Sian Anthony

9 Hiding the Body: Ordering Space and Allowing
Manipulation of Body Parts within Modern
Cemeteries
Introduction
For an urban citizen, to be buried in the 18th century was to know that their body
would be added to the traditional parish churchyards. This would involve the burial
being placed in a small, crowded and chaotic place used for many centuries and
inadequate for the growing population. The churchyards were often poorly managed
or simply lacked the space for new burials so that even the best management
practices could not cope (Sommer, 2003, p. 84; Tarlow, 1999, p. 126). As a locale
within the urban environment cemeteries contributed to the crowded and contested
space, pitching the dead against the living, and they were the scene for some of the
disputes between communities and municipal authorities. The replacement of the
traditional churchyard by large, new city cemeteries from the late 18th century is one
of the many municipal acts of refurbishment that permanently altered the activities
taking place within the urban core. These new city cemeteries are largely defined
by several common features: their connection with a fast-growing urban settlement
but their location outside of it; their replacement of traditional parish churchyards;
the lack of a parish church, replaced only by a burial chapel; design by architects
often through competition. There is regional and chronological variation in the new
city cemeteries but the majority are labelled as garden or landscape cemeteries due
to design influences from naturalistic landscaping in private parks (Tarlow, 2000,
p. 222). However, all the modern cemeteries present the impression of ordered
space comprising regulated rows of plots with defined boundaries that, amongst
other consequences, prevent disturbance of earlier graves. The visitor expects, and
is expected, to extend this impression below ground, to create an internal template
of the peaceful deceased lying below. The dead lie encased in coffins, in situ
and undisturbed, and of course unseen. Examination of documentary evidence
supports this ordered image with cemetery plans and burial registers seemingly
recording the exact location and number of burials. However, there is a tension
between the ideas concerning the ground which can be walked upon and observed
on a daily basis and what is hidden within the soil. The metaphor of up/down is
commonly used in archaeology (Holtorf, 2005, p. 16) but the activities that occur
below-ground can be interpreted as concealed and therefore having the potential
to be unregulated.
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Human bone forms the largest set of material within cemeteries – in the form of
undisturbed skeletons but also re-deposited bone. When burials are disturbed through
natural processes or human activities, skeletons and funerary material culture can be
broken up and moved. Re-deposited bones can be found scattered within the cemetery
soil or specifically arranged and manipulated within secondary graves or speciallybuilt ossuaries or charnel houses. These activities are inevitably found within the
small burial grounds around Christian churches which served large populations and
resulted in grave pits being dug through earlier burials. Such practices were among
those that were intended to cease when new cemeteries began to be established from
the late 18th century in Europe and North America. Formal codified practices were
created by the founders within each new cemetery to end the activities that had been
common in older churchyards.

Figure 9.1: Assistens Kirkegård, Copenhagen. Photo: Metroselskabet/Dragør Luftfoto

Therefore during the excavation of a 19th to 20th century cemetery – Assistens
Kirkegård in Copenhagen (Fig. 9.1) - one of the unanticipated findings was the
identification of manipulation of re-deposited bones by human actions. There were
bones arranged under coffins or layers of pine branches, or placed within other
coffins. Other arrangements of bones were found gathered in the corner of grave cuts
or placed on top of other coffin lids, reminiscent of activities within earlier traditional
churchyards. Yet these activities in Assistens Kirkegård were taking place within a
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modern landscape cemetery which aimed to be the very opposite to the type of burial
grounds they replaced: a parish churchyard representing long use with centuries of
burials tightly squeezed into an overcrowded space. Yet in some European cemeteries
such as Copenhagen, grave space is not bought for eternity but for a minimum period
of 20 years (KøbenhavnsKommune, 2013) and this practice challenges the idea of
undisturbed and unchanging cemeteries. After this finite period the ownership of
the plot can be extended or it can be emptied of any contents and re-used. There
are regulations covering the clearance of grave plots and the removal or disposal
of human bone. Yet when comparing these regulations and the ordered image of a
cemetery to the archaeological evidence there is a dissonance between these sources.
The evidence lends itself to the examination of the interplay between what was meant
to happen (the orthodox and orthoprax) with the everyday practices that occurred on
the site. Why was there evidence of careful and deliberate re-deposition of human
bone in a regulated modern cemetery? What was the relationship between these
actions and the perception of an ordered space in a landscape cemetery?

