find C G 460/80 640/650 
10012 M grave D E 510/525 580/590 
10048 - grave D E 510/525 580/590 
10102 - grave D E 510/525 580/590 
10145 - find D E 510/525 580/590 
10161 M grave D E 510/525 580/590 
10365 M grave D E 510/525 580/590 
10561 - find D E 510/525 580/590 
10792 - find D E 510/525 580/590 
10797 - grave D E 510/525 580/590 
10858 - grave D E 510/525 580/590 
10889 - find D E 510/525 580/590 
11220 F grave D E 510/525 580/590 
11321 - grave D E 510/525 580/590 
11325 - grave D E 510/525 580/590 
10037 - grave D F 510/525 610/620 
10307 - grave D F 510/525 610/620 
10619 F possible grave D F 510/525 610/620 
10988 - grave D F 510/525 610/620 
11342 M grave D F 510/525 610/620 
10032 F grave D G 510/525 640/650 
10407 - grave D G 510/525 640/650 
11217 - grave D G 510/525 640/650 
10031 - grave D H 510/525 670/680 
10074 F grave D H 510/525 670/680 
10128 - grave D H 510/525 670/680 
10131 - grave D H 510/525 670/680 
10148 - find D H 510/525 670/680 
10790 - find D H 510/525 670/680 
10828 - grave D H 510/525 670/680 
10968 F grave D H 510/525 670/680 
10097 - grave E E 565 580/590 
10100 - grave E E 565 580/590 
10168 - grave E E 565 580/590 
10332 - grave E E 565 580/590 
10723 M grave E E 565 580/590 
10056 - grave  E F 565 610/20 
10246 - grave E F 565 610/620 
10336 M grave E F 565 610/620 
10799 - grave E F 565 610/620 
10885 F grave E F 565 610/620 
10042 - grave E G 565 640/650 
10118 - grave E G 565 640/650 
10213 - find E G 565 640/650 
10344 - grave E G 565 640/650 
10641 - grave E G 565 640/650 
10856 - grave E G 565 640/650 
10248 - grave E H 565 670/680 
10360 - grave E H 565 670/680 
10985 - grave E H 565 670/680 
11341 - grave E H 565 670/680 
10061 F grave E I 565 725 
10162 - grave E J 565 > 
10155 - grave F H 580/590 670/680 
10370 - grave F H 580/590 670/680 
10510 F grave F H 580/590 670/680 
10635 - find F H 580/590 670/680 
10133 - grave G G 610/620 640/650 
10435 - find G G 610/620 640/650 
10634 - find G G 610/620 640/650 
10863 - grave G G 610/620 640/650 
10129 M grave G H 610/620 670/680 
10200 - grave G H 610/620 670/680 
10321 - grave G H 610/620 670/680 
10418 - grave G H 610/620 670/680 
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10500 - grave G H 610/620 670/680 
10743 - grave G H 610/620 670/680 
10054 - grave G I 610/620 725 
10226 F grave H H 640/650 670/680 
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List 2: The grave goods/objects from the Vrijthof and Pandhof cemeteries (sites) 

 

Contents of the tables: 

 

Context= find context of the object (the  context types can be found in List 1). 

Find#= find number of the object. 

Sub#= sub number assigned to find number. 

Class= general class to which the object is assigned. 

Subclass= specified class. 

Material= base material of which the object is made (additional material is possible). 

Type= first type according to which th e object is classified (alternative types are included in the database). 

 Fag= Franken AG (2003) type 

 Siegmund / (S-)= Siegmund (1998) type 

L/P/V= Legoux/Périn/Vallet (2004) type 

The remainder of the types are completely named in the column  

Maastricht phase= dating of object to a Maastricht phase on the basis of the type dates to which the object is assigned.  

 

 

