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Abstract 

This thesis advances an archaeology of bereavement, arguing that grief is 

materially legible in Early Medieval Austrian burials. It analyzes 748 inhumations from 

Pottenbrunn, Thunau Obere Holzwiese, Oberleiserberg, and Krungl using mixed methods 

that combine distributional summaries and correlation by age and sex with qualitative 

readings of manufacture, use, and in-grave placement. Despite Christian discouragement 

of grave goods, nearly sixty percent of graves contain artefacts. Children’s burials show 

distinctive assemblages. Copper-alloy and iron bells cluster with infants and children, 

mosaic “eye” beads occur only in child or unknown-age graves, adult-sized iron knives 

accompany some children, likely donated tokens or protective gifts. Vessels, animal 

remains, grain, and hearth materials indicate enduring feasts and house-linking rites. 

While heterogeneous recording, typological inconsistency, and incomplete dating and 

biological profiles limit precision, convergent patterns across sites show grief and 

attachment shaped funerary choices. Recognizing these affective signatures refines 

mortuary interpretation and reconnects past communities with their lived emotions. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

Grief is an inescapable reality of being human. Death is a fact of life. In this, all 

humans are linked. The emotions behind bereavement are difficult to quantify, which 

often leaves the studies of bereavement and its effects to the psychologists. The tangible 

manifestations of the reality of death are found at burial sites regularly, though they are 

categorized through the lens of mortuary archaeology or funerary practices. This takes 

away from conceptualizing the individual effect of grief on the grave goods found and the 

anthropological implication therein. Grave goods are broadly classified objects due to 

lack of understanding of them outside of ceremonial purposes. In this classification, an 

understanding of surrounding cultural expectations is important to accurate interpretation 

of material objects.  

Objects hold sentimental power. Strong emotions such as grief and love are 

deeply connected to them. People rely on objects for comfort and connection, and this 

attachment does not end when a loved one dies (Hodder 2011; Malafouris 2013). In times 

of loss, objects take on heightened meaning. The bereaved often bury attachment objects, 

items linked to comfort or memory of the deceased, which provide a sense of security 

(Bell and Spikins 2018). This continued reliance on objects as a means of coping and 

connection during bereavement reflects the broader concept of materiality and the 

entanglement of humans with the things that shape their emotional world (Malafouris 

2013). Tools and material goods are the key to our survival, part of our habits, and we 
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associate them with the world and people around us. They are woven into our social 

structures (Hodder 2011; Malafouris 2013).  

Even simple burials can show the love and care humans have always had for each 

other. The defiance of edicts against grave goods is a quiet act of devotion and continuing 

connection (O’Brien 2021). This is especially visible in the graves of children. Human 

emotions are intense surrounding children, especially when their lives are cut short 

prematurely. This connection transcends times and cultures. This inclusion and location 

of objects in burials can indicate the emotional power that the item holds for the deceased 

and the bereaved (Büster 2021). 

Anthropologists consider death a time of transition, which alters the relationship 

the living person has with the deceased, and their relationships with the people around 

them. This relationship change affects the choices mourners make as they navigate this 

changed relationship (Bell and Spikins 2018). Cultural attitude, religious beliefs, and 

emotions surrounding bereavement and emotional expression shape the decision of what 

grave goods are present in a burial. Understanding Christianization is critical to the Early 

Modern Period in Austria. The introduction of the Christianity was a catalyst for altered 

burial traditions, the reduced number of grave goods. 

Through focusing on four post-Christianization cemeteries in Austria, this project 

will respond to the lack of consideration in current literature regarding the “problematic” 

parts of artefact analysis (Büster 2021). Through the inclusion of cross-disciplinary 

explanations of emotional attachment and representation through objects, this study aims 

to augment the understanding of emotional connection and allow items to be considered 
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as objects associated with grief or comfort, instead of inexact ceremonial, unknown, or 

just toy labels.  

This project seeks to reduce the number of unexplained or broadly classified 

funerary objects, allow for a broader consideration of items found at burial sites, and 

confirm the specialty of children’s graves being shown even when it wasn’t typical or 

allowed. This has the potential to be applied cross-culturally where there is known burial 

practices and grave goods. This will allow for a humanized understanding of the 

bereavement and self-comforting behaviors of humans throughout history. 

Having outlined the subject and motivation, the remainder of this thesis is 

structured as follows: Chapter II, Framing Grief and Material Culture, reviews 

scholarship on bereavement, addresses the challenges of materializing emotion 

archaeologically, and situates grief’s entanglement with objects while summarizing 

relevant contexts for Early Medieval Austrian cemeteries and their grave goods. Chapter 

III, Sources and Data, contextualizes the datasets for the four Austrian cemeteries, 

describes grave signifiers, artefact typologies, and the THANADOS database that hosts 

the site records, and evaluates data quality and limitations. Chapter IV, Methodology and 

Analysis, details data processing and methods and presents the analysis: 

Christianization’s effects on burial practice, key artefacts (bells, mosaic eye beads, 

knives, and other gendered and non‑gendered offerings), and a synthesis of results. 

Chapter V, Discussion and Conclusions, considers how grave goods, bereavement, and 

Christianization intersect, arguing that bereavement leaves tangible traces in the 

archaeological record, especially in children’s graves. Together, these chapters advance 
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an archaeology of bereavement and refine interpretations of Early Medieval mortuary 

practice in post‑Christianization Austria.



 

 

Chapter II. 

Literature Review 

This literature review examines the existing theorical and archaeological scholarship on 

grief, material culture, and Early Middle Age burial practices. It outlines how emotions, 

particularly bereavement, have been framed across multiple disciplines and how these 

theories are applied to the interpretation of grave goods. This cross-disciplinary 

perspective within this section provides the necessary information for understanding how 

Christianization, cultural traditions, and emotionality interact with the archaeological 

record.  

Framing Grief and Material Culture 

Death is a fact of life, a universal experience shared by every person who has ever 

lived or will live. It is deeply interconnected with human hopes, fears, and social 

structures. Academically, death is addressed across a variety of disciplines, including 

philosophy, psychology, anthropology, and archaeology, in addition to the physical 

studies of how and why. Each field approaches the subject from different angles: the 

existential meaning of mortality, the emotional and psychological aftermath of loss, the 

social implications of death rituals, or the physical traces left behind.  

The understanding of grief and the way it affects us has been hotly discussed for 

as long as we have had perceptions of these things. Grief is defined as the anguish and 

emotional distress experienced after a loss. It is a physical and mental experience that is 
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deeply personal (Silverman et al. 2020). Expressions of grief vary widely across cultures, 

individuals, and historical contexts.  

Psychologists focus on grief’s effects on the mind: our thoughts, patterns, 

memory, and the biochemistry of the brain. With the benefit of investigating living 

people, psychologists are able to discuss and understand how grief affects people in their 

daily lives, in the long term, and what that looks like directly (Souza 2017). Expressions 

of grief are as varied as the people they affect. Sometimes, anthropologists also have the 

benefit of speaking directly to people. (Tarlow 2012; Tarlow and Stiltz 2013). 

Mourning often accompanies the bereavement1 or loss of something. This topic is 

deeply personal to this author and was a source of much curiosity. While researching 

grief in historical contexts, this author was looking for a way to identify tangible effects 

of grief in archaeological contexts, thereby confirming that death, despite its prevalence, 

was still world-changing to people of history. Psychologists and sociologists address grief 

as an emotional impact caused by the changing relationship between the living and the 

dead. One discusses the brain and the mind, the other social behavior and the way it 

shapes society. The framework of how we live our lives changes based on how you 

approach the problem (Souza 2017). Anthropologists view bereavement through the lens 

of culture and language, the acceptable ways to demonstrate these emotions and the way 

their communities handle the situation. They do this through study of living people, 

asking questions and drawing parallels to other displays of emotion (Bell and Spikins 

2018; Pearson 1999). The ability to discuss bereavement gives credence and credibility to 

the results of these studies, even if the people affected and assessed can agree or disagree 

 
1 Bereavement is defined here as the culturally informed process of grief and mourning, encompassing any 

religious, cultural, or physical actions associated with the process. 
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with the interpretation. Archaeologists, and sometimes anthropologists, have to study and 

interpret bereavement and grief-based behaviors from another direction.  

The importance of this matter is emphasized due to its lack of prevalence and 

attention in the literature. Emotionality, a core part of grief, is difficult to quantify and 

measure when there is no one around to discuss it with. Thus, archaeologists approach 

bereavement and grief through material goods. This includes architecture, writings, 

funerary goods, ritual spaces, and the detritus of human existence. When dealing with 

material culture, it is difficult to ascertain the reasoning behind actions. The object left 

behind, especially when there is little to no written language for an explanation, needs to 

be interpreted. Interpreting items is a process in comparison to past and modern cultures, 

contemporaries, and other details known of that culture (Silverman et al 2021; Pearson 

1999). 

This study investigates whether emotional responses to death, specifically grief 

and bereavement, can be identified archaeologically through deviations in burial patterns 

and the presence of emotionally charged artefacts. By combining insights from 

psychology and anthropology with archaeological data from Austrian medieval 

cemeteries, it argues that material traces of grief are discernible in deviations from 

normative mortuary practices. 

Grief, Bereavement, and Emotion 

For this project, bereavement is defined as a culturally informed practice and 

includes all culturally relevant experiences surrounding death and the experience of 

navigating the changed relationship with the deceased (Tarlow 2012). Not just loss, but 

the entire experience of grief and mourning is encompassed in bereavement. Silverman 
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(2021) highlights that bereavement is the process of grief, as well as all culturally 

expected associations with the burial process, life after the deceased’s passing, and 

ongoing obligations to the dead (Silverman et al 2021). The terms grief and grieving 

process are often used interchangeably with bereavement. This research will be using 

bereavement to include the implication of a culturally informed process, tied to further 

behavioral expectations beyond the response to death and loss. 

