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Ancient Death Ways 
Proceedings of the workshop on archaeology and mortuary practices. Kim von Hackwitz & Rita Peyroteo-
Stjerna (eds). 
 
I would like to begin by stating that it is inevitable that the quality of a volume of this kind becomes 
uneven. The volume includes several well-established scholars as well as some researchers who are more 
recently entering the field. This is not necessarily a bad thing, and in the present case, the disparity leads to 
several exciting dialogues. As a whole, the volume gets good marks and fills a gap in the recent 
archaeological literature, since it includes papers that contain both new and inspiring perspectives. 
 
However, when we look at the individual contributions, I find that the picture changes somewhat. To my 
mind, constructive feedback to some of the authors would have been useful.  
 
Examples of such cases are the following papers:  
 
Åsa Larsson: No abstract, while the paper is brief and lacking a consistent idea. 
 
Paul Wallin: Long paper with some reiterations. Some editing would have been useful.  
 
Milton Nunez: I do not see where the paper fits into this collection. Cannot really see the point of the 
analysis.  
 
Marti Törv: Long and too detailed a text. Contains several interesting points, but I do not think it is up to 
standard.  
 
There are also some very good papers, that illustrate the uneven quality of the book:  
 
Rick Schulting: Very good paper, new ideas and shows a thorough knowledge of new material.  
 
Terje Oestigaard: Very good paper. Constructive analysis and interpretation.  
 
Rita Peyrotero-Stjena: Analytically, a good paper. Interesting interpretations of what is for many of us a 
fairly unknown material and area.  
 
Anne Birgitte-Gebauer: A very good paper. Introduces interesting interpretations of what is partly new 
material. Good. 
 
 
It may seem as though I do not think that the present volume is a good book, but I do. The above should 
be seen as indications of the tensions that is contained in the volume – between the very good papers and 
the slightly less ones. There is also a tension between the established and the upcoming future stars within 
archaeological research. Perhaps a more constructive feedback would have been useful in some cases 
 
In conclusion, I would like to say that on the whole, the volume is a welcome addition to the increasing 
interest in not only graves as such but also for the underlying beliefs in the rituals. 
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Peer review 2  Niclas Stenbäck 
 
Ancient Death Ways – Proceedings of the workshop on archaeology and mortuary practices, Uppsala, May 2013 
is a volume that contains ten articles. The workshop was arranged by Kim von Hackwitz and Rita 
Peyroteo-Stjerna (both editors of this volume) within the framework of “stenåldersseminariet” (the Stone 
Age seminar) in Uppsala. Several of the participants were however not archaeologists, and half of the 
articles cannot be designated as specifically archaeological. The workshop’s three main themes were: 
current research, landscapes of death and defining death – primarily within Stone Age research. 
 
The variation between the articles is great, in terms of both content and scope. How they relate to the 
workshop’s three main themes also varies. The subjects and questions addressed are: why we care about the 
dead, Mesolithic skulls in Europe, a Pitted Ware grave field on Gotland, the concept of death and 
cremations from an anthropological perspective, delayed burial procedures in Finland during the 18th and 
19th centuries, mesolithic middens and graves in Portugal, megalithic graves in Denmark, GIS-studies of 
middle Neolithic burial landscapes in Sweden, archaeothanatological studies of previously examined graves 
in Estonia and ethical questions regarding the treatment of the dead. The volume contains 200 pages with 
illustrations and references. 
 
Let me begin by saying that I believe the volume’s great strength to lie in the variety of its contents and the 
collective picture of the research situation that the articles together present. In addition, there are many 
good scientific and methodological approaches to various subjects and problem areas in the articles. The 
space to present more extensive studies in a conference volume such as this is though limited and neither is 
it, perhaps, the correct forum. I would also like to point out that to examine so many articles from 
different subjects in one review can easily result in a generalized view, and not the in-depth analysis of 
details in the various articles that might be desired. In this case, I believe though that a consideration of 
the volume as a whole is an important reason for including it in a review system. However, it is in fact 
wrong that one and the same person should review all of the articles. 
 