The grave goods from the Vrijthof cemetery/site 

 
Context Find# Sub# Class SubClass Material Type Maastricht phase 
3 1714 1 Vessel Unknown Pottery Missing - 
11 1665 7 Rivet Nail Copper alloy Scabbard nails - 
11 1665 6 Mount Mount Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.5 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
11 1665 5 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax2.2 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
11 1664 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Fag Spa. 1d F-G (580/90-640/50) 
11 1665 4 Mount Scabbard Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.5 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
11 1665 3 Mount Scabbard Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.5 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
11 1665 2 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag Sax 4.3B G-H (610/20-670/80) 
11 1666 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 3.23. G-H (610/20-670/80) 
11 1665 1 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag Sax 4.3B G-H (610/20-670/80) 
12 1673 2 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-G (510/20-640/50) 
12 1673 3 Bead Monochrome Glass S-31.1 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
12 1673 1 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.4 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
13 1680 1 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
13 1680 2 Fire steel Fire steel Iron Siegmund Ger. 5 C-I (460/80-725) 
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13 1680 3 Arrow Head Iron L/P/V 26 C-F (460/80-610) 
13 1675 1 Vessel Fragment / Unknown Pottery Missing - 
15 1670 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Iron Siegmund Gur 4.7 H (640/50-670/80) 
15 1669 1 Mount Scabbard Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.5 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
15 1671 1 Belt Part Counter Plate Iron Siegmund Gur 4.7 H (640/50-670/80) 
15 1670 2 Axe/Francisca Axe Iron Siegmund FBA. 2.1. E-F (565-610) 
15 1671 2 Pin Rod with ring Iron L/P/V 353 D-I (510/20-725) 
15 1670 3 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax 2.1 F-G (580/90-640/50) 
15 1670 4 Mount Scabbard Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.5 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
15 1670 5 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
16 1679 3 Seax Seax Iron Siegmund Sax. 2.1. G-H (610/20-670/80) 
16 1679 2 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag Sax 4.3B G-H (610/20-670/80) 
16 1679 1 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag Sax 4.3B G-H (610/20-670/80) 
16 1679 4 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax 2.1 F-G (580/90-640/50) 
17 1681 1 Brooch Disc, Garnet Copper alloy Siegmund Fib. 1.3. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
17 1681 2 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.8  
18 1661 1 Vessel (Biconical) Dish Pottery Siegmund Sha. 2.21. D-G (510/20-640/50) 
18 1662 1 Vessel Trefoil Jug Pottery Siegmund Kan 1.12. B-D (400-565) 
19 1607 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 2.42. F-G (580/90-640/50) 
19 1605 1 Seax Seax Iron Missing - 
19 1606 1 Vessel (Biconical) Dish Pottery Siegmund Sha. 2.21. D-G (510/20-640/50) 
21 1619 1 Glass Vessel Beaker, globular Gl ass Fag S-Gla 3.2. D-H (510/20-670/80) 
29 1629 1 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
30 1630 2 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy L/P/V 199  
30 1630 3 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
30 1630 4 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
30 1630 5 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
30 1630 6 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
30 1630 7 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
30 1630 8 Rest Metal Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.5? G-H (610/20-670/80) 
30 1630 9 Seax Seax  Missing - 
36 1623 1 Glass Vessel Palm cup Glass Siegmund Gla 2.2. G-H (610/20-670/80) 
36 1622 1 Vessel Unknown Pottery L/P/V 404? B-G (400-640/50)? 
39 1603 5 Mount Mount Copper alloy Mount / rivet - 
39 1603 1 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag Sax 4.3B G-H (610/20-670/80) 
39 1603 2 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag Sax 4.3B G-H (610/20-670/80) 
39 1603 3 Mount Scabbard Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.5 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
39 1574 1 Glass Vessel Beaker, globular Gl ass Fag S-Gla 3.2. D-H (510/20-670/80) 
39 1603 6 Seax Seax  Missing - 
39 1603 4 Belt Part Slotted plate Copper alloy T-shaped mount - 
48 1587 3 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-G (565-640/50) 
48 1587 6 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-G (565-640/50) 
48 1586 1 Rest Metal Copper alloy Ring? - 
48 1587 5 Bead Monochrome Glass S-34.1 E-G (565-640/50) 
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48 1567 1 Glass Vessel Fragment / Unknown Glass Missing - 
48 1586 3 Coin Coin  Dupondius/As: indeterminable 54-96 
48 1587 7 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch 1977, 21,5 E-G (565-640/50) 
48 1586 4 Stone / Jewel Stone Stone Stone: natural - 
48 1587 11 Rest Metal Copper alloy Indet. - 
48 1587 10 Bead Monochrome Glass S-40.1 E-G (565-640/50) 
48 1587 1 Bead Natural Amethyst S-5.2 E-G (565-640/50) 
48 1586 5 Bead Monochrome Glass Beads  
48 1587 4 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 37 (1-2) E-G (565-640/50) 
48 1592 2 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 3.2.a. E (565-580/90) 
48 1587 8 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-G (565-640/50) 
48 1594 3 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
48 1594 2 Rest Metal Copper alloy L/P/V 362? F-G (580/90-640/50) 
48 1594 1 Pendant Chain Copper alloy Siegmund Ggh. 6. F-H (580/90-670/80) 
48 1593 1 Ring Finger ring Copper alloy Finger ring  
48 1586 2 Coin Pendant  Coin pendant: Follis, Constantinus I A (330-334) 
48 1592 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 3.2.a. E (565-580/90) 
48 1591 1 Ring Ring Iron L/P/V 357 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
48 1590 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 2.2. E-H (565-670/80) 
48 1589 1 Belt Part Plate Iron Missing - 
48 1588 2 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
48 1588 1 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
48 1587 9 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-G (565-640/50) 
48 1593 2 Pendant Chain Copper alloy Siegmund Ggh. 6. F-H (580/90-670/80) 
56 0979 1 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Strap end E-F (565-610) 
58 1634 3 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax2.1 F-G (580/90-640/50) 
58 1624 1 Vessel Fragment / Unknown Pottery Missing - 
58 1634 4 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
58 1634 1 Belt Part Counter Plate Iron Siegmund Gur. 4.7. H (640/50-670/80) 
58 1634 2 Belt Part Back Plate Iron Siegmund Gur. 4.7. H (640/50-670/80) 
59 1595 1 Belt Part Belt loop Copper alloy Belt loop - 
64 0965 4 Vessel Fragment / Unknown  Missing - 
64 0965 3 Rest Metal Copper alloy Missing - 