Bereavement and its material expressions in archaeology are perceptible, though 

not always easily measured or precisely defined. Emotions experienced while in 

bereavement affect lives and often are more the focus of a psychologist than an 

anthropologist (Souza 2017). Anthropologists consider changing relationships, cultural 

ties, and the implications therein (Gibson 2010; Bell and Spikins 2018). Despite this, 

understanding the roles of emotional displays in society is part of an in-depth 

understanding of cultural attitudes surrounding grief (Parker 1999). Understanding grief 

as a culturally regulated emotional experience allows archaeologists to hypothesize how 

such emotions might manifest materially. 

The Challenge of Materializing Grief 

Historically, including emotional factors in the consideration of artefacts has 

come in and out of vogue due to the difficulty of ascribing undefined variables to 

academic study. It was largely avoided until the 1970s, when cross-disciplinary study 

between anthropology and archaeology made room for considering the cultural practices 

extending to accepted displays of emotions (Parker 1999; Büster 2021; Souza 2017). 

Artefacts found in graves are often considered only under the lens of mortuary 

and funerary archaeology, focusing on the monetary and ceremonial implications in life 



 

5 

and the afterlife, thus excluding any considerations of bereavement. Each school of 

archaeological study uses the discussion of grave goods2 to discuss the breadth of the 

human experience, which has given us a long list of terms for sorting these objects, but 

these terms themselves often assign a value and role to the objects (Ekengren 2013). This 

interpretive limitation has encouraged renewed attention to emotional meaning in burial 

contexts, seeking to recognize grief and attachment as shaping material choices. 

Attachment, Object Agency, and Material Entanglement 

Each item in a burial was interpreted with the understanding that they were 

determined by the grieving, under the social and cultural attitudes that should be 

considered when analyzing burials and grave goods (Parker 1999; Büster 2021; Tarlow 

2012). The ties we have to one another and the strength of the emotional connection 

therein drive choices during bereavement, such as choosing which personal items will 

become part of funerary rituals, tokens of attachment, and grave goods. 

Many anthropologists accept and contextualize death as a changing relationship 

between the living and the deceased that is informed by the social context of cultural 

trends (Silverman et al 2021; Gibson 2010; Bell and Spikins 2018). This changing 

relationship causes a lack of security in the bereaved (Bell and Spikins 2018). The need 

for security and understanding is a key human trait. Cultures address the sudden loss of 

 
2 Grave goods are defined in this research as items that accompany the dead, in burial or cremation, that are 

added for purposes in the afterlife or dedication of the mourners. They are a specific delineation of 

deliberately deposited or cached objects by Lindsey Büster (Büster 2021). Whereas in keystone texts, like 

Pearson’s, grave goods are used as a catchall term for items associated with the deceased such as clothing, 

food and drink, items belonging to the deceased in life, and gifts to the dead are also included in this 

definition (Pearson 1999). This overarching definition also includes items that are equipment for the 

afterlife, preventing the dead from returning to haunt the living (O’Brien 2021). 
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security in this changing relationship in different ways (Tarlow 2012; 2013). This lack of 

security is tied to human sentimentality through objects of attachment.  

As noted by Dr. Bell and Dr. Spikins (2018), attachment objects can hold 

remarkable power in our lives. They give security, comfort, and connection. The 

affiliated emotions bound to these objects are transferable, allowing them to become the 

recipients of transferred or redirected emotional attachments. Examples of this are easy to 

find: a stuffed animal or blanket that was held onto from childhood, or the famous 

example of the Rogers Teddy Bear sent from a child to her father to provide comfort on 

the war front (Bell and Spikins 2018). In antiquity, this can translate to a carved animal 

made of wood or the presence of a small wooden sword and scabbard in a Roman adult’s 

burial (Büster 2021). Humans are dependent on the items in our lives, entangled with 

them (Hodder 2011). This concept of entanglement links the emotional and material 

dimensions of human behavior, emphasizing that tools, keepsakes, and ritual objects act 

as extensions of memory and attachment (Malafouris 2013; DeMarrais et al. 2004). 

Austrian Medieval Cemeteries 

For this project, the goal was to look at tangible evidence of grief and 

bereavement through a cross-discipline interpretation of archaeological evidence. 

Through the archaeological evidence at the Austrian Middle Ages cemetery sites of 

Pottenbrunn, Thunau Obere Holzwiese, Oberleiserberg, and Krungl, the study aims to 

reinforce and support evidence of grief through the breaking of patterns and the 

identification of artefacts that fall outside of the burial protocol for the time.  

The emotionality of this will be reinforced through looking at the differences in 

the graves of children. Grief caused by the deaths of children is shown through 
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psychology and anthropology to be especially intense. This raises key research questions: 

Is this grief strong enough to mark the archaeological record? Are there other patterns 

that indicate bereavement? How do we account for the variability of these choices with 

inconsistent objects and interpretations? 

Reading Emotion through Archaeological Evidence 

Previously, application of emotional consideration in objects had been rare due to 

the difficulty of quantifying emotional ties. Archaeologists acknowledge emotion in 

objects when it is obvious in art and the assignment of clearly defined grave goods. 

Outside of this acknowledgment, grave goods can become problematic, as noted by 

Lindsey Büster (2021). Her article discusses the difficulties of assigning value to grave 

goods and entering the realm of emotional attachment when the people who were 

attached to these objects are not around to confirm (Büster 2021).  

It is easier to assign a material or ceremonial value to an object than an emotional 

one (Parker 1999; Büster 2021). Despite this, the emotional impact of an object remains 

significant. Anthropologists wrestle with the correct way to assign value to an 

immeasurable subject. Grave goods are cherished representations of our life stages, social 

interactions with others, and sense of self (DeMarrais et al 2004; Hodder 2011; 

Malafouris 2013; Pearson 1999). 

Additionally, the location of grave goods within a burial can have ritual and 

emotional significance (Tarlow and Stutz 2013) with regard to the placement of the 

deceased’s remains (Lorentz 2015). Burial goods are assigned roles and values within 

cultures. For example, weapons are often interpreted as an indication of a male burial, 

when this is not always the case (Hedenstierna‐Jonson et al 2017; Berseneva 2020). The 
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presence of gold in a burial is not always a symbol of status or wealth, rather it is 

determined by cultural norms.  

These examples are times when our bias as archaeologists must be checked 

(Chasan and Rosenberg 2018) for broader understanding. The reassessment of grave 

goods and burial contexts allows for greater accuracy in analysis and when assigning 

cultural significance to items (Berseneva 2020; Lorentz 2015; Parker 1999). 

Consideration, when possible, should be given to any indicators of revisiting or items left 

later at gravesites. This intentional reassessment will allow for the inclusion of the 

understanding that objects have a powerful place in human sentimentality. Viewing the 

matter through the lens of Schiffer and Skibo’s (1997) explanation of artefact variability, 

the reassessment will take into account the creation and use contexts of an object, as well 

as its presence within a grave. Overall, recognizing these interpretative biases allows for 

more nuanced readings of material culture as expressions of both ritual and emotion. 

Materiality and the Emotional Entanglement of Objects 

The significant association between emotions and objects should thus be reflected 

in burials. This is evidenced by cherished attachment objects being found as grave goods. 

These artefacts, if not identified as attachment objects, can be misconstrued as carrying 

ritual or symbolic value instead of emotional ones (Büster 2021; Tarlow and Stutz 2013; 

Bell and Spikins 2018). With the strong attachment humans have to objects as sources of 

comfort, they are also capable of providing this comfort and sense of connection during 

the bereavement process.  

Transitional objects of grief, like attachment objects, are often stuffed animals or 

blankets associated with the deceased. These objects are used to help process grief, help 
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restore a sense of security, and mimic the comfort provided by attachment objects 

(Goldstein et al 2020). The sense of security provided helps people cope with the 

changing relationship that death represents by providing a stand-in physical object. 

Bereavement objects help because of material engagement (Malafouris 2013). Humans 

are doers and creators: we interact with our environment through objects, and use them to 

associate with the world (Hodder 2014). They are intricately entangled with how we 

process emotions, basic survival, and basic socializations. Our tools are extensions of our 

bodies, pieces of memory (DeMarrais et al. 2004). The cognitive affordances of objects 

enable us to adapt, and this in turn allows for the ongoing cycle of reliance to create 

(Malafouris 2013; Knappet 2004; Hodder 2014). Tools broaden out mindset by allowing 

for larger scales of creation and interaction with the world around us. As we make more 

objects and important material goods, the more reliant upon them humanity becomes.  

Another way that the equilibrium is restored and the now-changed relationship 

with the deceased is maintained is through gravesite revisiting (Goldstein et al. 2020; 

Miller and Rivera 2006). Burial sites, like cemeteries, graveyards, and urnfields, are 

geographically separated locations. They become religiously and culturally significant 

locations with unique architecture, behavioral expectations, and social stratification. 

These spaces reflect the attitudes of their culture about how they treat each other and the 

dead. Gravesites, and similarly othered spaces for the dead, become loci for connection to 

the deceased to maintain the changed relationship (Miller and Rivera 2006; Büster 2021). 

In modern times, attachment objects are left at gravesites or in burials themselves 

as acts of comfort for the bereaved. Additionally, during gravesite revisiting, gifts are left 

behind and feasts and other burial events are sometimes held. Products and leftovers from 
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these feasts, whether during the burial process or afterward, can include food, objects, 

and plants (Waltenberger et al 2023; O’Brien 2021). 

Bereavement objects may be placed in graves or left behind at gravesites as 

people move through the bereavement process. Analyzing grave goods and their 

placement opens the door to determining the possible presence of these objects. Objects 

with potentially strong emotional ties can be problematic for archaeologists (Büster 2021) 

because categorization of these objects can be inexact. Putting in place a strategy to 

account for these items that were not only religious or full of purpose, but for comfort is 

key. Such practices demonstrate continuity between ancient and modern expressions of 

material grief, underscoring the universal role of objects in mediating loss. 

Toward an Archaeology of Bereavement 

This study demonstrates that emotional experiences such as grief leave detectable 

traces in the archaeological record. By reassessing grave goods, burial contexts, and 

evidence of revisitation, archaeologists can gain a more nuanced understanding of the 

bereavement process and the cultural frameworks through which it was expressed. 