9.1 Research into Landscape Cemeteries and Modern Funerary
Behaviour
Landscape cemeteries have been an extremely successful solution to the disposal of
the dead in the modern world, particularly in Europe and North America. They are a
phenomenon stemming from Enlightenment ideas that spread rapidly, formed partly
out of the larger movement to rationalise and cleanse urban areas of noxious and
unhealthy industries and activities at the same time as improving the mind-set and
attitudes of the people (Tarlow, 2007). A mixture of poor management and lack of
capacity in the traditional urban churchyards had resulted in chaotic and unhygienic
environments unable to cope with the burial of increasingly large urban populations.
In Europe the new city cemeteries were largely planned by secular authorities
although sometimes private companies took the initiative in establishment (Rugg,
1998). Church authorities were involved but tended not to be the primary instigators.
These new cemeteries can be considered parts of an authoritarian response to urban
conditions and later to the demands of the industrialising world of the 19th century.
There is also a continued tendency to try to order and control the processes around
death and the body and to move them away from the living community both in terms
of the medicalisation of death (Porter, 2005) and of secularisation in the removal away
from religious authorities (Worpole, 2003, p. 12). The new cemeteries also became an
important part of how the urban authorities viewed themselves. A new cemetery was
a status symbol, as much as a practical element, of the new ideals of urban planning
which were popular in this period. These 18th and 19th century ideals are still, with
some modifications, influencing cemeteries today. Common features of the design
allowed space to be organised and efficient: this was evident not only in shaping the
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borders of the cemetery as a carefully-defined entity within itself, but also in the rows
of grave plots and the location of the memorial chapels and administration offices.
In traditional churchyards in Scandinavia there were areas or zones structured
according to status or gender, which were created in reference to the church building
and the placement of west-east oriented burials according to the common Christian
practice (Jonsson 2009). These principles were not continued in the new cemeteries.
Specific rows or areas were charged at different rates based on the visual or spatial
attributes of the plot, creating zones within the cemetery according to the ability
to pay. The design and the activities within the cemetery were regulated in order to
create a different kind of place from that of the established parochial churchyards that
had been in use. This change in practice affected not only the physical aspects of the
cemetery but also the behaviour of those who worked within it and those who visited.
The new ideas about cemeteries can also be suggested as controlling what happened
to the dead within the cemetery, because the human and material cultural remains
were also subject to regulation long after death.
Investigation of modern cemeteries is commonly focused on the above-ground
aspects: their definition, development and place in society (Fjord Jensen, 2002;
Johnson, 2008; Rugg, 1998; Schönbäck, 2008; Sommer, 2008), their adaptations to
new technology and behaviours (Flohr Sørensen, 2009, 2011; Williams, 2011) and
memorialisation expressed through material culture (Kryger, 1985; Mytum, 2006;
Tarlow, 1999). There are however limits in the study of below-ground aspects. To my
knowledge, the project at Assistens Kirkegård is the only large-scale archaeologically
supervised excavation of a landscape cemetery (Anthony et al., 2011). Occasional
small-scale or individual exhumations are carried out by cemetery staff or
exhumation companies but these are generally performed without archaeological
recording. This makes the research at Assistens Kirkegård vital in interpreting links
between documented funerary behaviour and cemetery practices. Examination of
below-ground material cultural evidence tends to be from traditional churchyards or
private burial grounds that often extended into the mid-19th century (for example
Brickley et al., 2006; Grønfeldt Petersen, 2012; Tagesson, 2007; Thomsen, 2008).
While these serve as comparative examples for earlier periods of some cemeteries,
they do not extend into the 20th century and are not from the same context as
landscape cemeteries. Therefore study of comparative funeral rites and material
culture has been largely focused upon historical or ethnographic research (e.g. Åhren
Snickare, 2002; Kragh, 2003). There has also been exploration of the development
and practices of professional undertakers (Davidsson Bremborg, 2002; Litten, 1997)
yet little research into the work of modern gravediggers. Therefore research on aspects
of funeral behaviour and cemetery practices of the later 19th and 20th centuries can
develop through the research based on the Copenhagen material. The interpretation
of the manipulation and redeposition of human bones examined in this article is only
one aspect of this research. The data on material culture, funerary behaviour and
cemetery work practices form the core of my on-going PhD research.
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9.2 Dealing with Re-deposited Human Bone
Within crowded cemeteries there will always be residual or re-deposited bones
expected within the soil, and cemetery excavators should prepare for this possibility.