64 0965 2 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.1 C (460/80-510/25) 
64 0965 1 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 47 C (460/80-510/25) 
66 1566 1 Glass Vessel Bottle Gla ss Feyeux 2003, 10.0 B-D (400-565) 
68 1149 7 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.6 E-H (565-670/80) 
68 1149 6 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.8 E-H (565-670/80) 
68 1149 5 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3 E-H (565-670/80) 
68 1149 4 Bead Monochrome Glass S-40.1 E-H (565-670/80) 
68 1149 3 Rest Metal Iron Coffin nail - 
68 1149 2 Bead Polychrome Glass S-2.13 E-H (565-670/80) 
68 1149 9 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.4 E-H (565-670/80) 
68 1149 10 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead E-H (565-670/80) 
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68 1105 1 Brooch Bow Copper alloy Hinged brooch Roman 
68 1149 12 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-H (565-670/80) 
68 1149 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 2.9. D-F (510/20-610) 
68 1149 8 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 47 E-H (565-670/80) 
68 1149 11 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-H (565-670/80) 
69 1427 1 Glass Vessel Bottle Glass Isings 82b2 (variant) LR-Merovingian? 
70 1394 3 Rivet Nail Copper alloy Scabbard nails - 
70 1394 1 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
70 1394 2 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax3 I-J (670/80->725) 
73 1584 7 Seax Seax Iron Missing - 
73 1584 3 Fire steel Fire steel Iron Siegmund Ger. 5 C-I (460/80-725) 
73 1584 5 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
73 1584 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Group A E (565-580/90) 
73 1584 6 Rest Metal Copper alloy Rod - 
73 1584 8 Pin unknown/fragment Copper alloy Indet - 
73 1584 4 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
75 1381 2 Belt Part Counter Plate Iron Fag Gur 4.1/2 E-F (565-610) 
75 1381 3 Belt Part Back Plate Iron Fag Gur 4.1/2 E-F (565-610) 
75 1383 1 Pin Toilet utensils Copper alloy Siegmund Nad. 2.2. E-G (565-640/50) 
75 1424 1 Rest Unknown  Indet. - 
75 1381 4 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
75 1380 1 Rest Unknown Unknown Indet. - 
75 1378 1 Vessel (Biconical) Dish Pottery Siegmund Sha. 2.21. D-G (510/20-640/50) 
75 1377 1 Vessel Beaker Pottery Oelmann 33a 200-250 
75 1381 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Iron Fag Gur 4.1/2 E-F (565-610) 
76 1530 1 Comb Composite Double Antler Siegmund Ger. 3.2. C-H (460/80-670/80) 
78 1525 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 3.22. E-G (565-640/50) 
78 1524 1 Vessel Trefoil Jug Pottery Siegmund Kan 1.2. E-G? (565-640/50) 
79 1397 3 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
79 1420 1 Vessel (Biconical) Dish Pottery Maastricht C-D (460/80-565) 
79 1397 4 Rest Metal Copper alloy Fish hook - 
79 1397 2 Fire steel Fire steel Iron Siegmund Ger. 5 C-I (460/80-725) 
79 1397 1 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
79 1382 2 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 3.2.b. E-F (565-610) 
79 8888-79 1 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
79 1382 1 Rest Metal Iron Coffin nail - 
79 1382 3 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 3.2.b. E-F (565-610) 
79 1385 1 Rest Unknown Unknown Indet. - 
84 1379 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 4.11. E-G (565-640/50) 
85 1418 10 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-G (510/20-640/50) 
85 1418 6 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 46 (1-5) D-G (510/20-640/50) 
85 1418 1 Bead Polychrome Glass - D-G (510/20-640/50) 
85 1418 4 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-G (510/20-640/50) 
85 1419 1 Brooch Bow Copper alloy Bow brooch (Scandinavian/Thuringian?) C-F (460/80-610/20) 
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85 1418 3 Bead Natural Amethyst S-5.2 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
85 1418 9 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.2 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
85 1418 8 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 37 (1-2) D-G (510/20-640/50) 
85 1418 7 Bead Polychrome Glass S-2.4 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
85 1422 1 Glass Vessel Beaker, globular Gl ass Fag S-Gla 3.2. D-H (510/20-670/80) 
85 1421 1 Vessel Trefoil Jug Pottery Siegmund Kan 1.2. E-G? (565-640/50) 
85 1418 12 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-G (510/20-640/50) 
85 1418 5 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-G (510/20-640/50) 
85 1418 11 Rest Metal Iron Coffin nail - 
85 1418 2 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead D-G (510/20-640/50) 
86 1388 1 Rest Metal Iron Missing - 
86 1387 2 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
86 1387 3 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
86 1387 4 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
86 1387 5 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
86 1387 7 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax2.2 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
86 1389 1 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy L/P/V 199 (Purse) C-G (460/80-640/50) 
86 1387 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Iron Maastricht G-H (610/20-670/80) 
86 1387 6 Mount Scabbard Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.5 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
87 1391 1 Vessel Fragment / Unknown  Missing - 
87 1392 1 Glass Vessel Palm cup Glass Siegmund Gla 2.1 F-G (580/90-640/50) 
87 1393 1 Vessel Beaker Pottery L/P/V 398 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
88 1416 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 2.12. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
88 1390 1 Glass Vessel Beaker, globular Gl ass Fag S-Gla 3.2. D-H (510/20-670/80) 
88 1395 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 3.12. D-G (510/20-640/50) 
89 1428 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy L/P/V 116 D-F (510/20-610) 
90 8888-90 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Missing Missing - 
92 1403 9 Rivet Rivet Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
92 1403 8 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
92 1403 7 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
92 1403 6 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
92 1403 5 Rivet Rivet, Perforated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax 4.1 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
92 1403 4 Belt Part Slotted plate Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 4.6. G (610/20-640/50) 
92 1403 3 Belt Part Slotted plate Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 4.6. G (610/20-640/50) 
92 1403 12 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
92 1403 11 Seax Seax  Missing - 
92 1403 10 Stone / Jewel Touchstone Stone Siegmund Probiersteine - 
92 1403 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Iron Siegmund Gur. 4.6. G (610/20-640/50) 
92 1403 2 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 2.8.? D (510/25-565)? 
94 1486 1 Rest Metal Copper alloy Missing - 