Recognizing grief as materially expressive not only deepens interpretive accuracy but 

rehumanizes archaeological inquiry, connecting past lives to enduring emotional 

universals. 
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Chapter III. 

Sources and Data 

In order to explore the notion of bereavement in an archaeological context, this 

study identified materials meeting specific criteria appropriate for such an enquiry. It 

established the need for a clear delineation of cultural practices, pre-Christianization 

versus post-Christianization, for comparative assessment, and a manageable number of 

artefacts for evaluation within the timeline of the project. Specifically, sites that post-

dated the Christianization3 process in Central Europe were prioritized, where the burial 

customs would reflect this transition. 

The Austrian cemetery sites of Pottenbrunn, Thunau Obere Holzwiese, Krungl, 

and Oberleiserberg date to the Early Middle Ages. Their geographic location indicates 

that they lie in regions affected by Christianization. The cemeteries cover different time 

spans but all contain burials ranging from the sixth through the twelfth centuries A.D. 

This allows for comparative assessment of the cemeteries. Geographically, Pottenbrunn, 

Thunau Obere Holzwiese and Oberleiserberg are located in the valley of the Danube 

River or adjacent to it. The exception is the site of Krungl, which was selected due its 

chronological relevance and its significance in the history of the Early Middle Ages. 

Despite being approximately 100 km from the other sites, Krungl yielded a large number 

of artefacts corresponding to that period.  

 
3 Christianization is the conversion to Christianity. Here this is understood as the widespread conversion of 

the local area and the effects it had on their culture. 
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Each selected site has a minimum of 804 excavated graves. This threshold was 

chosen to ensure a number of artefacts suitable for statistical analysis even when 

accounting for the potential of burials without any grave goods. Additionally, the sites 

showed no strong indicators of internal social stratification, helping to minimize 

confounding variables in comparative assessments.  

Other factors considered in the selection process were the number of grave goods 

and the accessibility of the data. Due to time and accessibility constraints, obtaining full 

datasets was challenging. All data was sourced through the THANADOS web portal, 

utilizing the site catalogue and geographic data for selection. THANADOS5 is designed 

to facilitate the sharing of archaeological cemetery data. The benefits of the THANADOS 

system are broad, centralized access to comparative datasets.  

The selected datasets are not without limitations. They cover a broad excavation 

time span and, consequently, the data reflects a variety of excavation methodologies and 

recording practices. Other issues include reported losses of artefacts and limited language 

accessibility6 of the original reports. Of particular note, is the way in which differences in 

recording practices lead to discrepancies in artefact quantification. For instance, some of 

the initial excavators considered beaded jewelry as a single artefact, while others 

considered each individual bead separately. Such inconsistencies have the potential to 

complicate statistical assessments based on object quantification, although the limited 

number of artefacts in the selected sites mitigates this concern. 

 
4 Krungl has the most burials at 274, Thunau Obere Holzwiese has 207, and Pottenbrunn has 186 excavated 

burials at the time of this research. 
5 Not an exhaustive resource by any means, THANADOS is a database for archaeological site reports, 

catalogues, and data accessible on a broad scale. This allows for inclusive and expansive archaeological 

research across Austrian and Czech sites. 
6 THANADOS is hosted and published in English even when the source material is not. This can lead to 

issues with translations and seeking the source of specific evaluations. 
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Pottenbrunn 

The Pottenbrunn site is located east of the village of Pottenbrunn, near the city of 

St. Pölten, in Lower Austria. The site is a cemetery, in use for roughly a century, from 

approximately 750 to 850 A.D. It is located on plots 1839/14, 1839/16, and 1840/1 of the 

St. Pölten City Administrative Court which borders the Reingrubenweg in Pottenbrunn. 

The site lies on the high, terraced right bank of the Traisen River (Peteschko 2013), 

approximately one hundred meters northeast of the current local cemetery7.  

The cemetery was situated in what was later named the Maria Haas gravel pit. 

The first two graves were excavated by Johann Offenberger in 1965. The following year, 

additional graves were discovered by a team under the direction of Herwig Friesinger. 

These graves would go on to be published in 1972 in the Archaeologics Austriaca. This 

publication led to further excavations from 1973 to 1975 by Helmut Windl. In total, 188 

graves and 33 neolithic settlement pits were located in the Maria Haas gravel pit region 

(Petschko 2013).  

The excavated remains suggest Pottenbrunn was a small village, lacking strong 

social stratification, not particularly wealthy or involved in extensive trade routes in any 

evident way (Petschko 2013). 

Thunau Obere Holzwiese 

The Thunau Obere Holzwiese site provides evidence of a rich history of trade, 

diverse social identities, and the presence of a manor farm that was occupied well into the 

 
7 Today, the site is partially covered by a housing development, a narrow, wooded area, and an active farm 

field. A number of the graves were disturbed by a terrace constructed in historical times, which caused 

artificial steepening and soil displacement in the area, which is currently part of a housing development. It 

is speculated that additional graves were completely destroyed by these construction efforts. 
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Middle Ages. This site served as a long-standing hub of trade between the Frankish 

Empires and the Moravians to the south throughout the ninth and tenth centuries. It 

became a fortified settlement in the Early Medieval period. The cemetery at Thunau 

Obere Holzwiese, in Lower Austria is dated from the eighth to tenth centuries A.D.  

The site was excavated by the University of Vienna’s departments of Prehistoric 

and Historical Archaeology, beginning with Herwig Friesinger in 1965, and later 

continued by Erik Szameit and Martin Obenaus into the 1990s (Waldviertel 2025). 

Excavations revealed that the area had been occupied almost continuously since 

prehistoric times8. The site shows evidence of military activity, social stratigraphy, and 

culturally diverse burial practices (Nowotny 2018; Horejs et al 2018; Teschler-Nicola et 

al 2015). The presence of military activity and social stratigraphy is critical to the 

assessment of artefacts such as weapons and jewelry, particularly when considering 

artefact variability (Schiffer and Skibo 1997).  

Across the many seasons of excavation at the Thunau en Kamp9, 215 total burials 

were excavated and studied. Thunau en Kamp includes two cemeteries located on the 

hilltop and in the river valley respectively (Teschler-Nicola et al 2015). Additional 

nearby sites, include the Thunau Burial Mounds, dated to the ninth century A.D. and the 

Thunau Untere Holzwiese site, dated from the twelfth to fourteenth centuries A.D. These 

sites were excluded from study due to either an insufficient number of burials for 

inclusion or their placement outside the Early Middle Ages timeframe. 

 
8 Not only does it have the largest archaeologically studied Carolingian era burial site north of the Danube 

River, but it also has remnants of an Urnfield site (Nowotny 2018). 
9 Thunau en Kamp includes Thunau Obere Holzwiese and the fortified settlement Szameit. The settlement 

has a densely packed cemetery suggested to belong to elites and military officials (Teschler-Nicola, 2015). 
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The Thunau Obere Holzwiese site offers valuable comparative data for this 

project, providing a well-documented context in which to examine patterns of burial 

variability, artefact distribution, and potential expressions of bereavement within an 

environment shaped by trade and military interaction. 

Oberleiserberg 

The Oberleiserberg10 site was originally excavated by Herbert Mitscha-Märheim 

and Eleonore Nischer-Falkenhof from 1925-1933, revealing fortification structures and 

the first graves documented. Excavation resumed between 1976 to 1990 under Herwig 

Friesinger. From 1996-2007, Alois Stuppner led excavations for the University of 

Vienna’s Institute for Prehistory and Historical Archaeology on Oberleiserberg. Across 

these efforts, a total of 81 graves were excavated (Richards 2024). The site at 

Oberleiserberg has the most accessible surrounding information for this project. 

The excavations indicate near-continuous occupation from the Neolithic period 

through to the fifth century A.D. The long history of settlement and Urnfield culture that 

preceded the interment burials shows in pottery fragments found in the Middle Age 

burials. After a fire in the early Bronze Age and the sacking of the settlement in the Early 

Medieval period, there was transition in the settlement (Richards 2024). It was fortified 

during the Bronze Age and reinhabited around 400 B.C. by the La Tène culture 

(Karwowski 2016). In the fourth century A.D., the site served as a praesidial manor for a 

Germanic ruler, possibly a Suebi King. The manor remained in use until the late fifth 

 
10 Today, Oberleiserberg is a legally protected archaeological park with educational facilities and walking 

paths for people to visit. Its preservation as a heritage site ensures continued accessibility for both public 

education and academic research. 
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century, when it was abandoned or destroyed11. The cemetery at Oberleiserberg is dated 

from approximately 900 A.D. to 1200 A.D, after these tragedies. It reflects a smaller 

settlement existence, not the trade hub that it was historically (Richards 2024).  

The burials selected for this project are dated between 900 and 1100 A.D., as 

confirmed by stable isotope analysis12. Of particular note is the disproportionately high 

number of children’s burials at the site, contrasted with only one recorded example of a 

male burial containing grave goods (Richards 2024). This demographic imbalance may 

provide insight into community responses to loss and the social treatment of death in the 

Early Middle Ages13.  

Krungl 

The Krungl site is located near the modern town of Bad Mitterendorf in Styria, 

Austria. The modern settlement was constructed over the remains of a medieval 

cemetery, and archaeological finds have been recovered through farming and 

construction. A widespread fire in 1873 led to significant rebuilding, during which bones 

were discovered in the cellars of local homes.  