Bone re-deposition is promoted by taphonomic activity such as animal burrowing
and movement, and collapse of coffin structures leading to a movement of bones,
ground water or decomposition fluids which can also move bones particularly within
the void of a coffin (Duday, 2009; Lyman, 1994). Then there is taphonomic activity
resulting from humans, whether new burials, exhumations or cemetery maintenance.
These natural and cultural processes may be archaeologically indistinguishable. Redeposition refers to the movement of bones after first entering the archaeological
record, in this instance from an in situ burial involving an articulated skeleton. This
movement can be affected by natural processes of decay or animal activity but what is
examined here primarily concerns human actions. To distinguish the human activity
in this article the term ‘charnel deposit’ is used. Originally, charnel referred to a
place where human bones were collected and stored after they had been buried for a
limited time in order for the soft tissue to decay – a charnel house or ossuary. The idea
of charnel deposits is extended in this context to refer to a deliberate disturbance,
collection and re-deposition of bones within the buried environment of the grave and
cemetery soil.
The ubiquity of bones on archaeological sites often results in limited recording
and interpretation. The focus of any project will be to gain the maximum results or
interpretations from restricted resources that fit the objectives of the project. Therefore
residual or re-deposited bones can be seen, quite legitimately, as a low priority. There
are two problems with this stance; one is that simply, although they may no longer
form an intact and in situ human body, they still represent parts of somebody who
was once human. Any justification that archaeological research on skeletal remains
is a form of respectful investigation should consider, in some form, these re-deposited
bones too. Secondly, study and analysis of re-deposited bones can provide great
potential for interpretation which counts for more than the examination of them as
human bone objects. There is an unrivalled opportunity to view them as the products
of secondary burial activity that form part of cemetery or burial practices. Within
prehistoric cemeteries secondary activities – the use, movement and re-deposition of
parts of the human body – is a long established research area (for example Nilsson
Stutz, 2003) which are used to link rituals concerning death and grieving and show
how they are bound up with the living society. This evidence of mortuary practice
is an aspect of post-medieval burials that is neglected in comparison with human
osteology.
There is also consideration of secondary deposition or movement within Christian
cemeteries and churchyards which may be related to the movement of specific
individuals such as the movement of saint’s bones (translation) or noble bodies, but
is often based on the more prosaic movement of bodies within busy cemeteries. It was
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not the norm in Christian practice in post-medieval Denmark or northern Europe to
disinter all bodies after decay of the soft tissue (Gilchrist & Sloane, 2005, p. 194), but
disturbance or truncation does occur in cemeteries, whether deliberate or the result of
unforeseen circumstances. In some cemeteries the problem of disarticulated bone was
dealt with by the provision of charnel houses or vaults. Surviving medieval examples
are now rare but one was excavated at St Mary Spital, London. Christian charnel
houses exist in cities such as Brno, Czech Republic or Köln, Germany (Koudounaris,
2011). Other charnel facilities such as the Parisian catacombs (Etlin, 1984), were
created specifically for the purpose of cleansing crowded urban churchyards.
Secondary deposition in Christian cemeteries does occur, and differentiation can
be made between scattered bones found within the soil and evidence for deliberate
placement of bones. Both may be the consequence of wishing to create more room
within a restricted space as bones, like most irregularly shaped objects, are more
easily packed when organised than if placed randomly (or anatomically!). Deposition
may also result as a consequence of intention related to the wish to respect the bones
as human remains, although this is difficult to prove archaeologically despite efforts
to classify secondary disturbance through intention (Chroustovskýa & Průchová,
2011). Disturbance can also result from grave robbing. This may be difficult to identify
securely, although there is some evidence for this from interpreting the stratigraphic
sequence with the disturbance of the coffin and contents in Assistens Kirkegård
(Anthony et al., 2011). The movement of burials in Christian cemeteries in Europe
is therefore not a new concept. However interpreting or separating these actions by
intention causes logical problems when dealing with the material evidence (Giddens,
1984, p. 11). It can be impossible to identify the difference between intended acts and
unintended consequences of actions when dealing with below-ground deposits of
bones. When gravediggers excavate for a new grave is their intention also to disturb an
older pre-existing burial, or is the disturbance an unforeseen by-product of making a
new grave? These intentions cannot be separated when interpreting the archaeological
record. However gravediggers do have some opportunity to choose their activities
in creating the grave and re-depositing bones. The cyclical reproduction of these
actions can also be linked with institutional practices of the cemetery authorities. An
archaeological focus on these supposedly insignificant acts or practices can reveal the
embodied nature of social systems and reproduce them in each act (Bourdieu, 1977,
pp. 168-169).