 
Short comments about the contents of the various articles 
 
Åsa Larsson’s opening article Caring for the Dead and Malin Masterton’s finishing article The Ethics of 
Manipulating the Dead are written by two of the [workshop’s] moderators and stand out as presentations 
of and introductions to the workshop’s overall themes regarding our approach to death and to dead 
bodies. Masterton suggests that dead bodies cannot simply be considered instrumental to our own ends; 
there are also other ethical aspects to be considered. The article can rather be seen as an introduction to a 
gigantic subject.  
 
Rick J. Schulting’s article Mesolithic Skull Cults? is the longest article in this volume and, with regard to 
content, the most extensive. He suggests that there was a widespread ancestor and skull cult in Europe 
during the Mesolithic but with regional variations. The question is whether a number of the manipulated 
skulls are the remains of venerated ancestors or rather those of conquered enemies. Schulting’s article 
provides a good summary of current research but to progress in this field requires further in-depth analysis 
of the individual case-studies. When, and in which case how, Schulting intends to work more with the 
question of skull cults, is not forthcoming in the article.  
 
Paul Wallin’s article A Perfect Death: Examples of Pitted Ware Ritualisation of the Dead addresses the middle 
neolithic burials at the grave field of Ajvide, on the island of Gotland in the Baltic Sea. He focuses here on 
grouping the burials and studying the practices that have generated these groups. According to Wallin, the 
burials can be understood as individualistic but he suggests that they are contained within a system of 
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social norms, which include the notion of “a perfect death”. The grave field at Ajvide with its well-
preserved burials (89 skeletons) has no equivalent in the Pitted Ware culture of the Swedish mainland. It 
would therefore be appropriate to include a discussion as to how representative the grave field of Ajvide is 
within the Pitted Ware culture. 
 
Cremating Corpes – Destroying, Defying or Deifying Death? by Terje Oestigaard problematises the concept 
of death, and he demonstrates using ethnographic analogy how the concept of death is dealt with in 
different cultures and beliefs, mainly within Hinduism and Christianity. Oestigaard suggests that dying 
includes a number of phases in social life besides the physiological aspects. He exemplifies this idea with, 
amongst other things, the idea behind cremation as a method of accelerating the process of decay. The 
question is how such ethnographic analogies can be used in the study of prehistoric contexts without 
falling into the analogy trap. Perhaps it is time to attempt again to create models with the help of 
ethnographic observations, which can then be tested on prehistoric material - especially from the Stone 
Age. 
 
Milton Núñez’s article Dread of the Dead – Living in the Vicinity of the Dead Relatives in Finland 1751-
1850 is based on a project that has studied demographic change in Finland during the period 1751-1850. 
The study presented here examines the fact that the elapsed time from when a person died to their burial 
in consecrated ground varied greatly between northern and southern Finland, as well as the time of year 
that death occurred. The reason for this according to Núñez depended on the cold climate in Finland, as 
well as the long distances to churchyards in northern and eastern Finland. One might ask what this subject 
has to do with the Stone Age seminar’s workshop, but Núñez here poses the question of the importance of 
climate in the historical perspective of burial practice. Personally, I believe that the most interesting point 
was the discussion and the conceptions regarding places in the landscape, often islands, where bodies were 
kept while awaiting transport to the churchyard and the final burial.  
 
 
Death in Place: Rituals in Practice by Rita Peyroteo-Stjerna is, I understand, primarily a presentation of her 
thesis topic. Based on research into Mesolithic graves in middens from two valleys in Portugal, she 
examines burial practices and how memory could have played an important role in the creation of place-
specific meaning for these hunter-gatherers. The article can be described as an essay with a holistic 
approach - what the latter now refers to in this context. I understand that, in this article, she is essentially 
presenting a number of theoretical frames that will guide her future work in this subject. Peyroteo-Stjerna 
presents earlier C14 analyses but in general, there is no thorough presentation of her source material. The 
thesis seems to be promising and will certainly contain new perspectives on Mesolithic hunter-gatherers. 
 