Archaeological excavations have revealed a long history of occupation at 

Krungl14. The site was first excavated in the 1870s (Breibert 2023), although little 

 
11 This is one of the few sites from the La Tène period with well-preserved traces of construction. Its 

abandonment is suggested to have been caused by a conflict between nearby principalities. The timing of 

the destruction of the complex makes it possible that the manor was abandoned after the defeat of Suebi 

King, Huminmund, by the Ostrogothic King, Thiudimir, as described by the scholar 6th century scholar 

Jordanes (“Royal Residence of the Oberlierserberg in Late Antiquity”, 2025). 
12 The use of stable isotope dating, specifically Carbon-14 isotope dating, was used to give a window of 

time relative to the date of the burials. 
13 Christian influences at the site continued throughout the Middle Ages. This site lies not far from one of 

the earliest known Slavic pilgrimage churches in the region, which was demolished in 1787 (Richards 

2024). 
14 Despite archaeological efforts, the location of the settlement associated with the cemetery at Krungl 

remains elusive. 
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accessible or published survives from these early excavations. The first documented 

excavation was performed by Otto Fischbach in 1896, following the discovery of 

skeletons and artefacts on the land of a local farmer in 1873. Sporadic excavations 

continued until 1908. However, much of the documentation from this period is reportedly 

lost (Breibert 2023) or remains inaccessible. This loss of early records has posed 

challenges for subsequent archaeological assessment.  

After 1908, Krungl was largely ignored until a new series of investigations were 

begun by Diether Kramer in 1977, and continued with seasons in 1978 and 1980. Further 

excavations were carried out by the Federal Monuments office in 1992 and again in 2007, 

yielding limited results.  

Krungl lies in an area known for salt trade during the Roman Period, and evidence 

suggests that many of these trade routes continued to function into the Early Middle 

Ages. While the site has been studied, much of the detailed scholarship remains 

inaccessible due to language barriers. Nevertheless, Krungl contributes valuable 

comparative evidence to this study, offering insight into burial practices in a region 

characterized by dispersed settlements and limited documentation. 

Graves and Grave Goods 

Across all four sites, a total of 748 graves were examined. Of these, 443 contained 

burial goods. All of the graves considered were primarily single-individual inhumation 

burials. Among the graves containing burial goods, 135 were identified as female, 76 as 

male, and 232 were of unknown sex15. Within this dataset, there are four multiple burials, 

 
15 Due to preservation or high error rates in the determination protocol, this number is different from 

sources estimation of the datasets. 
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5216 infant burials, 86 subadult burials, 195 adult burials, and 106 individuals of unknown 

age. Overall, 59.2% of graves included grave goods, ranging from a single artefact to as 

many as 36.  

Table 1. Summary of Burial Demographics 

 Pottenbrunn 

Thunau 
Obere 
Holzwiese  Oberleiserberg Krungl Totals 

Graves 186 (24.9%)  207 (27.7%) 81 (10.8%) 274 (36.6 %) 748 

Graves with 

Goods 136 (30.7%) 114 (25.6%) 34 (7.6%) 160 (36%) 444 

Female 37 (27.4%) 15 (11.1%) 8 (6.0%) 75 (55.5%) 135 

Male 34 (44.7%) 34 (44.7%) 5 (6.6%) 4 (5.2%) 76 

Unknown 

Sex 65 (28%) 66 (28.4%) 20 (8.6%) 81 (35%) 232 

Infant 26 (50%) 24 (46.2%) 2 (3.8%) 0 (0%) 52 

Subadult 28 (32.6%) 31 (36%) 12 (14%) 15 (17.4%) 86 

Adult 79 (40%) 54 (27.6%) 15 (7.7%) 48 (24,5%) 196 

Unknown 

Age 2 (1.8%) 4 (3.8%) 4 (3.8%) 96 (90.6%) 106 

Multiple 3 (75%) 0 (0%) 1 (25%) 0 (0%) 4 

This table presents the total number of graves and the associated demographics of the 

graves found at each of the four cemeteries included in this study: Pottenbrunn, Thunau 

Obere Holwiese is abbrievated at TOH, Oberleiserberg, and Krungl. Each section also 

represents its percentage of the total number.  

Interment cemeteries were among the most common forms of burial in the Early 

Middle Ages across much of Europe (Brownlee 2021). In comparison to the urnfields of 

the Bronze and Iron Ages, cremation was increasingly uncommon. This period also 

 
 
16 The infant subgroup is categorized as remains estimated to be between neonate and three years of age. 

Subadult contains remains from the approximate age of three through sixteen years of age. The adult 

category contains all other ages. Multi is used for graves where individuals of different, varying age groups 

are buried together, as there is no way to guarantee which set of remains any artefacts may have belonged 

to. 
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witnessed widespread Christianization during which traditional pagan practices declined. 

In some regions, this occurred through gradual incorporation of local practices (Kalhous 

2019) while in others, it happened more rapidly, mostly due to incompatibilities with 

local belief systems which often led to legal prohibitions (O’Brien 2021).  

Burial traditions, such as who was interred, the layout based on social 

stratification, the orientation of graves, the presence or absence of grave goods, and other 

ritual details, varied by region and community (Curta 2018; Gilchrist 2022; Halsall 1992; 

Härke 2014; Kars 2011; Kalhous 2019; Korpiola 2015). Cemeteries and their material 

culture reflect the complexity of the social structures that surrounded them (Miller 2006). 

The discussion of grave goods is essential for understanding the materiality of the 

cemeteries at Pottenbrunn, Thunau Obere Holzwiese, Oberleiserberg, and Krungl. These 

objects not only represent the funerary practices of their time but also shape how past 

excavators assessed the skeletons and their social contexts. The nature of the surrounding 

settlements associated with each cemetery can be vague or remains poorly understood. In 

the cases of Krungl and Pottenbrunn, there is no archaeological evidence for adjacent 

towns, suggesting that smaller, less centralized communities used these burial grounds. d 

The artefacts found at these sites are consistent with regional patterns. Grave 

goods commonly included knives, brooches, beads, ceramic vessels, and remnants of 

funeral feasts17. While knives and personal adornments remain present across the dataset, 

most other types of objects disappear from the archaeological record during the height of 

Christianization, only reappearing in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries 

(Alterauge et al. 2020).  

 
17 Evidence of funeral feasts appears to be more common in graves from earlier in the period, and it is 

almost completely absent by 1000 A.D. (O’Brien 2021). 
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This study focuses on bells, beads, and knives due to the patterns presented in the 

dataset. Items such as these, crafted from glass and metal alloys, required specialized 

skills and access to materials, making them valuable (Dalceggio 2022;Milovanović 

2016). These were not ordinary objects but were likely treasured personal possessions 

(Milanović 2016). 

THANADOS Database 

Supported by the Austrian Natural History Museum in Vienna, the Austrian 

Archaeological Institute, and the Institute of Archaeology of the Czech Academy of 

Sciences in Prague, the THANADOS database brings together archaeological data from 

sites across Central Europe. Presented in English, it compiles excavation reports along 

with data shared by the organization responsible for the research. The datasets provide 

site specific information and credit the paper or archaeological source associated with the 

information. All of the sites included therein contain geotags and specific coordinates for 

each grave recorded.  

The “Pottenbrunn” (2025) data in THANADOS comes from Irene Maria 

Petschko’s doctoral dissertation Das karolingerzeitliche Gräberfeld von Pottenbrunn, 

Niederösterreich (2013). This dataset incorporates excavation data on each grave 

including estimated age, sex, and a description of the grave goods found along with their 

spatial location within the grave. It is notably comprehensive, containing illustrations and 

images of many of the skeletons, graves, and artefacts. Information shared with 

THANADOS was translated and included definitions of the terms. However, the source, 

her dissertation, in which all of the information was presented by Petschko remains in 

German, so her direct assessments and interpretations of the data were often inaccessible.  
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“Thunau Obere Holswiese” (2025) was contributed by Elisabeth Nowotny based 

on her article Thunau am Kamp - The early medieval burial ground at Obere Holzwiese 

(2018). This dataset, also highly detailed, included information on sex, C-14 radioisotope 

dating of several graves, illustrations and images of graves, artefacts, and skeletal 

remains. The information shared with THANADOS was translated into English, but the 

original article was published in German. This left some of the assessment and specifics 

of the site and her sources unexplored. Overall, it represents the most detailed dataset of 

the four included in this study. 

The dataset for the Oberleisberg site derives from Nina Richards’ (née Brundke) 

doctoral dissertation Das arpadenzeitliche Gräberfeld auf dem Oberleiserberg - 

Interdisziplinäre Studien zur Lebenssituation einer Population am Ende des 

Frühmittelalters (2013). The dissertation itself was inaccessible to the author, but 

Richards has published articles since using the data and interpretation of the site18. The 

dataset included documentation on the site’s geography, excavation data for each grave, 

and illustrations of the artefacts and skeletons found. 

The dataset from Krungl was compiled from Wolfgang Breibert’s doctoral 

dissertation Das frühmittelalterliche Gräberfeld von Krungl (2015). His work synthesizes 

over a century of excavation records and therefore the data exhibits the greatest degree of 

variation in overall quality. Due to multiple excavators and differing recording standards, 

most of the graves include only general descriptions of the items found and illustrations 

of the grave or skeleton. The sex determination of many skeletons was based on 

 
18 These articles include “‘Oh, Come Little Children’: Burial Customs in the Eleventh-Century Burial 

Ground of Oberleiserberg (Austria)” in 2024, “Interdisciplinary Research into the medieval burial ground 

on the Oberlierserberg” in 2023, and “Nutrition of the elite or elite through nutrition? Isotopic evidence of 

dietary habits on the Oberleiserberg” in 2023. 
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associated grave goods. Additionally, this dataset contains significant gaps where the data 

is considered lost. Krungl is the largest of the datasets included in the study, amounting to 

a total of 274 graves (“Krungl” 2025). Breibert’s (2011) article and his 2015 dissertation 

assessing the site was written and published in German, while the information that was 

shared with THANADOS was translated into English. The dataset complied includes 

artefacts that were briefly mentioned and sometimes described in the compiled data 

Briebert compiled from various sources, but were ultimately lost and unable to be 

confirmed. 

Dataset Evaluation 

The dataset records information about varia and lost items when possible. Overall, 

it provides the core data necessary for analysis but lacks the additional spatial and 

stratigraphic information required for deeper assessment. The analysis proceeded with an 

awareness of these inconsistencies, which was essential for accurate representation of the 

data. Due to differences in excavation methodology and recording practices, none of the 

datasets exhibit complete consistency in artefact interpretation or sex determination. This 

unevenness in data quality and recording methodology presents interpretive challenges. 