9.3 Material and Method
The material evidence examined is from one site – Assistens Kirkegård, a cemetery
situated within the northern neighbourhood of Copenhagen. It was originally
established in 1785 in open fields outside of the demarcated medieval city core to
provide new burial space for different parish churches within the city (Helweg, 2010).
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Expanded in 1804, Assistens Kirkegård remains a working cemetery although the
number of new burials is restricted. Work in advance of construction in the northeastern corner of the cemetery resulted in excavation of circa 1000 burials of coffins
and cremation urns dated from 1807 up to the 1970s. Information was gained on
how the cemetery was managed from both above- and below-ground perspectives.
Complementing the archaeological evidence is the documentary information
including cemetery plans, burial registers and cemetery protocols where the rules
and regulations are defined. However despite the wealth of information on the people
buried within this section of the cemetery there has not been the opportunity to
identify all of the burials to either family grave plots or as named individuals. The
documentary evidence does not always correspond to the archaeological remains
excavated leaving an interesting gap to investigate.
Cemetery regulations stipulated that removed skeletons should be carefully
managed but it was not anticipated that the re-deposited bone would form a prominent
part of the analysis. Arrangements had been made to collect, count and record basic
information relating to element and age. However it quickly became clear during
excavation that there was more potential evidence in the stratigraphic sequences
concerning the deposition patterns of re-deposited bones, so the archaeological
recording was altered in response to this. Charnel deposits were identified by creating
a definition to distinguish the difference between what might be interpreted as
deliberate re-deposition and what might be random patterns. The definition was
formed by examining the deposition patterns of the bones and also the type and
number of bones, so a collection of at least five large and robust elements such as limb
bones or a skull, possibly from many individuals, could be described as an intentional
act to gather together bones for a particular purpose. However a single isolated
skull was not defined as a charnel deposit unless there was some form of specific
placement that could indicate a deliberate act of re-deposition. So for the purposes of
the excavation a charnel deposit was defined as a large group of bones that required
some form of intentional deliberate action and decision-making in its creation. The
value of this particular definition can be debated but it served for the interim analysis
and highlighted the potential information that could be gained from recording redeposited bones during the excavation. Placing the re-deposition of bones within a
single context framework resulted in an emphasis on the manipulation of bone as more
than a simple by-product of digging a grave and clearing out the earlier inhabitants. It
encouraged a more thoughtful response towards recording redeposited human bone,
and was a reflexive form of recording which responded to archaeologists’ experience
during the excavation. The interpretation also connected with the decisions that had
to be made by the gravediggers in their daily work.
Manipulation of the contents of the burials – the bodies and funerary material
culture – are revealed through this analysis, connecting practices through different
synchronic events. The cemetery can be seen as a long-lived parchment, in which
the digging of new graves is a text laid on after only partial erasure of the older
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text (earlier graves) creating an ever-changing palimpsest in which the new cannot
entirely wipe away the old, and indeed may preserve the only evidence of the old.
Although a textual metaphor does not cover all of the performance of funerary and
cemetery practices (Halsall, 2003, p. 67) it does create a feeling of layer upon layer of
actions which transform bodies to skeletons and then to bones which can be more
easily manipulated.
In Assistens Kirkegård there were over 200 charnel deposits where a large quantity
of bone and occasionally other materials was identified as a defined observable action
by gravediggers in the course of their daily work. Of these deposits, one third were
suggested as part of some form of specific placement such as bones deposited together
in one corner of a grave pit that could also suggest some form of concealment of their
practices. It is likely that there were more examples of deliberate placement that were
either disturbed by later burial, or were not identified through the definition used
in the project. There is also the potential to examine changes through time within
the cemetery practices but this requires further analysis and identification of more
specific dating for the material.

9.4 Cemetery Working Practices at Assistens Kirkegård
Information on the working practices of the cemetery is obtained from the
archaeological evidence from excavation and also documentary and oral sources
from the cemetery office. Regulations exist from 1805 onwards which state the length
of time that each type of grave plot can be bought for and if this length of time could
be extended (Wiene, 2011). These protocols also defined working practices such as
the required depth of the grave pit and minimum length of time that a burial legally
had to lie undisturbed. This amounted to 20 years for a burial in a wooden coffin
but 40 years for a burial within a metal coffin. The protocols also had regulations
for what should happen in the event that the finite period of ownership of a grave
plot had expired and the space was required for re-use. In this event any material
remains were to be broken up, an extra pit was to be made at the base of the grave pit
and the bones were to be placed within it. Other bones could be removed to a larger
charnel pit within the cemetery. There seem to be no formal regulations concerning
the disposal of any other form of material such as the coffin wood or personal items
such as jewellery. If the protocols had been followed then all coffins would have been
broken up and destroyed and all bones collected and placed in either in a new pit cut
into the base of the original grave or in a charnel pit elsewhere on the cemetery. The
evidence from the excavation clearly shows that the regulations were not followed.