 
Location! Location! – What are some of the Defining Factors in the Placement of Megalithic Tombs in the 
Landscape? by Anne Birgitte Gebauer is a study of the location of Danish megalithic burials in the 
landscape - an almost classic archaeological question of the last decades. Based on Renfrew’s thoughts that 
they express land ownership, she formulates three models or rather hypotheses regarding the positioning of 
megalithic burials. She rejects the two models, which say that the megaliths lay on the outer edges of 
dwelling areas or earlier farms. The third model suggests that the megaliths were located in relation to 
liminal zones in the landscape, related to other burials, field boundaries or lines of communication. 
Gebauer prefers the third model based on her studies in Jylland. However, this model is very generally 
presented and a large part of the material can therefore be accommodated within it. If she intends to 
continue to work with models, the next stage should be to specify hypotheses and to test them again. 
 
Kim von Hackwitz and Karl-Johan Lindholm’s article Landscapes of Mortuary Practices is primarily a 
methodological study of how GIS can be used in various landscape studies, in this case two different 
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examples of “burial landscapes” from the middle Neolithic in Sweden. The first example presents a 
passage-grave landscape in Västergötland, where they combine Kernel Density Modelling and Viewshed 
Analysis to examine the relationship between the graves, the dwelling sites and the topography. The result 
of the analysis shows that the graves and the dwelling sites formed two completely different landscapes 
but, as interpreted here, complimenting each other ideologically. In the second example, the prehistoric 
coastline and other bodies of water are reconstructed with the help of GIS in order to examine the 
relationship between the landscapes of the Pitted Ware culture and the Battle Axe culture around Lake 
Hjälmaren. This example though is based on earlier studies. The development of GIS has been rapid in 
the last few years in Sweden, due not least to better, easily-accessed data, such as digital ancient monument 
registers and LiDAR data. However, the number of archaeological studies so far that have utilized GIS on 
a large-scale are few. Here, though, we have examples of possible applications. 
 
Mari Tõrv’s article Body on Paper: Applying Archaeothanatological Principles in re-analysing the Tamula XXII 
Neolithic Burial from Estonia can also be characterised as a methodological study. Archaeothanatology is 
based on taphonomic processes and events affecting the body and its nearest surroundings, both biological 
and social. Through thorough documentation and with focus on the dead body it is possible to 
reconstruct the progression of events and burial practices. In this article, Tõrv investigates the possibility of 
applying archaeothanatology to a previously investigated (1961) Neolithic burial. With the help of, 
amongst other things, the excavation diary, photos and drawings she reconstructs the burial prior to and 
during excavation. Her study shows that the deceased did not lie face down (prone position) but on its 
back (supine position), which the report states, and that the grave had been reopened following the initial 
burial. Tõrv shows very systematically how she uses the primary field documentation in the 
reinterpretation. 
 
 
Comments on the volume with its articles 
 
Part of the task of reviewing these articles included judging their content, structure and originality. All of 
the articles in my opinion, to a greater or lesser degree, meet the quality to be expected in a conference 
volume of this kind. Once again I would like to emphasise that the strength lies primarily in the combined 
picture that the articles together present. The editors have succeeded well in structuring the volume. In 
addition, there are also several articles that I believe stick out with their more thorough presentation of 
material and analyses. However, in my opinion, none of the articles has the sort of content or scope that 
undoubtedly corresponds to the requirements expected of an article in a doctoral dissertation. 
 