A specific example of this is the categorization of beaded necklaces versus 

individual beads: some datasets count a necklace as one artefact, while others classify 

each bead as a separate artefact. There was also the issue of when a metal fragment is 

considered varia instead of a knife. Such variations significantly affect quantitative 

comparisons across sites. 

Another consideration involves the determination of biological sex. The criteria 

used are not clear for each site, but the original excavations at Krungl and Oberleiserberg 
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are old enough to have relied on grave goods as indicators of sex. It is evident, especially 

with Oberleiserberg and Krungl, that sexing was performed even in the absence of a 

pelvis when grave goods were present. As demonstrated elsewhere, burial goods are not 

reliable indicators of sex, especially in cultures without strict gender roles (Hedenstierna‐

Jonson et al 2017; Berseneva 2020).  

Age estimation methods are also unclear across the sites. It is not specified 

whether investigators relied on cranial morphology, skeletal size, or dentition to 

determine age. Ultimately, this inaccuracy was mitigated by employing broad age 

categories for data interpretation.  

Initial attempts to approach these datasets stratigraphically proved unfeasible. The 

uneven quality of the archaeological data meant that only some of the sites included 

stratigraphic information in artefact findspots. This absence of stratigraphic data hinders 

the construction of a detailed chronological framework for the burials. 

Dating also presents difficulties. Specific dates were not obtainable for each 

grave, with general date ranges established primarily through artefactual typology19 and, 

in a few cases, through carbon isotope dating. While the overall geography of the sites 

was represented on maps with location tags, their spatial associations with nearby 

settlements remain uncertain particularly in the case of Krungl, where the associated 

settlement or settlements have not yet been located. 

  

 
19 Ceramic and numismatic finds helped refine the chronology at several sites. 
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Chapter IV.  

Methodology and Analysis 

This chapter introduces the research questions and methodology within this study. 

It then details data collection and processing, provides background to frame 

interpretation, and then presents the analysis organized by thematic subsections, 

concluding with a synthesis.  

Research Question and Scope 

With the goal of filling the gap in scholarly literature on bereavement and its 

connection to emotionality surrounding death in Post-Christianization Early Modern 

Central Europe, this study sets out to address the following questions: what can the 

careful study of the grave goods excavated at post-Christianization cemeteries tell us 

about the people participating in the burial process? Are the objects found associated with 

the deceased or were they left as continued attachment and expressions of grief from the 

bereaved? How do we appropriately consider emotionality in the archaeological record?  

These questions were approached by leveraging modern cross-disciplinary 

perspectives on grief and its association with objects, as well as the historical contexts of 

grave goods. Qualitative research was conducted on the grave goods across the four 

selected cemetery sites discussed previously. See page 18.  

Methodological Framework 

The goal of this methodological approach is to assess and categorize artefacts 

while retaining some understanding of the emotional significance vested in them as it 
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relates to the grief process and human attachment to objects (Büster 2021). The study’s 

methodology is inspired by the work of Lindsey Büster (2021) and her discussion of the 

categorization of emotionally significant objects of antiquity (Büster 2021). The scope of 

the analysis is expanded to incorporate psychological concepts of attachment objects, 

materiality, and entanglement theory to assess the emotional value of an object (Büster 

2021; Bell and Spikins 2018; Hodder 2011; Malafouris 2013). Furthermore, quantitative 

evaluation of the types of objects found and their patterns of co-occurrence will also be 

evaluated across categories such as age and sex through statistical techniques. 

Investigation of material goods will help establish appropriate emotional significance to 

objects found in burials as there are fewer burial goods to access in the post-

Christianization era in Central Europe. 

All of the artefacts were assessed, categorized, and sorted by site alongside data 

on the sex and age of the associated remains and typological information. Using the 

explanation of artefact variability (Schiffer and Skibo 1997) the throughout completion of 

this assessment, the researcher considered the trends20. Analysis of these groups of 

artefacts was augmented through the use of carefully selected comparanda. The analysis 

revealed important insights into the connection between material culture and the process 

of bereavement. The following section details data collection, export, cleaning, and 

preparation steps prior to analysis. 

  

 
20 Bells, knives, and beads were identified by looking at significant correlations between age, sex, and the 

presence of the objects. This was confirmed and further analyzed through Pearson Correlation Tests, Chi-

Squared tests, and t-tests were used to determine the statistical significance, or p-value, of these co-

occurrences. 
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Data Processing 

The process of selecting the dataset began by using the search and filtering tools 

within THANADOS to isolate only those graves that included burial goods. These results 

were exported as individual spreadsheets for further analysis. The data from all four sites 

was then combined into a larger document. For each site, the data included details about 

the grave, skeletal information (if available), artefact descriptions and, sometimes, images 

or illustrations. The accuracy and consistency of the resulting dataset was manually 

verified. The artefacts in the dataset were typologized resulting in a catalogue of 

approximately 1,526 artefacts, excluding mass burials and stray finds that lacked clear 

context. This process involved individual assessment of each grave and artefact into 

categories homogenized across all four sites. THANADOS provided filterable categories 

for each object that were very specific and reliant on the language and typologies 

provided by the source material (“THANADOS”) which were used as the basis for the 

categories provided. Object types that fell into the same family were grouped21. For 

example, the “knives” category for analysis was made up of knives, jackknives, and rod-

tanged knives. To allow for a simpler analytical process, the age groups were reduced to 

infant22, subadult23, adult, and unknown. The resulting dataset was organized in a flexible 

format that used pivot tables to reshape subsets of the data for analysis while maintaining 

a single ground truth source for the overall assemblage. 

 
21 An example of this grouping: artefacts that were separated by ceramic and pottery by the filtering system. 

This author grouped them into the same category. Animal remains, which were separated by type in some 

cases, were included in one group. 
22 The infant category includes neonates through 3-year-olds. 
23 Subadults included burials between the ages of 4 years to 16 years of age. 
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Distributional analysis of artefact types across sites, graves, estimated age, and 

sex helped identify which grave goods were most commonly associated with specific 

demographic groups. In the next stage, the statistical significance of the key patterns 

identified in the initial round of analysis was tested using correlation metrics.  

For24 the patterns that proved to be significant, such as bells, mosaic eye beads, 

and knives, the analysis was expanded to include qualitative aspects related to their 

cultural context. The latter included research into their manufacture and contexts, 

including traditional uses, symbolic meanings, and any links to earlier or non-Christian 

practices. This qualitative step helped frame the objects beyond their data representations 

into possible expressions of grief and emotional response. 

Four distinct correlations emerged from the initial analysis: child graves and their 

assemblages, bells, particularly in relation to the former, mosaic eye beads, and knives. 

Two additional themes were significant enough to also consider: gendered items and 

remains possibly associated with funeral feasts. Each is discussed in detail in the 

following section. 

Analysis 

This analysis focuses on the artefactual evidence within the four Early Middle 

Age Austrian cemeteries to identify patterns that reflect expressions of grief and 

emotional attachment through consideration of age and burial context of the artefacts. 

 
24 The analysis used was an initial Pearson correlation test using Excel functions to confirm viability. For 

variables with smaller sample sizes, this author followed up with chi-squared tests and t-tests to calculate p-

values and assess the reliability of any apparent trends as a Pearson test is not reliable with small sample 

sets. 
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Using typology, demographic data, and historical context of the grave goods, this section 

evaluates the presence of behaviors effected by bereavement within burials.  

Background: Christianization and the Burial Practice 

Though the Christian faith originally arrived in Europe through the Roman 

Empire in Italy between the first and fifth centuries A.D., its spread across the continent 

was inconsistent. In Central Europe, specifically in the region of present-day Austria, 

Christianization became more firmly established with the arrival of the Bavarii in the 

sixth century A.D. The area subsequently became the focus of missionary activity from 

the Frankish Kingdoms to the west. As Frankish political control expanded, priests and 

missionaries spread their message and established churches and pilgrimage sites 

throughout the region.  

As Christian beliefs became more widespread, changes in the archaeological 

record provide tangible indicators of shifting religious identities. The process of 

Christianization can be observed through changes in grave orientation25, the 

disappearance or modification of grave goods, and the emergence of church-affiliated 

cemeteries. Christian burials are often orientated east to west, symbolizing the promise of 

resurrection.  

Regions that had been recently Christianized had fewer grave goods than earlier 

pagan traditions (O’Brien 2021; Kalhous 2019). This change reflects an intentional 

 
25 The orientation of the body with the feet in the east and the head in the west allowed for seeing Jesus in 

the east over Jerusalem. These traditions were cemented by ecclesiastical laws in the Catholic, Orthodox, 

and later Protestant churches. It was an early indicator of Christianization (O’Brien 2021, Alterauge et al 

2020) 
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separation from past pagan tradition and a growing belief in an afterlife where material 

objects are no longer required (Kriener 2014). Artefacts such as animals from funeral 

feasts, coins, and other protective talismans gradually disappeared (O’Brien 2021). The 

shift in grave orientations to east-west also indicated Christianization. By the Late Middle 

Ages, the inclusion of religious items and symbols of wealth reappeared in burials, not as 

provisional afterlife accoutrement but as reflections of social status and personal identity 

(Corrochano and Soulat 2014; Halsall 1992, 1996; Macháček 2017).  

The reduced presence of grave goods due to these changes provides 

archaeologists fewer items to assess and categorize. When grave goods are present in 

these contexts, when individuals were buried in clothing they wore, indicates likely 

significance to the deceased or the bereaved (De Mulder et al 2007; Lorentz 2015).  

The first step in examining the datasets was determining whether these graves 

could be considered Christian graves, and how this could be demonstrated. Multiple 

sources supported that the graves at Pottenbrunn, Oberleiserberg, Krungl, and Thunau 

Obere Holzwiese, allowing for minor directional drift caused by imprecise tools and 

estimations, are largely oriented along an east-west axis consistent with Christian burial 

tradition. This directionality strongly supports that these sites contain Christian burials.  