95 1478 4 Coin Coin Copper alloy Coin: Antoninianus, barbarian imitation 270-300 
95 1481 2 Belt Part Belt Stud Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 2.10. D (510/20-565) 
95 1485 2 Ring Earring Silver Fag Ohr4B F-H (580/90-670/80) 
95 1484 2 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead D-H (510/20-670/80) 
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95 1485 1 Ring Earring Silver Fag Ohr4B F-H (580/90-670/80) 
95 1484 1 Brooch Disc, Garnet Silver Siegmund Fib. 1.3. C-E (460/80-580/90) 
95 1483 1 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
95 1482 1 Ring Ring  Missing - 
95 1481 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Fag Gur. 2.6/7C D-E (510/20-580/90) 
95 1480 1 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
95 1479 2 Vessel Jug Pottery Missing - 
95 1478 2 Coin Coin  Coin: Antoninianus, Quintillus 270 
95 1478 1 Bead Monochrome Glass S-31.1 B-E (400-580/90) 
95 1482 3 Bead Polychrome Glass - D-G (510/20-640/50) 
95 1479 1 Comb Composite Double Antler Siegmund Ger. 3.23. D-F (510/25-610/20) 
95 1479 3 Comb Case Antler Siegmund Ger. 3.23. D-F (510/25-610/20) 
95 1482 2 Bead Polychrome Glass S-2.13 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
95 1482 4 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch M67/72 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
95 1482 5 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-G (510/20-640/50) 
95 1484 3 Bead Monochrome Glass S-34.1 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
95 1484 4 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-H (510/20-670/80) 
95 1484 5 Bead Monochrome Glass S-47.1? D-H (510/20-670/80) 
95 1484 6 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
95 1484 7 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 46 (1-5) D-H (510/20-670/80) 
95 1482 6 Bead Monochrome Glass Melon bead D-G (510/20-640/50) 
95 1478 3 Ring Bracelet Glass Fragment La Tene bracelet - 
96 1529 1 Shear Shear (complete) Iron L/P/V 355 C-G (460/80-640/50) 
96 1529 5 Rest Metal Iron Rod - 
96 1529 4 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
96 1529 2 Fire steel Fire steel Iron Siegmund Ger. 5 C-I (460/80-725) 
96 1528 2 Belt Part Back Plate Copper alloy Indet: back plate E-F (565-610) 
96 1528 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 1.1. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
96 1529 3 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
96 1529 6 Coin Coin  imitation Justinian I D (527-565) 
97 1497 2 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 1.2. E (565-580/90) 
97 1474 1 Ring Ring Iron L/P/V 357 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
97 1475 1 Ring Ring Iron L/P/V 357 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
97 1496 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 1.2. E (565-580/90) 
97 1497 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 1.2. E (565-580/90) 
97 1498 1 Comb Connecting Plate Antler Siegmund Ger. 3.23. D-F (510/25-610/20) 
97 1498 2 Pendant Animal teeth Bone L/P/V 343 C-F (460/80-610) 
97 1499 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Unknown Missing - 
97 1500 1 Pendant Herkules keule Bone L/P/V 344 E-G (565-640/50) 
97 1496 2 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 1.2. E (565-580/90) 
99 1426 1 Rest Metal Iron Rod - 
99 1414 1 Rest Unknown - Missing - 
99 1413 3 Rest Metal Iron Coffin nail - 
99 1413 2 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Maastricht F-H (580/90-670/80) 
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99 1413 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Maastricht F-H (580/90-670/80) 
99 1853 1 Glass Vessel Bottle Glass Isings 82b2 (variant) LR-Merov? 
99 1852 1 Glass Vessel Beaker, globular Gl ass Fag S-Gla 3.2. D-H (510/20-670/80) 
99 1413 4 Key Key Copper alloy Key (Missing) - 
100 1434 2 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.1 E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1435 1 Rest Organic Antler L/P/V 359 D-F (510/20-610) 
100 1434 9 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.6 E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1434 8 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 37 (1-2) E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1434 6 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1435 3 Pendant Pendant Copper alloy miniature umbo? - 
100 1434 4 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1434 3 Bead Polychrome Glass S-35.11 E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1435 2 Rest Metal Iron Rod - 
100 1434 20 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
100 1434 7 Bead Polychrome Glass S-35.8 E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1434 13 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch 35,2 E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1434 12 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1434 11 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch 15,34 E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1434 10 Bead Monochrome Glass S-32.3 E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1434 1 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3 E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1434 21 Pendant Coin/Pseudo Coin Copper alloy Coin pendant; As II; indet c. 346-423 
100 1434 5 Bead Polychrome Glass S-35.12 E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1495 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 2.2. E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1495 2 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 2.2. E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1495 3 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1495 4 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.4 E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1495 5 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.6 E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1495 6 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 2.2. E-H (565-670/80) 
100 1495 7 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 2.2.  E-H (565-670/80) 
101 1493 1 Belt Part Belt Stud Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 2.10. D (510/20-565) 
101 8888-101 1 Tweezers Tweezers Unknown Missing - 
101 1490 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Missing - 
101 1490 2 Rest Metal Iron Missing - 
101 1491 1 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
101 1493 2 Belt Part Belt Stud Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 2.10. D (510/20-565) 
101 1493 3 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 1.2. E (565-580/90) 
104 1582 1 Axe/Francisca Unknown Unknown Missing - 
105 1473 7 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
105 1473 6 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
105 1473 5 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
105 1473 4 Fire steel Fire steel Iron Siegmund Ger. 5 C-I (460/80-725) 
105 1473 3 Knife Knife Iron Siegmund Ger. 1.2. H-J (640/50->725) 
105 1473 2 Belt Part Counter Plate Iron L/P/V 191 H-I (640/50-725) 
105 1473 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Iron L/P/V 191 H-I (640/50-725) 