That being said, I would like to emphasise Rick J. Schulting’s article on the question of skull cults in 
Europe during the Mesolithic as a somewhat more extensive examination of new information, as well as 
Kim von Hackwitz and Karl-Johan Lindholm’s GIS-analysis of passage grave landscapes in Västergötland. 
The latter is noteworthy, primarily as a methodical example of how one can combine various GIS-analyses 
to achieve interesting results with relatively simple means. Mari Tõrvs methodological study of how, by 
using an archaeothanatological approach, one can derive new information from previously excavated 
burial material is also very interesting. Archaeothanatology can be seen as a relatively new method, which 
will certainly be used to a greater extent in Scandinavia. It also poses the question of how one can today 
document burials within the extensive but, in terms of time, restrictive contract archaeology. 
 
Finally, I would like to say that the main theme in all of the articles is nevertheless our relationship to 
death and the dead in a more or less historical perspective. This universal human question, which is a 
result of mankind’s well developed ability to think in the future tense - and thereby also about history - 
leads as is known to the insight of our own future death. This anguished insight is perhaps the inner core 
in all of our archaeological work. The question is though what can archaeology contribute in terms of 

4 
 



knowledge to our relationship with death, not only in different historical contexts. There I believe that 
archaeology in an interdisciplinary framework, which this volume is a good example of, has much to 
contribute to our humanistic knowledge, or more correctly, insight into what it is to be human. Perhaps 
this volume as a whole is a good example of a holistic approach. I have in any case greatly benefited from 
reading it. 
 
 
 
 
Comments from the editors Kim von Hackwitz & Rita Peyroteo-Stjerna 
 
We would like to begin by expressing our gratitude to the two anonymous reviewers for the insightful 
comments. We regard the referees´ input as an important contribution to this volume as it highlights both 
the significance and difficulty of editing the proceedings of a workshop where, inevitably, the participant 
authors have different academic backgrounds.  
 
Both reviewers provided constructive suggestions for improvement of several articles, which were 
forwarded to and considered by the individual authors.  
 
First, we would like to clarify that the opening and closing chapters by Åsa M. Larsson and Malin 
Masterton respectively, were specifically asked by the editors to be written in a special format as to “open” 
and “close” the publication. For this reason, they follow a different structure from the other contributions, 
which is explained in the Preface.  
 
Second, we would like to focus on reviewer no. 2 who provided detailed comments on every article, for 
which we are very grateful. In the first part, the reviewer states that “Several of the participants were however 
not archaeologists, and half of the articles cannot be designated as specifically archaeological”. We would like to 
clarify that only one of the participant authors, M. Masterton, is not a trained archaeologist. Masterton 
was invited as a moderator of the session Current research on the manipulation of the dead owing to her 
expertise in the field of ethics and human remains which she discusses in her doctoral thesis “Duties to Past 
Persons: Moral Standing and Posthumous Interests of Old Human Remains” (2010). As such, we believe that 
Masterton’s contribution is an article pertinent to any archaeologist dealing with ancient death ways.   
 
Archaeology is a wide field, where theory and methodology are often connected with many other subjects, 
from the humanities to the natural sciences. For this reason, we believe that M. Núñez’s article is an 
important contribution to a volume dedicated to archaeological approaches to mortuary practices. As 
pointed out by both reviewers, Núñez’s study is based on historical data. However, we see no reason why 
we should not use Finland’s demographical data from historical time in our understanding of the Stone 
Age society when it comes to choice of place in the landscape, in the same way as we can use other 
ethnographical/anthropological data. Núñez was further invited to attend the workshop as he has an 
extensive experience in Scandinavian Stone Age research, with a position as Professor at the Department of 
Archaeology at Oulu University. He has worked close with the Department of Archaeology and Ancient 
History at Uppsala University as well as with the Archaeological Research Laboratory at Stockholm 
University.  
 
Finally, our intention with the workshop was to stimulate an interdisciplinary and holistic approach to the 
subject of Death in the Stone Age. From the comments of the reviewers, we get the feeling that we, together 
with all the participants of the workshop, managed it quite well.  
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