Only two graves had additional small pits containing pieces of bone. This is directly
contravening instructions for the disposal of re-deposited bones in the cemetery.
How often did removal of burials occur? There is no precise number for the total
cemetery population buried on the site. The documentary records are of variable
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quality, particularly in the early years, and some burials in grave plots do not appear
to be recorded. Currently there is no documentary evidence found recording the
clearance of grave plots when they were available for reuse. Therefore a comparison
between total burial population and the frequency of charnel deposits is not possible.
Burials may simply have been left undisturbed until necessary and it seems more
pragmatic to leave the burials in situ until the grave plot was bought by a new owner
and the space needed. Problems also arise when looking at the excavated evidence,
as multiple deposits of charnel bone could have potentially derived from the same
inhumation or indeed several individuals could be represented in a single charnel
deposit. Comparing the number of excavated in situ coffinburials (854) with the
recorded charnel deposits (circa 200) is also invalid as there are a large number of
truncated burials recorded which may also have contributed to the charnel deposits.
This would count the same burial twice. Research comparing the identified burials with
documented grave plots continues to bring up unexpected results that do not match.
With burials occurring perhaps on a daily basis as suggested by the burial registers
(Wiene, 2011) then the everyday working practices of the gravediggers, particularly
after the early years of the cemetery, would have included decisions concerning the
manipulation and disposal of earlier remains. These decisions resulted in a variety of
actions and deposits, the common forms of which are discussed below.

9.5 Deposition Patterns of Charnel Deposits
The majority of the charnel deposits were located within the grave fill directly
associated around a newer coffin, placed either directly underneath but not in a pit
(Group 939), or on the coffin lid (Group 925). Some deposits were put on the base of
the grave cut and covered with pine branches (Group 271) or layers of clean soil (Group
883), with a new burial placed on top to disguise the fact that they were present.
Some charnel deposits were placed within another coffin, leaving the in situ skeleton
covered with layers of re-deposited charnel bone. Within one (Group 1532) was a lump
hammer, presumably a tool lost during the breaking-up of the coffin and body to create
a charnel deposit. A typical example combining documentary and archaeological
evidence serves to illustrate cemetery management practices. A multiple-person
grave plot (Grave plot 650) was bought for a family and two burials placed within it.
After the time limit was exceeded the plot was bought by a new family, and within
one year the two original burials were destroyed when the new burials were put in.
One of the original skeletons was broken up and partially removed, except for the foot
end of the coffin, a new burial was placed on top. The second original skeleton and
coffinwere also broken up, with the skeleton removed but the base of the coffin left
in situ. The new coffin was then placed on top. Yet on the lid of this new burial was
placed a charnel deposit (Group 730) with two skulls positioned on each corner of
the north end of the coffin lid, and other bones laid on the lid. This was then covered
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by 0.5m of soil, then a layer of broken up coffin wood, before the rest of the grave
was filled in. What this example illustrates are the different reactions to the original
burials in the cemetery. Within the space of one year there were two separate acts of
destruction resulting in different decisions and consequent movements of remains,
but partial remains of the two skeletons became mixed together in a single deposit
and the skulls were placed deliberately on top of the most recent coffin. Several stages
of manipulation were necessary to create this sequence of deposition. We also need
to consider how the gravediggers dealt with bones while the committal of new coffins
into the ground was carried out. Several acts of manipulation and concealment would
have been necessary to create what was recorded by archaeologists.
The actions described illustrate what happens when a burial is broken up and
disturbed; the once intact coffin and body become another type of object. The body is
no longer an entity: it transforms into skeletal parts that can be easily manipulated.
The coffin is simply wood to be broken up and burnt for firewood or possibly even
reused as a form of grave marker. The objects become reclassified after a period of
transition within the grave which makes them easier to manipulate by the gravedigger.
It is unknown if this work took place openly in the cemetery or was hidden from
mourners but the handling of some charnel deposits suggest considerable efforts to
conceal these practices.