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105 1472 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 2.43. F-H (580/90-670/80) 
105 1470 3 Bead Spindle whorl Pottery L/P/V 347 C-G (460/80-640/50) 
105 1470 2 Belt Part Plate Buckle Iron Siegmund Sna. 2.5. G-H (610/20-670/80) 
105 1470 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Iron Siegmund Sna. 2.5. G-H (610/20-670/80) 
105 1473 8 Seax Seax Iron Missing - 
105 1471 1 Glass Vessel Beaker, globular Gl ass Fag S-Gla 3.2. D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1628 8 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 2.2. E-H (565-670/80) 
110 1624-110 9 Bead Monochrome Glass S-36.1 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1626 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 2.31. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
110 1627 1 Ring Ring Iron L/P/V 357 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
110 1628 1 Ring Ring Iron L/P/V 357 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
110 1628 10 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
110 1628 11 Pendant Bell Copper alloy Small bell E-G (565-640/50) 
110 1628 12 Ring Ring Iron L/P/V 357 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
110 1628 2 Ring Ring Copper alloy Ring - 
110 1628 5 Ring Ring Iron L/P/V 357 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
110 1628 9 Rest Metal Copper alloy Indet. - 
110 1628 4 Ring Ring Copper alloy Ring - 
110 1628 7 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 2.2. E-H (565-670/80) 
110 1624-110 8 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 23 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch group 20 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1628 6 Bead Natural Amber Pendant ? 
110 1628 3 Ring Ring Iron L/P/V 357 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
110 1553 2 Belt Part Slotted plate Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 3.3. G (610/20-640/50) 
110 1553 1 Belt Part Back Plate Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 3.3. G (610/20-640/50) 
110 1624-110 2 Bead Polychrome Glass S-33.7 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1541 1 Vessel (Biconical) Dish Pottery Siegmund Sha. 2.31. C-E (460/80-580/90) 
110 1624-110 5 Bead Polychrome Glass S-35.12 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1553 3 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
110 1596 2 Belt Part Slotted plate Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 3.3. G (610/20-640/50) 
110 1624-110 25 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 21 Bead Polychrome Glass S-32.7 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 7 Bead Monochrome Glass S-46.2 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 24 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.4 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1596 1 Belt Part Counter Plate Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 3.3. G (610/20-640/50) 
110 1624-110 26 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch 4.6 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1565 1 Pin Decorative Bone Pin/Utensil - 
110 1624-110 4 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 6 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 20 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.6 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 11 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.1 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 19 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 18 Bead Natural Amethyst S-5.2 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 17 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-H (510/20-670/80) 
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110 1624-110 15 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch 21,5 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 3 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch group 42 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 12 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.1 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 10 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 46 (1-5) D-H (510/20-670/80) 
110 1624-110 1 Pendant Jewelled Gold Siegmund Per. 6.1. D-F (510/25-610/20) 
110 1624-110 13 Bead Polychrome Glass S-35.8 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
114 1465 1 Seax Seax Iron Missing - 
115 1614 1 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax1 D-E (510/20-580/90) 
115 1614 2 Rest Organic - Seax scabbard remains? - 
116 1564 1 Glass Vessel Beaker, globular Gl ass Fag S-Gla 3.2. D-H (510/20-670/80) 
116 1570 1 Rest Metal Iron Missing - 
116 1569 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Maastricht F-H (580/90-670/80) 
116 1564 2 Glass Vessel Beaker, globular Gl ass Fag S-Gla 3.2. D-H (510/20-670/80) 
116 1568 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Maastricht F-H (580/90-670/80) 
121 1556 2 Stone / Jewel Stone Stone Pebble - 
121 1556 1 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
124 1609 3 Bead Monochrome Glass S-47.1 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
124 1609 2 Bead Polychrome Glass S-group 37 (3) D-H (510/20-670/80) 
124 1609 6 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
124 1609 5 Bead Polychrome Glass S-35.13 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
124 1609 4 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch group 42 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
124 1609 1 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.6 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
125 1599 1 Belt Part Plate Iron Maastricht F-G (580/90-640/50) 
125 1598 2 Belt Part Counter Plate Iron Maastricht H-I (640/50- 725) 
125 1599 2 Belt Part Plate Iron Maastricht H-I (640/50- 725) 
125 1599 3 Belt Part Plate Iron Maastricht H-I (640/50- 725) 
125 1600 1 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax3 I-J (670/80->725) 
125 1601 1 Lance Head Iron Siegmund Lan 2.4 D-I (510/20-725) 
125 1600 2 Belt Part Plate Buckle Iron Maastricht H-I (640/50- 725) 
125 1598 1 Umbo Umbo Iron Siegmund Sbu 6 G (610/20-640/50) 
126 1572 1 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
126 1572 4 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
126 1573 1 Glass Vessel Beaker, bell Gl ass Fag Gla 8B/C E (565-580/90) 
126 1572 3 Belt Part Strap End Iron Siegmund Sna. 2.5. G-H (610/20-670/80) 
126 1572 2 Belt Part Plate Buckle Iron Siegmund Sna. 2.5. G-H (610/20-670/80) 
138 1551 1 Rest Metal Copper alloy Chatelaine? F-H (580/90-670/80) 
139 1552 1 Axe/Francisca Unknown Iron Missing - 
140 1547 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 2.2. E-H (565-670/80) 
152 1617 1 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.8 F-J (580/90->725) 
152 1617 5 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.8 F-J (580/90->725) 
152 1617 4 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.8 F-J (580/90->725) 
152 1617 6 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.2 F-J (580/90->725) 
152 1617 2 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.6 F-J (580/90->725) 
152 1617 3 Bead Monochrome Glass - F-J (580/90->725) 