Confirming Christian affiliation is essential because burial customs themselves 

serve as primary indicators. Christian burials typically lacked ornamentation or grave 

goods (Effros 2003), contrasting sharply to pre-Christian or pagan practices that included 

ornamentation, spiritually protective objects, hearth remains symbolically connecting the 

dead to their homes, and food offerings such as animal bones or grain. These remains 



 

30 

reflect funeral feasts intended to celebrate the deceased’s life, mourn their passing, and 

provide sustenance for the afterlife.  

Before the advent of Christianity, the burials of Central and South European 

children received special treatment, reflected both in the quality of their graves and the 

inclusion of goods (Curta et al 2018; Milovanović 2016). In cultures where grave goods 

beyond personal adornments were uncommon26 (Effros 2003), the presence of bells, 

knives, and other grave objects stands out. Many of these items, unlikely to have been 

used by the children themselves, suggest the idea that certain grave goods were intended 

as gifts for the deceased (King, 2004; Brownlee 2020). 

Another meaningful indicator of the value placed on children was the positioning 

of their graves. In pre-Christian contexts, Child burials are frequently found directly 

adjacent to or adjoining adult graves (Curta et al, 2018). The majority of multiple-person 

burials contain at least one child and one adult, as seen clearly at Thunau Obere 

Holzwiese, where children of varying ages are buried together with or alongside adults 

(Teschler-Nicola et al. 2015). While some of these instances may reflect the practical 

considerations, such as avoiding the effort of digging another grave, they may indicate 

enduring concern for the emotional comfort of the deceased. This sentiment, though 

inconsistent with Christian tradition, resonates deeply with universal human compassion 

and reflects older traditions of care and connection that persisted within a changed 

religious landscape. 

  

 
26 At all four sites, the most common object found are women’s jewelry, specifically wire rings meant for 

adornment. This follows the trend recognized by Nina Richards (2024) at Oberleiserberg. 
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Bells 

Overall, the artefactual remains from the graves at Krungl, Oberleiserberg, 

Pottenbrunn, and Thunau Obere Holzwiese show little evidence of social stratification of 

wealth or social status. This limited artefactual evidence suggests that these cemeteries 

contained the graves of common people due to a limited number of objects containing 

precious metals such as gold and silver. The majority of graves contained few goods, 

lacking a large number of high-quality items. Other contemporary cemeteries from the 

early Middle Ages support this interpretation, with metal and crafted items being 

recognized as valuable, and few signs of social stratification or wealth affecting the grave 

goods (Curta et al 2018). Due to their value, metal and artisan crafted items found in 

burials are more significant that they would be in other contexts. These were not 

everyday items but instead objects with special meaning to their owners (Milanovic 

2016).  

Bells, often made of copper alloys27 or iron, were not mass-produced using molds 

but were individually crafted. They typically consisted of two metal components joined 

around a loose metal bead to produce sound. The vent design varied across sites, 

featuring either vertical slits or cross-shaped openings. Similar bells would later become 

associated with horse tack (Milovanović 2016). 

The copper alloy or iron bells found in burials at Krungl, Thunau Obere 

Holzwiese, and Pottenbrunn28 appear to be examples of this phenomenon. Notably, they 

 
27 The copper alloy is bronze. 

 
28 Surprisingly Oberleiserberg is absent from this list, despite being 68% (Richards 2024) children's burials. 

The cemetery at Oberleiserberg is dated exclusively to the 10th and 11th century, the latest start of a 

cemetery in this assortment. 
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are found almost entirely in graves identified as belonging to infants and children29. The 

few exceptions include one burial of an individual of an unknown age with multiple bells, 

and one is a shared burial of an adult and a child.   

Table 2. Bell Distribution Data 

Site Grave Sex Age Metal 

Pottenbrunn Grave 181 Unk  Adult Copper Alloy 

TOH Grave 017 Unk  Subadult Copper Alloy 

TOH Grave 055 Unk  Subadult Copper Alloy 

TOH Grave 115 Unk  Subadult Iron 

TOH Grave 144 Unk  Subadult Iron 

TOH Grave 144 Unk  Subadult Iron 

TOH Grave 161 Unk  Subadult Iron 

Krungl Grave 066 Female Subadult Copper Alloy 

Krungl Grave 104 Unk  Subadult Copper Alloy 

Krungl Grave 184 Unk  Unk Age Copper Alloy 

Krungl Grave 184 Unk  Unk Age Copper Alloy 

Krungl Grave 184 Unk  Unk Age Copper Alloy 

This table represents the distribution of bells found at three of the four the Austrian 

cemeteries studied: Pottenbrunn, Thunau Obere Holzwiese (TOH), and Krungl. It gives 

the grave number at the site, the bell composition, and the demographic information of 

the deceased. Unknown Sex is represented as Unk and Unknown Age is Unk Age.  

There is precedent for bells in the early Middle Ages being found in the burials of 

elite children, the example of a bronze “jingle” bell found in the burial of an elite child’s 

burial in Italy (Dalceggio 2022). Additionally, at the Viminacium site in Rome, bells 

were found within seven graves belonging to children. The bells found within that burial 

 
29 Of the 12 bells found, seven were located in the graves of children, four in a grave of an individual of 

unknown age, and the last was found in the burial of an adult woman shared with a child. 
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were made of a copper alloy as well, and Milovanović suggests these “sleigh” or “jingle 

bells” were to provide good luck and ward off misfortune in life and could be considered 

personal items in death (Milovanović 2016, 119). Beyond this, little is known in the 

archaeological record as to the reasoning behind the leaving of bells in graves. There is 

no evidence to support this is part of the Christian tradition of the region either, leaving to 

reason that these bells either belonged to the children and were left as comfort items, 

inalienable from the children they belonged to (Brownlee 2020), or they were a remnant 

of earlier protective traditions (Milovanović 2016).  

This author posits that the bells were items that belonged to the children in life, 

similar to rattles, and were used for amusement. As much as 78% of the individuals with 

bells were subadults or infants. They had 67% of the total bells which supports that bells 

were associated with children in life as well. Especially, when the one named adult’s 

grave also contained the remains of a child. If bells are found with a positive correlation 

in children’s burials, their presence could indicate that bells were not a common day to 

day object outside of the context of children's lives. Instead, they are left as a comfort to 

the family of the deceased to offer connection and comfort in death. They were items of 

value, not easily replaced or regarded as worthless. Even in a time when the separation of 

the spirit and the body was emphasized, people valued their children and made their 

burials special with meaningful, personal objects (King 2004; Brownlee 2020).  

The data supported from the cemeteries at Krungl, Oberleiserberg, and 

Pottenbrunn, is that eye beads, especially mosaic eye beads, are found almost exclusively 

within children’s burials. Beaded jewelry is found in graves of all types, but this specific 

typology of beads has a positive correlation to belonging to children. The occurrence of a 
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single bead being found within children’s burials is also a “pan-European” (O’Brien 

2021) occurrence is said to have a similar effect to an eye-bead in modern practices. 

Mosaic Eye Beads 

Mosaic eye beads30 are found exclusively in the graves of children and unknown 

age type graves across these sites. The presence of these beads suggests they have some 

additional meaning when, of the hundreds of beads found across these four sites, eye 

beads are only found in the aforementioned graves. Historically, it had been supported 

that children’s graves often are linked to artefacts associated with “magic” and protection 

more often than their adult counterparts in cemeteries of all types (Gilchrist 2008). 

The grounds for the implication for a single bead are well documented across 

Europe as part of pre-Christian traditions. The single bead, and sometimes rounded 

brooches, acted as protective amulets to ward off the “evil eye”. These more subtle items 

are suspected to have been used to uphold traditional beliefs while still preserving “the 

integrity of the corpse for Christian resurrection” (Gilchrist 2008, 151). This practice was 

against Christian beliefs making it uncommon, but still present in the post-conversion 

Middle Ages. It became more prevalent past the twelfth century as the rigidity of the 

custom surrounding Christian burials relaxed (O’Brien 2021; Gilchrist 2008; Brownlee 

2020). This supports the evidence that the presence of single beads, and single or multiple 

rounded eye beads were acts of devotion from the grieving. The extra protection of 

disallowed traditional methods in a burial with few other grave goods is an act of love. It 

 
30 This is a bead that has been crafted with layers of glass in concentric rings surrounding a solid core (Šmit 

et al 2012) that has the visual appearance of an eye. It is being called a “mosaic eye bead” for the purposes 

of this discussion and to differentiate the visual appearance of the bead 
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also could act as a moment of connection in this liminal time in the changing relationship 

between the living and the dead (Bell and Spikins 2018; Tarlow 2012). The presence of 

these beads in close proximity, often touching the deceased, also indicates the item 

carries strong emotional ties for the deceased and the bereaved (Büster 2021; Tarlow and 

Stutz 2013). 

Knives 

Another object found in the graves of many children and infants in the sites across 

Austria from the seventh to twelfth century were knives. It is highly improbable that 

these items belonged to the children in life. Unlike Härke’s (1989) finds in Anglo-Saxon 

contexts, the knives do not appear to be proportional to the size of the child or the length 

of life lived. It is more likely that these tools belonged to family and other loved ones of 

the children.  

Artefactual evidence shows that knives were common grave goods. Making up 

204 of 1,526 total artefacts studied, knives occur mostly in male, adult graves, but not 

solely. At a time, strict gender roles were beginning to flourish across the Balkans and 

Southeastern Europe and conflicts were rife (Härke 1989, Curta 2008), weapons were 

still uncommon burial items. It is important to note knives were differentiated from 

daggers. The knives found across the sites included rod-tanged knives, folding 

jackknives, and iron knife blades too degraded to categorize further. These artefacts were 

more strongly associated as tools than weapons (Blakelock and McDonnell 2007, Härke 

1989). The knives discovered in graves were also metal tools, distinct from weapons like 

daggers. They included both rod-tanged knives of varying lengths and folding jackknives 

(Blakelock and McDonnell 2007; Härke 1989). Despite the overall decline in grave 
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goods over time, knives continued to be included in burials from the seventh through the 

twelfth century A.D. (Härke 1989). Artefacts identified as weapons accounted for only 

five 31of the 1,526 burial goods found, making them rare. By contrast, the number of 

knives is much higher, reinforcing their status as tools of daily life rather than specialized 

implements of defense. The knives were largely made of iron. Their persistent inclusion 

across centuries may suggest both utilitarian and symbolic significance within burial 

customs. 