9.6 Manipulation within a Family Grave Plot
Some specific and sometimes unique examples of other forms of manipulation of
bones and bodies within the cemetery at Assistens Kirkegård are now discussed.
These examples do not describe a common or general pattern of what was observed,
but illustrate some of the potential information that can be gained from examining
and interpreting the re-deposition of bones within a modern cemetery.
Along the cemetery boundary walls there is a single row of expensive grave
plots and a pathway. Adjacent to one grave plot (801) and within the pathway was
found a large and shallow pit. The pit appeared to be related to construction of a
wall – a below-ground boundary indicating the limits of the plot, and also removal
of a previous burial clearance. Within the pit was a complete but re-deposited coffin
(Group 74) containing a charnel deposit with two skulls deliberately placed together in
the southwest corner (Fig. 9.2). The charnel consisted of the bones of two older adults,
one male and one female. They were 80% complete but with a noticeable lack of
smaller, more fragile elements. It was not clear if one represented the original skeleton
from the coffin. The coffin lid had been replaced, and all reburied in this unorthodox
location. The adjacent grave plot was not fully excavated, but it is suggested that the
reused coffin and the adjacent grave plot are associated. The coffin was used as a new
receptacle for the bones and reburied as close as possible to the grave plot, perhaps
to emphasise a connection despite being unseen from the surface. The amount of
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bone recovered suggests very careful collection from its original burial context. The
positioning of the skulls supports this idea of deliberate action.
The practices can be suggested as representing a pragmatic need for more space
within a family grave plot. The consequences were that older burials were removed
but kept within close vicinity rather than undergoing complete removal to a charnel
pit. In the example discussed there was no hesitation in moving human remains and
coffins to suit spatial needs, while maintaining an association with the original plot.
Documentary evidence shows no change in ownership within this grave plot, it is
used by the Rohde family from 1807-1956 with five recorded burials. It is possible that
the first two adult burials were removed from their grave after 25 years in situ to create
space for the later graves. The bones were placed within one of the old coffins and
put back in association with the grave plot. To fit with the chronological sequence
these actions must have happened in the later 19th century, which coincides with the
creation of a plot boundary wall defining the space between adjoining grave plots and
the pathway. Yet the rules concerning the clearance of graves were not adhered to,
and the result was a reburial and concealment of coffin and charnel remains within
an unauthorised space.

Figure 9.2: Partially-excavated coffin filled with bones of two adults. Photo: Museum of Copenhagen.
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9.7 Dealing with Body Parts
Deposition of charnel bones also occurred within in situ coffins. One deposit (Group
676) was placed carefully in the foot end of another coffin but did not disturb the in
situ body (Fig. 3). The unusual feature of this deposit was that it consisted of partially
articulated bones: the decay processes had not broken down all the soft tissues
connecting the joints together. When re-deposited it must have appeared as a body
part, not a skeleton. It consisted of the lower part of an articulated spine, the pelvis and
legs, with the legs folded underneath the pelvis. Yet the legs were in an anatomically
correct position in respect to the joints, indicating the presence of ligaments that
were present but flexible enough to create this position. This provokes an interesting
discussion. Many of the joints present are described as persistent because the soft
tissue connections do not break down rapidly (lumbar, lumbar-sacral joint, knee
and ankle: Duday, 2009) indicating that they are likely to have been articulated
for a long period after original deposition. Yet other joints in this part of the body
break down rapidly. For example, in a body within a void space, such as a coffin, it is
common for the femoral head to move and displace the pelvis in the early stages of
the decomposition process, as there are no strong ligaments which keep it in place.
Therefore for this section of abdomen and legs to stay in an articulated state suggests
either rapid disinterment or some other form of containment such as clothing or a
shroud. This would keep the body intact and enable movement of this part as a block
into the new coffin. Eventually the cloth fully decays leaving the bones in the position
found during excavation. The gravediggers are thus destroying coffins and bodies that
are in some form intact and visibly recognisable as a human body, but still attempting
to provide a measure of care during the processes of reburial. Although this example
appears to be unique it is possible that this behaviour could have occurred in other
circumstances where manipulation of recent dead bodies was necessary to create
space within a grave plot. A similar point can be made concerning the implications
of manipulating coffins in different stages of decay and the acts necessary to reduce
them to manageable pieces of wood or metal. These points illustrate the extent of
manipulation and concealment which was expected of gravediggers in their daily
work which is likely to have been undertaken with little consideration by the rest of
society.