 143

154 1545 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Indet F-H (580/90-670/80) 
164 1633 1 Bead Polychrome Glass - - 
165 1580 1 Rest Metal Iron Missing - 
166 1539 3 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
166 1539 7 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch M67/72 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
166 1539 8 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 37 (1-2) D-H (510/20-670/80) 
166 1540 1 Key Key Copper alloy L/P/V 350 C-F (460/80-610/20) 
166 1539 6 Bead Monochrome Glass S-47.1 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
166 1539 5 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.8 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
166 1540 7 Mount Purse mount Copper alloy L/P/V 361 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
166 1540 2 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy L/P/V 361 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
166 1540 3 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy L/P/V 361 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
166 1542 1 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Strap end (lost) - 
166 1540 9 Mount Purse mount Copper alloy L/P/V 361 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
166 1540 10 Mount Purse mount Copper alloy L/P/V 361 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
166 1539 2 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead D-H (510/20-670/80) 
166 1539 1 Brooch Disc, Garnet Silver Siegmund Fib. 1.3. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
166 1540 4 Mount Purse mount Copper alloy L/P/V 361 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
166 1540 8 Mount Purse mount Copper alloy L/P/V 361 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
166 1540 5 Mount Purse mount Copper alloy L/P/V 361 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
166 1540 6 Mount Purse mount Copper alloy L/P/V 361 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
166 1539 4 Bead Monochrome Glass S-47.5 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
168 1536 1 Vessel Jug Pottery Vanvinckenroye 369 275-325 
168 1534 6 Rest Metal Iron Nails? - 
168 1534 1 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
168 1534 4 Pin Rod with ring Iron L/P/V 353 D-I (510/20-725) 
168 1534 5 Rest Metal Iron Rod - 
168 1534 2 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax1 D-E (510/20-580/90) 
168 1534 3 Pin Rod with ring Iron L/P/V 353 D-I (510/20-725) 
168 1535 1 Vessel (Biconical) Dish Pottery Siegmund Sha. 2.21. D-G (510/20-640/50) 
168 1533 1 Belt Part Buckle Iron Siegmund Gur. 2.2.b. B-D (400-565) 
173 1450 1 Rivet Rivet Copper alloy Seax rivet, indet - 
173 1450 2 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax1 D-E (510/20-580/90) 
178 1516 12 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch group 27 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
178 1516 8 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 46 (1-5) D-H (510/20-670/80) 
178 1516 7 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-H (510/20-670/80) 
178 1516 6 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-H (510/20-670/80) 
178 1516 5 Bead Monochrome Glass S-40.1 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
178 1516 4 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
178 1516 3 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch group 27 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
178 1516 2 Bead Monochrome Glass S-34.1 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
178 1406 1 Comb Teeth segment Plate Antler Siegmund Ger. 3.2. - 
178 1516 13 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead D-H (510/20-670/80) 
178 1516 9 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.4 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
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178 1516 11 Bead Monochrome Glass Melon bead D-H (510/20-670/80) 
178 1516 1 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead D-H (510/20-670/80) 
178 1515 1 Knife Knife Iron Siegmund Ger. 1.2. H-J (640/50->725) 
178 1406 2 Glass Vessel Bottle Glass Feyeux 2003, 20.0 B-F (400-610) 
178 1516 14 Rest Metal Iron Nail - 
179 1504 2 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 47 C-J (460/80->725) 
179 1504 1 Bead Monochrome Glass - - 
183 8888-183 1 Ring Finger ring Missing Missing - 
184 1510 1 Glass Vessel Fragment / Unknown Glass Isings 52/55 Roman 
184 1510 2 Glass Vessel Fragment / Unknown Glass Glass fragment  
187 1636 7 Bead Polychrome Glass S-35.11 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
187 1637 15 Bead Monochrome Glass S-31.1 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 14 Bead Monochrome Glass - B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 13 Bead Monochrome Glass S-47.9 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 12 Bead Monochrome Glass - B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 11 Bead Polychrome Glass S-33.7 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 10 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.2 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 1 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1636 10 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
187 1636 8 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 37 (1-2) D-G (510/20-640/50) 
187 1636 6 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead D-G (510/20-640/50) 
187 1636 5 Bead Monochrome Glass S-40.1 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
187 1636 4 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.4 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
187 1636 3 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.8 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
187 1636 2 Pendant Jewelled Gold Siegmund Per. 6.1. D-F (510/25-610/20) 
187 1637 8 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch group 27 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1636 9 Bead Monochrome Glass S-31.1 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
187 1637 7 Bead Monochrome Glass - B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1643 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 2.4. C-D (460/80-565) 
187 1642 1 Brooch Disc, Garnet Silver Siegmund Fib. 1.3. E-F (565-610) 
187 1641 1 Brooch Disc, Garnet Silver Siegmund Fib. 1.3. E-F (565-610) 
187 1640 2 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead - 
187 1640 1 Ring Earring Silver Fag Ohr4A C-E (460/80-580/90) 
187 1638 2 Ring Earring Silver Fag Ohr4A C-E (460/80-580/90) 
187 1638 1 Ring Finger ring Silver Finger ring  
187 1637 6 Bead Monochrome Glass S-40.1 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 17 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 16 Bead Monochrome Glass S-47.1 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1636 1 Pendant Jewelled Gold Siegmund Per. 6.1. D-F (510/25-610/20) 
187 1637 5 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 4 Bead Polychrome Glass S-35.13 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 3 Bead Polychrome Glass S-2.11 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 2 Bead Polychrome Glass S-2.12 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 19 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.4 B-E (400-580/90) 
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187 1637 18 Bead Polychrome Glass S-35.11 B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1637 9 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 37 (1-2) B-E (400-580/90) 