Table 3. Knives Distribution 

Site Age Male Female Unknown Age Total 

Krungl Adult 2 14 19 35 

 Subadult 1 9 14 24 

 Infant 0 1 3 4 

 Unknown 6 6 5 17 

Oberleiserberg Adult 1 2 1 4 

 Unknown 0 0 2 2 

Pottenbrunn Adult 21 24 9 54 

 Subadult 0 1 6 7 

 Infant 0 1 3 4 

Thunau Obere 

Holzwiese Adult 11 3 11 25 

 Unknown 0 0 9 9 

 
31 The weapons: two battle axes, two spathas, and one spear/lance. Arrows are not counted in this number. 

The spatha were found in two graves at Thunau Obere Holzwiese; iron swords were found with evidence of 

damask. One had an intact pommel and guard. One, found on a body with evidence of beheading, was 

found tucked between the left arm and the torso. The other body had the spatha laid out along his side, 

along the left hip and femur. 
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This table presents the distribution of knives across four sites, Krungl, Oberleiserberg, 

Pottenbrunn, and Thunau Obere Holzwiese. They are classified by age and sex. Unknown 

represents an unknown age group.  

The positioning of items within a burial is often associated with items connected 

to the deceased or the attachment of the bereaved placing the gift (Parker-Pearson 1999, 

Brownlee 2020, Ekengren 2013, O’Brien 2021). In most of the burials across all four 

sites, knives were found touching or directly beside the deceased. The most common 

placement in adult burials was near the pelvis, either across it or stretching from the 

pelvis and hip region and down beside the femur. This is likely where a knife would have 

been worn in life, supported by the discovery of belt leather and holster fragments found 

in this area. The other frequent location was on top of or underneath the forearm, resting 

against the ribcage and chest. These trends are still reflected in the burials of children and 

infants, but they cover much more of the body.  

These knives, lacking the proportionality of Härke’s (1989) finds, may have acted 

as protective items or items to prepare the children for the afterlife. This is a less common 

assumption due to the nature of Christian beliefs. Despite this, the people of this region 

likely had ceremonial and traditional contexts for these items (Tiplic and Tiplic 2015) 

that informed the bereaved connected to their children after death. 

Other Grave Goods and Gendered Items 

Outside of children’s burials, the presence of items like temple rings or earrings 

(Dizdar and Kapuran 2021, 151), beaded necklaces, brooches, belt buckles, knives (rod-

tanged and jackknives) (Arnold 2016), craft or experience related items (weaving tools, 
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swords, etc) (Dalceggio 2022)32, and bells are found in the various sites. Items like bells, 

jack knives, and beaded jewelry are not simple items that can be mass produced at this 

time: they are items of value.  

Another prevalent find in these Austrian sites are decorative wire ring 

ornaments33. Historically these rings start appearing in the burial record in the Iron age. 

Locations of these finds suggest they were worn as adornments on head coverings or as 

part of hairstyles (Harke 1989, 846). Wire rings continue to be found into the Early 

Medieval period (Sawicki 2022). The most commonly found34 grave goods were 384 

wire rings with various typologies found across Pottenbrunn, Oberleiserberg, Thunau 

Obere Holzwiese, and Krungl. Research by Nina Richards (2024) suggests that these 

rings (copper alloys, silver, and other metals) with or without adornment were limited to 

the burial of women and children. There is indication at Oberleiserberg for an age-

differentiated reason for the type of ring and the metal they were made with, but this has 

not been proven yet to hold true at the other sites. These types of rings were common in 

the fashion of the region for an extended period of time35 dating back to the Early Iron 

Age of women’s adornment of their hair or headpieces with wire rings made of copper 

 
32 Dalceggio (2022) suggests items associated with their actions in life - weapons for soldiers, warriors, 

and, guards, spindle whorls for weavers. There is a “gendering” of some items that directly reflects the 

culture in which the owner lived. Items considered female or male may be used by people of the opposite 

sex in other areas. It is all culturally subjective. 
33 These items will be referred to as wire rings. This includes the items called: Wire Rings, Earrings, 

Temple rings, and Wire Loops from the data sources as well as the decorated versions of these items.  
34 They make up 24.6% of the grave goods found across the four cites: 34% at Krungl, 50% at 

Oberleiserberg, 18.6% at Pottenbrunn, and 12.4% at Thunau Obere Holzwiese. 
35 The region includes the Carpathian Basin and the Danube River Valley. The typology of these rings 

likely indicated a differing use, value, or time period used (Dizdar and Kapuran 2021). That assumption 

carries through in the common use of an item. The placement of these rings, sometimes identified as 

earrings as in the data from Krungl, were likely temple rings and hair adornments worn around the head. 
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alloys, iron, silver, and other decorative materials attached to these rings (Dizdar and 

Kapuran 2021).  

Age or sex-differentiated items were common before Christianization; they are 

harder to label with fewer items present. In the burials of adult men and other unknown 

gendered adult items like fire starters, needles, awls, and other day to day life supplies are 

found more frequently at the hip. They are often accompanied by scraps of leather or 

other belt materials indicating a hip pouch or a method of carrying these small items on 

their person (Dalceggio 2022). This is likely comparable to the phenomenon of closely 

worn jewelry in women’s burials. They were everyday items and strongly associated with 

the deceased (Effros 2003). For male graves specifically, items like flint and strikers, 

weapons, and archery associated items are solely found there or in unknown graves.  

Items such as spindle whorls are only located in female and unknown burials 

across the sites studied, indicating they were likely parts of these people’s everyday lives. 

Spindle whorls, and other household items, are often associated with female burials 

(Liceras-Garrido 2022) but are, in this instance, located in both male and female graves 

across Early Middle Ages Europe (Dalceggio 2022). Similarly, needles and needle boxes 

are found in male, female, and unknown graves despite a prevailing assumption that these 

items were part of female accoutrements (Dalceggio 2022; Berseneva 2020). The needles 

excavated were made of bone, copper alloys, and iron. Some were recovered in wooden 

or metal boxes, and the boxes that have survived in good condition were decorated. This 

reinforces that in the Early Middle Ages, immediately post-Christianization and in the 

next two centuries, the associations of gender roles of items need to be critically 
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examined before previous assumptions are accepted. Basing the assumption of the gender 

of a set of remains solely on burial goods is risky (Berseneva 2020). 

Food Offerings and Hearth Remains 

In earlier graves, we also see the presence of ceramic pots placed at the foot of the 

burial. Such examples are found at Krungl, Pottenbrunn, and Thunau Obere Holzwiese. 

They were well-crafted, decorated vessels that showed no signs of cooking or wear and 

tear outside of the grave. Typically placed at the feet of the deceased, supported by 

Dalceggio’s (2022) investigations in Rome, they are indicative of a feast or the practice 

of leaving a portion of the feast for the dead (Gilchrist 2022). This interpretation is 

supported by animal remains such as poultry bones, eggshells, horse teeth, and other 

animal bones within these ceramic vessels and the graves themselves. Bones, charcoal, 

and other small fragments could also have originated from a home hearth, reflecting a 

pre-Christian, traditional pagan practice used to bless the house and link the deceased to 

their household after death (O’Brien 2021). Additionally, there is evidence of grain and 

burnt seeds, an act which was explicitly condemned a pagan act by the church36. This 

represents one of the clearest examples of lingering traditional practices surrounding 

Christianized graves. 

  

 
36 “In the literary evidence, the earliest Church condemnation of the ritual is to be found in the ‘Penitential 

of Theodore’, written c.668–90 in Anglo-Saxon England, where in Book 1, XV.3 it is stated: ‘He who 

causes grains to be burned where a man has died, for the health of the living and of the house, shall do 

penance for five years’ (O’Brien 2021, 128). 
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Synthesis 

This study examined grave goods from four post-Christianization sixth to early 

fourteenth century Austrian cemeteries at Krungl, Pottenbrunn, Oberleiserberg, and 

Thunau Obere Holzwiese, to explore the emotional significance of objects in burial 

practices. Using both qualitative and quantitative methods, it assessed types, placements, 

and demographic associations of 1526 artefacts to situate these finds within the broader 

understanding of tangible cultural exhibitions of grief and attachment. This study 

contributes evidence and framework for employing pattern recognition to identify signs 

of bereavement when limited grave goods are present.  

The typologies and nature of the artefacts provide strong evidence that 

communities associated with these cemeteries maintained older traditions in times of 

great distress. The presence of bells, mosaic eye beads, knives, jewelry, and hearth 

remains in graves, especially children’s, suggests these items were not simply decorative 

or ceremonial but carried deep emotional and protective significance. Bell artefacts, 

strongly associated with children, represent valuable possessions not easily replaced. 

Their inclusion in graves reflects of the deceased’s personhood and the material 

attachment in life. The bells may have provided amusement in life and comfort in death.  

Beads shown to be items of protection in pre-Christian pagan traditions (O’Brien 

2021), continue this expression of care. The presence of mosaic eye beads indicates a 

concern that transcended Christian faith, functioning both as comfort for the bereaved 

and as protection for the deceased. Knives, tools typically associated with adult men 

(Härke 1989), show up in the graves of infants and children who never used them. Their 

inclusion demonstrates respect and affection: the gifting of a valued tool as an act of 
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attachment and bereavement. Hearth remains, symbolic of home and daily life, suggest 

the longing for continued connection to the dead. Their presence suggests an openness for 

continued, changed relationship between the living and the dead. This practice was 

explicitly condemned by the Church. Collectively these artefacts reveal a deep and 

abiding bereavement, transformed but not erased by Christian traditions surrounding 

death.  