9.8 The Manipulation of Intact Burials
Examination of the manipulation of remains was not focused solely on body parts;
there was evidence of movement of coffins that had not yet decayed and were not
broken up. Comparison of documentary and archaeological evidence suggested
several cases where the stratigraphic sequence of coffins could have been swopped
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Figure 9.3: An undisturbed skeleton in a coffin covered by partially articulated charnel. Photo: Museum
of Copenhagen.

to create more space. Several examples are related to infant and juvenile remains
which could be moved aside to make room for larger adult coffins and creating a new
sequence of burials. This shows decision-making by gravediggers in reaction to the
manipulation of space, and also the possibility of care for smaller, more fragile coffins
to stop them being destroyed by heavier weights on top of them. There was also a
single example of a burial with the coffin in an unusual position on its side and on
top of another coffin (Group 959). This cannot be explained due to a lack of space
available; the grave had been dug to the required width and depth and there were
no other obstacles in the way. The coffin lid was not completely fixed perhaps due to
subsidence caused by a previous burial or pressure from overlying soil. The body was
still articulated, held together by the coffin and the presence of a large amount of wood
shavings and a preserved pillow filled with feathers. These soft furnishings evidently
helped to stabilise the body in one position. This is the original placement of the coffin;
it had not been moved to create extra space as there were no later burials in this plot.
As this is a unique example it could have been a mistake during the lowering of the
coffin in the funeral which was not corrected, suggesting that there were no observers
present at the funeral. However there is also evidence from the burial underneath that
there was some form of grave robbery. It is suggested that the top coffin was placed
on its side to gain access to the earlier and more elaborated coffin which would have
been visible. The latter’s coffin lid was broken, the body inside had been disturbed,
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and despite the elaborated decorative style on the coffin there were no finds such
as coffin handles, nor personal grave finds inside the coffin. Although an absence of
these decorations and grave goods do not prove robbery, combined with other factors
they contribute towards such an interpretation. This example is not the only potential
evidence for grave robbery on the cemetery and these cases show potential evidence
about gravediggers’ decision making and actions far beyond cemetery regulations. It
is an example of ordering space within a grave to allow manipulation of bodies and
bones.

9.9 Concealing Illicit Burials?
One of the explicit features of modern cemeteries is the visible above-ground control
and spatial regulation of the burials. However a group of child burials found outside
the allocated grave plots suggests that the ordered nature of the cemetery was not all
it appeared. Within the cemetery there are specific rows of burial plots for children.
Several rows were partially excavated and showed a standardised burial rite, with
each plot containing one burial within a coffin. There was no intercutting of the
graves, indicating a known position or visible above-ground marker, and all burials
were placed at the regulation depth. However there was an exception to this norm
where a cluster of six child graves were positioned around a tree (Fig. 9.4: Groups 68, 72
and 120-3). They were outside any known grave plot, and no associated documentary
record has been located. Despite their unusual location they were still oriented northsouth to align with the closest adjacent grave plots, which indicates a willingness
on the part of the gravediggers to accord a normative set of burial practices to these
graves. The burials were of infants: two were new-borns and the eldest was only
approximately two years old. The coffins were made of thin wood that had mostly
decayed and there were no grave goods or other evidence of burial ritual observed.
All were buried just underneath the topsoil and some were intercut suggesting that
they were less likely to have had above-ground markers. In fact the tree itself may
have formed a private and unofficial memorial. There was clearly a need to discretely
commemorate these clandestine burials and to connect them with the legitimate
burials in the cemetery (Davenport & Harrison, 2011, p. 183).
The nature of these burials suggests a variation from the standard. It is possible
that the loose soil around tree roots could conceal a new grave of a small child, and that
this could be carried out by the gravediggers without the knowledge of the cemetery
authorities or the general public. The intercutting of some graves suggests that this
specific place was known about and used repeatedly. It may therefore represent some
form of concealment by gravediggers of their illicit but also perhaps sympathetic
actions. For the parents, they could achieve a burial of their child within a prestigious
consecrated burial ground without the possible stigma of using a pauper’s grave.
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Figure 9.4: A cluster of infant burials around tree roots.

Although not specifically relating to charnel redeposition and secondary manipulation
of human bones long after original deposition, these child burials provide evidence
that there were challenges to authority regulations in regard to the organisation of
space and of hiding the gravediggers’ actions.