187 1639 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 2.31. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
189 1489 3 Bead Unknown Unknown Bead: missing - 
189 1489 2 Brooch Brooch Copper alloy Maastricht type - 
189 1489 1 Brooch Disc, Garnet Silver Siegmund Fib. 1.4. E-F (565-610) 
194 1502 2 Ring Ring Copper alloy Ring - 
194 1502 1 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax1 D-E (510/20-580/90) 
194 1503 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Maastricht-type E (565-580/90) 
198 1741 1 Ring Finger ring Copper alloy Finger ring - 
198 1741 2 Bead Unknown Unknown Bead, missing - 
198 1741 3 Rest Unknown  Missing - 
199 1684 2 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
199 1684 1 Seax Seax Iron Missing - 
201 1501 3 Arrow Head Iron L/P/V 23/24 C-F (460/80-610) 
201 1501 4 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
201 1501 2 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
201 1501 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 1.1. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
201 1501 5 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
204 1682 1 Vessel Fragment / Unknown Pottery Missing - 
205 1653 1 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax1 D-E (510/20-580/90) 
205 1654 2 Belt Part Back Plate Copper alloy L/P/V 179? G-H (610/20-670/80) 
205 1652 2 Rest Metal Iron Nail? - 
205 1654 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy L/P/V 179? G-H (610/20-670/80) 
205 1654 3 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 1.1. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
205 1652 1 Fire steel Fire steel Iron Siegmund Ger. 5 C-I (460/80-725) 
208 1646 1 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Stein 1967 H-I (640/50-725) 
208 8888-208 1 Bead Unknown Unknown - - 
210 1744 6 Knife Knife, blade Iron Knife - 
210 1744 5 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
210 1744 2 Tweezers Tweezers Copper alloy Siegmund Ger 2.6 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
210 1744 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 1.1. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
210 1744 3 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
214 1759 3 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
214 1761 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Indet D-E? (510/20-580/90) 
214 1760 1 Belt Part Buckle Unknown Missing - 
214 1759 1 Bead Polychrome Glass S-33.7 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
214 1759 2 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
218 1686 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 3.22. E-G (565-640/50) 
218 1688 1 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
220 1685 1 Vessel Fragment / Unknown Pottery Missing - 
221 1723 1 Glass Vessel Dish, ribbed Glass Isings 3b 69 
222 1648 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Maastricht E-H (565-670/80) 
223 1650 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 2.43. F-H (580/90-670/80) 
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223 1651 1 Glass Vessel Fragment / Unknown Glass Siegmund Gla. 4.? B-D (400-565) 
225 1699 1 Vessel Jar Pottery Vanvinckenroye 423 150-200 
228 1644 1 Vessel Trefoil Jug Pottery Maastricht Merovingian 
230 1766 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Indet C-D (460/80-565) 
230 1767 8 Key Key Iron L/P/V 350 D-F (510/25-610/20) 
230 1767 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy L/P/V 131 E-H (565-670/80) 
230 1767 11 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
230 1767 12 Ring Ring Copper alloy Ring - 
230 1767 13 Rest Metal Copper alloy Indet. - 
230 1767 14 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
230 1756 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 2.31. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
230 1765 1 Bead Unknown Unknown Missing - 
230 1767 10 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
230 1765 2 Ring Ring Unknown Missing - 
230 1767 15 Rest Metal  Indet. - 
230 1767 9 Pendant Decorative disc Antler L/P/V 359 D-F (510/20-610) 
230 1767 5 Shear Shear (complete) Iron L/P/V 355 C-G (460/80-640/50) 
230 1767 2 Belt Part Slotted plate Copper alloy T-shaped mount - 
230 1767 3 Comb Composite Double Antler Siegmund Ger. 3.23. D-F (510/25-610/20) 
230 1767 4 Comb Case Antler Siegmund Ger. 3.23. D-F (510/25-610/20) 
230 1767 7 Key Latch lifter Key Iron L/P/V 351 C-F (460/80-610) 
230 1767 6 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
230 1766 2 Rest Metal Copper alloy Indet. - 
235 1748 5 Bead Monochrome Glass - C-D (460/80-565) 
235 1748 2 Bead Monochrome Glass - C-D (460/80-565) 
235 1748 3 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch M80 C-D (460/80-565) 
235 1748 10 Bead Monochrome Glass - C-D (460/80-565) 
235 1748 6 Bead Monochrome Glass S-46.4 C-D (460/80-565) 
235 1749 1 Vessel (Biconical) Dish Pottery Dragendorff 32 150-250 
235 1748 4 Bead Monochrome Glass - C-D (460/80-565) 
235 1747 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Missing - 
235 1748 1 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 46 (1-5) C-D (460/80-565) 
235 1748 8 Bead Monochrome Glass - C-D (460/80-565) 
235 1750 1 Glass Vessel Beaker, globular Gl ass Fag S-Gla 3.2. D-H (510/20-670/80) 
235 1748 7 Bead Monochrome Glass - C-D (460/80-565) 
245 1763 1 Seax Seax Iron Missing - 
247 1754 1 Belt Part Strap End Copper alloy Strap end E-F (565-610) 
247 1752 1 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.4 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
247 1754 2 Glass Vessel Fragment / Unknown Glass Fragment glass vessel - 
247 1752 3 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 37 (1-2) D-H (510/20-670/80) 
247 1752 2 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
247 1752 5 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-H (510/20-670/80) 
247 1752 6 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-H (510/20-670/80) 
247 1752 10 Bead Polychrome Glass S-35.8 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
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247 1752 8 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch group 42 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
247 1752 9 Bead Polychrome Glass S-33.7 D-H (510/20-670/80) 
247 1753 1 Rest Metal Iron Missing - 
247 1752 7 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead D-H (510/20-670/80) 
247 1752 4 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead D-H (510/20-670/80) 
250 1795 3 Rest Metal Copper alloy Indet. - 
250 1795 2 Glass Vessel Bottle Glass Feyeux 2003, 20.0 B-F (400-610) 
250 1795 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 1.1. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
250 1795 4 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.3  D-H (510/20-670/80) 
258 1832 1 Ring Ring Iron L/P/V 357 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
258 1831 9 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-E (510/20-580/90) 
258 1831 1 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-E (510/20-580/90) 
258 1831 10 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-E (510/20-580/90) 
258 1839 1 Vessel Bottle Pottery Maastricht ? 
258 1831 11 Rest Metal Copper alloy Indet. - 
258 1831 7 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.3.? D-E (510/20-580/90) 
258 1831 8 Bead Polychrome Glass S-2.11 D-E (510/20-580/90) 
258 1831 2 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead D-E (510/20-580/90) 
258 1831 3 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.3 D-E (510/20-580/90) 
258 1831 4 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.3 D-E (510/20-580/90) 