The presence of Christian burial elements, such as the east to west orientation of 

the graves and limited grave goods, confirm that these are Christian burials. Yet, death 

remained a time of raw emotion and uncertainty. The changing landscape of a 

relationship between the living and the dead led to the need for comfort and security. This 

security and continued relationship were provided through the inclusion of older pagan 

rituals at graves. Children’s graves, in particular, reflect enduring love and grief, with 

artefacts serving both as connections to the deceased and as comfort to the bereaved.  

The evidence suggests that despite these Christian influences, many pre-Christian 

traditions and emotional expressions persisted. Grave goods functioned as tangible 

manifestations of grief, attachment, and love. This reveals the complex relationship 

between religious norms and cultural practices in the Early Middle Ages and, ultimately, 

highlights the enduring entanglement of materiality, emotion, and identity in the 

archaeological record. 
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Chapter V. 

Final Discussion and Conclusions 

This study explored whether bereavement could be seen in the archaeological 

record through the examination of grave goods in post-Christianization Austria. By using 

cross-disciplinary considerations from psychology, anthropology, sociology, and 

archaeology, the project aimed to identify how bereavement could leave tangible 

evidence within the archaeological record. This evidence at Pottenbrunn, Thunau Obere 

Holzwiese, Oberleiserberg, and Krungl shows that despite the expectations of early 

Christian burial practices, emotional expression continued through some traditional 

methods. The conclusions drawn from this research centered on items that fell outside of 

the common pattern of grave goods and those that could not reasonably be assumed to be 

part of an individual’s daily life. Following the assessment of the datasets, three 

categories of items emerged: bells, mosaic eye beads, and knives in children’s burials. 

Christianization had a profound effect on the burial tradition. It re-oriented 

graves, reduced cremations, and caused a steady decline of grave goods as intentional 

markers of a new faith. Despite this, the graves examined showed the emotions and 

material attachments of the bereaved overtook the need to follow religious tradition and 

expectation. The act of burying a child remained intensely emotional and the leaving of 

meaningful objects persisted, revealing love and grief even within Christian cultures.  

This process sought to identify graves containing items that could reasonably be 

linked to the bereaved as well as the deceased, with indications of continuing pagan 

traditions as a source of comfort. The presence of “pagan” traditions, such as beads, 

grain, and animal remains, demonstrates that there was not a complete and immediate 
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abandonment of earlier tradition. These artefacts are more likely to occur within the 

graves of children. This is consistent with the understanding that the deaths of children 

are particularly emotionally taxing, and it is reasonable to assume this was the case 

historically as well.  

Approximate ages and sexing of skeletons followed the best practices of the time 

of excavation. More recent studies have used macromorphology and radiology to make 

these determinations, which has reinforced the data used (Teschler-Nicola et al 2015). 

Radio isotope dating has also been used to confirm the timeline of the cemetery and 

specific graves Thunau Obere Holzwiese (Nowotny 2018). Social stratification is not 

evident from the quality of the grave or the grave goods, especially when compared to 

other contemporary sites. In contrast, the evidence of social stratification is other post-

Christianization sites across Europe is visible through burial attire, quality of caskets, and 

religious accoutrements (Corrochano and Soulat 2014; Halsall 1992; Kalhous 2019; 

Dalceggio 2022). This holds true for the other sites. 

Within the sites, specifically Pottenbrunn, Thunau Obere Holzwiese, and Krungl, 

bells were found in a total of nine graves (“Pottenbrunn” 2025; “Thunau Obere 

Holzwiese” 2025; “Krungl” 2025). Three of these belonged to adults or individuals of 

unknown age, while six were clearly associated with children. One adult grave shared 

space with the burial of an infant; based on the available data, it is reasonable to suggest 

that the bell may have belonged to the infant. Another grave at Krungl, which contained 

three bells, lacked sufficient detail regarding grave size or skeletal remains to determine 

the age of the deceased. Nevertheless, the evidence supports the interpretation that bells 

buried with children may signify grief. These “jingle” bells were likely comfort items in 
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life and symbols of comfort for the bereaved in death. Importantly, these bells were 

outside the category of typical attire or church-sanctioned burial items. 

Beads follow a similar trend. Mosaic eye beads appear exclusively in children’s 

graves. The occurrence of single loose beads also is higher in children’s graves. Mosaic 

eye beads and single beads in graves have a presence in pagan traditions that were the 

practice before Christianization. These items were used as talismans of protection in the 

afterlife (O’Brien 2021). Their inclusion in children’s graves indicates that parents or 

loved ones may have intentionally broken with Christian burial norms to offer protection 

through older traditions. While early Christian burial practices allowed for some 

transitional variation, official doctrine left little room for such deviations. This suggests 

that expressions of love and concern for the children led to the intentional use of these 

items, and that traditional practices continued to provide emotional solace and a sense of 

ongoing connection with the deceased. 

Knives found in the graves of children are another sign in the assessment of 

continuing attachment. The leaving of knives in the graves was spread across all four 

sites, in the graves of adults and children. In the burials of adults, the knives are tools and 

items inalienable from the people they belonged to. This does not hold true for the 

children’s graves. These knives are often too large to be appropriate for a child of the 

estimated grave, meaning they belonged to the adults in their lives. This leaving of knives 

when there were so few grave goods present is an indicator of perhaps the future hopes of 

the families for these children, their grief over the role they would never play in their 

community and lives. 
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While it is impossible to access the psychological states of the deceased or their 

mourners directly, the material patterns observed indicate a notable shift in burial 

behavior surrounding children’s graves. Attributing this shift solely to emotional motives 

is complex and not fully verifiable; however, the data do support the conclusion that 

behavior changed. Children’s graves are more likely to contain non-normative grave 

goods, diverging from standard Christian burial attire. These deviant expressions are in 

enough children’s burials to conclude that expressions of grief, including pagan traditions 

were not accepted, but overlooked culturally within the Austrian Early Middle Ages 

immediately post-Christianization. This reflects a human tendency to allow space for acts 

of bereavement outside rigidly prescribed practices.  

This study asked whether bereavement could be identified in the archaeological 

records through changes in burial goods and practices. The answer, supposed by both 

quantitative and qualitative evidence, is yes. The association of bells, knives, and beads 

in children’s graves indicates deliberate acts of mourning that fall outside of accepted 

Christian burial practices, and in the case of funeral feast remnants, directly outlawed by 

Christian doctrine. Bells likely served as comfort objects, entangled irrevocably with the 

children they belonged to. Beads acted as symbols of protection, and knives were 

offerings of love and protection. These choices reflect an ongoing conversation between 

emotion, faith, culture, and materiality in the Early Middle Ages. This affirms that grief is 

not bound by belief or rules. Bereavement is a universal human experience that leaves a 

mark in us, and in the archaeological record.  
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Altogether, several goals were accomplished by this project. It established that 

emotional behavior can be analyzed within funerary contexts with careful 

contextualization and comparative analysis. It demonstrated that objects can serve as 

evidence of the connection between the bereaved and the deceased. By bringing in a 

humanized lens of study, it expanded the interpretive framework for grave goods and 

funerary traditions through cross-disciplinary understandings of attachment, 

entanglement, and materiality.  

There are limitations, however. The inconsistency of datasets due to decades of 

excavation with nonuniform recording standards caused uneven distribution of data. 

Some graves lacked skeletal, spatial, and artefactual details. There was a difference in 

excavation methodology and cataloguing of artefacts as well. Additionally, language 

barriers and reliance on translated materials limited access to the direct nuance of the 

original analyses and site reports. These factors caused difficulties. Future study on this 

topic would benefit from a larger number of sites and graves, as well as first-hand access 

to the sites and artefacts themselves. Stratigraphic data regarding the artefact placement 

within the sites would open another realm of focus, building a timeline of events within a 

burial.  

Despite these limitations, this project yielded significant implications. This 

research contributes to the growing understanding of human emotions, specifically grief, 

expressed materially in historical contexts. By reading these objects more than artefacts 

but as acts of devotion, we can see the humanity in past cultures. Bells were rung like a 

rattle, beads for protection, and knives carried as a multi-tool of daily life were 
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transformed, like the transformed relationship between the living and dead, into items of 

bereavement and remembrance. 
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Appendix 1. 

Site Visualization 

 

 

Figure 1. Map of Thunau Obere Holzwiese Cemetery 

This figure is a map “Thunau Obere Holzwiese” on the THANADOS database (2019) 

and is from Elisabeth Nowotny’s 2018 study of Thunau en Kamp. It illustrates the spatial 
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distribution and orientation of graves at the Thunau Obere Holzwiese site. The figure 

provides a visual overview of burial density and alignment within the cemetery.  

 

Figure 2. Map of Oberleiserberg Cemetery 

This figure, from Nina Richards (2018, née Brundke), documents the spatial distribution 

of graves excavated at Oberleiserberg. The map includes modern plot boundaries, 

historic fortifications, and the remains of a medieval church adjacent to the cemetery. It 

highlights grave orientation and density, with each burial numbered according to the 

system used in the THANADOS database (“Oberleiserberg,” 2018).’ 
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Figure 3. Map of Krungl Cemetery 

This figure from the THANADOS site (“Krungl” 2015) shows the spatial organization of 

the Krungl cemetery with a visual distribution of the graves excavated, as documented by 

Dr. Briebert (2015) in his dissertation on Krungl. Each burial corresponds with a grave 

number, reflecting the numbers from the THANADOS database. This provides insight 

into burial density, orientation, and modern-day surroundings of the cemetery.  
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Figure 4. Map of the Middle Ages Cemetery at Pottenbrunn   

This map, sourced on “Pottenbrunn” on the THANADOS database (2019), is from   

Irena Petschko’s (2013) dissertation on the site. It illustrates the layout and spatial 

distribution of graves at Early Middle Ages Cemetery at Pottenbrunn. The figure shows 

grave orientation, dates of excavations of the graves, and grave numbers that correspond 

with the data recorded on the THANADOS database providing a visual reference for 

analysis (“Pottenbrunn” 2019).  
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