9.10 Exploring the Manipulation of Remains in Landscape
Cemeteries
This investigation started with describing the perceptions created and replicated
by the material environment of modern landscape cemeteries. A modern cemetery
promotes a feeling of control over death through its organisation of the space and
material remains above-ground. The ideas of boundaries that define society are
echoed through the bounded walls of the cemetery to each defined grave plot, and
the regulated behaviour suggested as appropriate for visitors and staff. The new
cemeteries were intended to create a new way of managing the practices within it. The
above-ground world seems ordered and organised to control death and the material
remains of death but the below-ground world is a different matter with regulations
not being followed, and decayed remains being truncated, moved and manipulated.
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The excavation evidence lends itself to the examination of the interplay between what
was believed to be happening on the cemetery and the actual practices. The question
of why there was evidence of careful and deliberate re-deposition of human bone in a
cemetery that is the image of order and regulation must be considered.
All the described activities are concerned with space – the need to adjust or create
more space within the boundaries of a grave plot. In some instances there may be illicit
behaviours, particularly involved in the possibility of grave robbing or the placement
of infants outside regulated plots. But overall there was a careful and deliberate set
of practices that were carried out in response to the ordered world of the designed
environment. The decisions taken are about controlling and manipulating space,
trying to order the below-ground in a similar manner to the world above-ground.
Underneath the soil is an unseen dimension which hides the body and other funeral
remains as they decay, but also conceals the practices that take place. Yet the disorder
below-ground may have been necessary to maintain the modern appearance of order
that could be seen. Here it is the gravediggers who are integrating above and below
perspectives. The work described as taking place below-ground is out of sight from
society in general; only the gravediggers knew what really had to take place to achieve
this vision of control and ordering of space. These hidden actions enabled society to
continue reproducing the perception of order and control in the modern cemetery.
The practices described here should not be dismissed as purely pragmatic and the
result of unconscious thoughts on the part of the gravediggers: each decision required
consideration of the action. These are recorded in the archaeological sequences which
show that there were decisions made by gravediggers on the basis of their forms of
tacit knowledge developed through working within the cemetery. They created an
important set of skills and emotional ways to deal with their work and formed a
significant – but often hidden – part of the processes from dealing with the initial
burial to later maintenance and clearing of old burials. In Assistens Kirkegård the
gravediggers had to find ways to blur the boundaries between what society expected
from them in their work and the everyday reality involved in that work, hiding the
body and body parts from the rest of society. The archaeological evidence shows
that they achieved this by ignoring some rules, by manipulating the spatial capacity
underground and by trying to find new places to put the remains – hiding them in
other coffins, under other coffins or by pushing bones back into graves. The work
of manipulating the remains does not necessarily imply unprofessional or unethical
behaviour by the gravediggers, but can be associated with pride in their work and
compassion in their treatment of the remains. Although there may be exceptions, in
general there is a sense of care and empathy in the treatment of remains within the
cemetery. However in breaking up the bodies they also removed the integrity of the
body as an entity and a person, which enabled them to reclassify the body as a kind
of material that can be manipulated. One of the principal purposes of cemeteries is to
hide the body. But this is not purely about disposal, but also removal from view of the
processes subsequently occurring, and the social concealment of a once-living person.
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The body, the dead person, becomes another object, one which is to be displayed
for a very short time and then hidden in the ground. So much focus is towards the
immediate stages around and after death resulting in the deposition of the body in a
grave, but what happens afterwards in the long afterlife of a burial?
This work is done by cemetery staff and is not a part of widely-known or socially
acknowledged activity within a cemetery. It is hidden or concealed behind the image
of a landscape cemetery. This creates a challenge to the idea of the modern cemetery
where death has now been supposedly ordered and controlled. It creates a dissonance
with the orthodox views of cemeteries. Concerning the below-ground changes in
Denmark, as in many European countries grave plot space has the potential to be
re-used. While this may be known by some, it remains largely unspoken of by society
in general. The archaeological and documentary evidence creates a challenge to an
ideal static image of a cemetery. Modern and contemporary cemeteries are revealed
as dynamic places where alterations are made above- and below-ground. While in the
contemporary world there has been an increase in different methods of body disposal
such as cremation, which immediately conceals the body through destruction, burial
is still used and problems relating to the lack of space in modern cemeteries are
urgent in many European countries (Hussein & Rugg, 2003). The concealed practices
identified in this chapter must still occur. Perhaps it is now time for them to be brought
into the open and acknowledged as necessary and important in our relationships to
the dead and to those people who work with them.
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