258 1831 5 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-E (510/20-580/90) 
258 1831 6 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.3 D-E (510/20-580/90) 
258 1840 1 Vessel Jar Pottery Siegmund Kru. 1.3. E-F (565-610) 
259 1835 1 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
259 1834 4 Pin Unknown/fragment Iron L/P/V 353 D-I (510/20-725) 
259 1834 3 Fire steel Fire steel Iron Siegmund Ger. 5 C-I (460/80-725) 
259 1834 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 1.1. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
259 1834 2 Tweezers Tweezers Iron L/P/V 322 D-F (510/20-610) 
259 1835 4 Coin Coin  Coin  
259 1835 3 Coin Coin Gold Coin  
259 1833 1 Knife Knife Iron Knife: Missing - 
263 1838-263 1 Seax Sword Iron L/P/V 95 - 
264 1837 1 Knife Knife Iron Knife: Missing - 
264 1837 2 Bead Spindle whorl Glass Siegmund Ggh 1.2 C (460/80-510/25) 
270 8888-270 1 Bead Unknown Unknown - - 
271 1825 1 Axe/Francisca Unknown Iron Siegmund FBA 1.2/1.3* C-E (460/80-580/90) 
273 1828 1 Vessel Jug Pottery Maastricht  ? 
274 1793 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 2.31. D-E (510/20-580/90) 
274 1792 3 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead B-E (400-580/90) 
274 1792 2 Ring Earring Silver Silver earring C-H (460/80-670/80) 
274 1792 1 Brooch Disc, Garnet Silver Siegmund Fib. 1.3. E-F (565-610) 
274 1798 1 Ring Ring Iron L/P/V 357 D-G (510/20-640/50) 
274 1782 1 Brooch Disc, Garnet Silver Siegmund Fib. 1.3. E-F (565-610) 
277 1807 5 Bead Polychrome Glass Koch group 7? E-H (565-670/80) 
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277 1807 9 Bead Monochrome Glass S-47.7 E-H (565-670/80) 
277 1807 8 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-H (565-670/80) 
277 1807 6 Bead Monochrome Glass - E-H (565-670/80) 
277 1807 4 Bead Monochrome Glass S-35.6 E-H (565-670/80) 
277 1807 3 Bead Natural Amber Amber bead E-H (565-670/80) 
277 1807 2 Glass Vessel Fragment / Unknown Glass Fragment  
277 1807 11 Bead Monochrome Glass S-1.3 E-H (565-670/80) 
277 1807 10 Bead Monochrome Glass S-32.2 E-H (565-670/80) 
277 1807 1 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
277 1807 7 Bead Monochrome Glass S-33.5 E-H (565-670/80) 
278 1817 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Iron Fag Gur 4.8A H (640/50-670/80) 
278 1817 10 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax3 I-J (670/80->725) 
278 1817 8 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.4. H (640/50-670/80) 
278 1817 7 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.4. H (640/50-670/80) 
278 1817 6 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.4. H (640/50-670/80) 
278 1817 5 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.4. H (640/50-670/80) 
278 1817 4 Belt Part Plate Iron Fag Gur 4.8A H (640/50-670/80) 
278 1817 3 Belt Part Plate Iron Fag Gur 4.8A H (640/50-670/80) 
278 1817 9 Knife Knife, blade Iron Knife - 
278 1817 13 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
278 1817 12 Rest Metal Iron Loop (seax scabbard) I-J (670/80->725) 
278 1817 11 Rivet Nail Copper alloy Scabbard nails - 
278 1817 2 Belt Part Plate Iron Fag Gur 4.8A H (640/50-670/80) 
279 1797 2 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
279 1797 1 Vessel (Biconical) Dish Pottery Siegmund Sha. 2.31. C-E (460/80-580/90) 
283 1811 1 Shear Shear (complete) Iron L/P/V 355 C-G (460/80-640/50) 
283 1812 1 Bead Unknown Unknown Bead, missing - 
283 1811 2 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
283 1806 1 Vessel Fragment / Unknown Pottery Missing - 
284 1815 7 Rivet Nail Copper alloy Scabbard nails - 
284 1815 1 Belt Part Counter Plate Iron Siegmund Gur. 4.7. H (640/50-670/80) 
284 1815 2 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.4. H (640/50-670/80) 
284 1815 3 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.4. H (640/50-670/80) 
284 1815 4 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.4. H (640/50-670/80) 
284 1815 6 Mount Scabbard Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.5 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
284 1815 5 Rivet Rivet, Decorated Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.4. H (640/50-670/80) 
285 1819 5 Bead Monochrome Glass S-group 46 (1-5) E (565-580/90) 
285 1819 1 Bead Monochrome Glass - E (565-580/90) 
285 1819 4 Bead Monochrome Glass - E (565-580/90) 
285 1819 2 Bead Monochrome Glass S-47.1 E (565-580/90) 
285 1819 3 Bead Natural Amethyst S-5.2 E (565-580/90) 
286 1810 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Böhner A6 C-D (460/80-565) 
287 1784 2 Vessel Fragment / Unknown Pottery Fragments - 
287 1784 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 3.21. E-G (565-640/50) 
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288 1788 2 Stone / Jewel Flint Flint Siegmund Ger. 6. C-I (460/80-725) 
288 1788 1 Rest Metal Iron Siegmund Ger. 5 C-I (460/80-725) 
288 1789 1 Belt Part Buckle Copper alloy Missing - 
288 1785 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 3.21. E-G (565-640/50) 
288 1786 2 Seax Seax  Missing - 
288 1786 1 Axe/Francisca Francisca Iron Siegmund FBA 1.2/1.3 C-E (460/80-580/90) 
291 1804 1 Vessel (Biconical) Dish Pottery Maastricht-type? E-G (565-640/50) 
292 1790 1 Vessel Biconical Pot Pottery Siegmund Kwt. 2.43. F-H (580/90-670/80) 
292 1791 1 Vessel Fragment / Unknown Pottery Missing - 
292 1794 1 Knife Knife Iron Siegmund Ger. 1.2. H-J (640/50->725) 
292 1794 2 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax2.2 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
293 1701 1 Knife Knife Iron Siegmund Ger. 1.2. H-J (640/50->725) 
293 1701 3 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
293 1702 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Sna. 2.2. E-H (565-670/80) 
293 1701 2 Rest Metal Copper alloy Indet. - 
294 1803 1 Glass Vessel Bottle Glass Feyeux 2003, 20.0 B-F (400-610) 
294 8888-294 1 Rest Metal Iron Indet. - 
297 1703 3 Seax Seax Iron Fag Sax2.2 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
297 1703 2 Knife Knife Iron Knife - 
297 1703 4 Mount Scabbard Copper alloy - G-H (610/20-670/80) 
297 1703 5 Mount Scabbard Copper alloy Fag S-Sax4.5 G-H (610/20-670/80) 
297 1703 6 Rivet Nail Copper alloy Scabbard nails - 
297 1703 1 Rivet Rivet Copper alloy Large rivet - 
299 1816 1 Vessel Beaker Pottery Maastricht/Gellep 100/101 A (340-400) 
300 1805 1 Vessel Jug Pottery Siegmund Kan 1.2. E-G (565-640/50) 
300 1820 1 Lance Head Iron Missing - 
305 1823 1 Axe/Francisca Francisca Iron Siegmund FBA 1.2/1.3 C-E (460/80-580/90) 
305 1823 2 Axe/Francisca Francisca Iron Siegmund FBA 1.2/1.3 C-E (460/80-580/90) 
306 1796 1 Brooch Disc, Garnet Silver Siegmund Fib. 1.1. C-D (460/80-565) 
306 1777 1 Rest Metal Brass Indet. - 
308 1735 1 Pin Toilet utensils Copper alloy Siegmund Nad. 2.2. E-G (565-640/50) 
308 1737 2 Bead Natural Rock-crystal S-5.1 B-E (400-580/90) 
309 1732 1 Glass Vessel Dish Glass Siegmund Gla 1.3. B (400-460/80) 
310 1783 4 Lance Head Iron Siegmund Lan 2.5 G-I (610/20-725) 
310 1783 1 Belt Part Plate Buckle Copper alloy Siegmund Gur. 3.2.a. E (565-580/90) 
310 1783 2 Axe/Francisca Francisca Iron Siegmund FBA 1.2/1.3 C-E (460/80-580/90) 
310 1783 3 Rest Metal Copper alloy Indet. - 
313 1019 1 Comb Composite Single Antler Siegmund Ger. 3.12. G-I (610/20-725) 
313 1019 2 Bead Monochrome Glass - B-D (400-565) 
313 1019 3 Bead Monochrome Glass - B-D (400-565) 
313 1019 4 Bead Polychrome Glass S-group 31 B-D (400-565) 
314 1172 3 Bead Monochrome Glass - D-H (510/20-670/80) 
314 1173 2 Bead Polychrome Glass S-2.13 E (565-580/90) 
314 1173 1 Rest Metal Copper alloy Indet. - 
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