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“A House for the Dead” or a Cremation Pyre? the interpretation 
of Grave No. 10 Discovered in the Globular Amphora Culture 

Cemetery in sadowie in the sandomierz Upland

Abstract

pasterkiewicz W. 2024. “A house for the Dead” or a cremation pyre? the Interpretation of grave no. 10 Discovered  
in the globular Amphora culture cemetery in Sadowie in the Sandomierz upland. Analecta Archaeologica Ressovien- 
sia 19, 57–92

the subject of this study is grave no. 10 of the globular Amphora culture discovered in cemetery no. 23 in Sadowie near 
Opatów, in the Sandomierz upland. based on observations made during fieldwork as well as analyses of documentation,  
it was determined that the feature had two stages of use. the first was as an above-ground structure like a house for the 
dead, in which human corpses were placed for skeletonization. the second one concerned rites during which a cremation 
pyre was erected and human remains and grave goods were cremated. So far, there are only a few analogies for the afore-
mentioned feature from close-range cultural circles which developed in a similar time horizon (including the havelian 
culture, the circle of the corded Ware culture).

Keywords: globular Amphora culture, Sandomierz upland, funeral practices, “a house for the dead”, cremation pyre
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Introduction

Several years of excavations carried out at archae-
ological site no. 23 in Sadowie, Opatów district, have 
led to the identification of a  funeral and ceremonial 
site coming from the late neolithic period, related to 
the Złota culture and the globular Amphora culture 
(gAc; Mackiewicz et al. 2016; pasterkiewicz 2017). 
During the research, important data were obtained for 
studies on the development of neolithic communities 
and for the interpretation of sepulchral behaviour in 
the Sandomierz upland. the results of research on the 
gAc features, which have revealed one of the largest 
known cemeteries of this culture so far, turned out 
to be crucial. the distinguishing characteristic of the 
uncovered graves was their great variability of funeral 
practices and which included: individual burials, par-
tial and multiple burials often involving various stone 
structures, and multi-stage tombs (mainly cist burials; 

pasterkiewicz 2020; 2021; juras et al. 2021). gAc fu-
neral rites also included the custom of depositing ani-
mals in human graves, both collective and individual.

Regarding the discovered funeral feature (grave 
no. 10), it has a unique character and does not draw 
an analogy with the other gAc sepulchral sites. the 
research of this feature provided a lot of valuable data 
about the burial itself and ritual practices. Observa-
tions made during fieldwork as well as analyses of 
documentation also allowed for the reconstruction  
of the details of the structure and subsequent stages of 
use of the discussed feature.

Description of the structure of grave no. 10

grave no. 10 was discovered in the eastern part of 
the cemetery in Sadowie, on the south-eastern slope 
of the culmination of a  hill (280 m above sea level;  
fig. 1). It was part of one of the burial complexes, 
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which included human and animal burials located 
close to each other (also called sacrificial pits; fig. 2). 
On the northern side of grave no. 10 there was a col-
lective animal burial – grave no. 9 with deposited parts 
of carcasses belonging to several cattle with inventories 
typical of gAc. the outline of the discussed grave was 
found after removing the modern topsoil, coloured 
(grey-brown) at a  depth of 30 cm from the modern 
ground level, in the roof of the yellow loess subsoil vis-
ible here. It appeared as an approximately rectangular 
patch of darkness, oriented along the nW-SE axis (the 
deviation from the n-S axis was exactly 45° in the nW-
SE direction; fig. 3, 4). the grave fill consisted of two 
parts – external and internal, differing in consistency, 
colour and thickness. the outer part was a  kind of 
rectangle, a “frame” with dimensions of 2.35 × 2.71 m 
(measured at a depth of 30 cm). Its width in the roof 
part ranged from about 50 cm (E corner) to 0.65–0.75 
cm (S corner). the internal part was 1.6 m long and 1.2 
m wide (dimensions measured at 30 cm). At the lower 
levels, i.e. 10 cm and 20 cm, which is 40 and 50 cm 

from the current ground surface, the external dimen-
sions of the frame were 2.1 × 2.37 m, internal 1.2 × 1.65 
m and 2.1 × 2.37 and 1.22 × 1.67 m, respectively (fig. 
5, 6). the roof part of the outer part was marked by 
stones measuring 5–8 × 10–17 × 5–10 cm, often sur-
rounded by smaller ones (maximum 4–5 × 8 × 5 cm), 
and layers of charcoal and burnt wood. the filling was 
grey in colour while on the outer edge on the nE and 
nW sides it was a dark grey colour. In the profile, the 
“frame” took the form of a groove dug into the subsoil 
(30 cm deep), in the n, nE and nW parts to about 34 
cm (fig. 7: A, b). the bottom was flat, rectangular in 
profile, widened in the ceiling part as a result of the 
collapse of the upper parts of the side walls. Above the 
floor, in several places, there was a layer of loose sedi-
ment which was rich in humus and charcoal.

the inner part of the feature was filled with the 
earth similar to subsoil, mixed in places with dark, 
light brown spots. On the E side, at the level of 6–10 
cm, there was a  slightly darker, 1–5-cm-thick layer 
(red-brown in colour) saturated with a smear of char-

Fig. 1. Location of archaeological site no. 23 in Sadowie, Opatów district, marked on a topographic map and a digital terrain model 
(landform data was downloaded from the national geodetic and cartographic Resource).
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coal (fig. 7: b). below, there was a visible surface of 
the subsoil, which showed traces of burning in situ, 
reaching approximately 13–15 cm in the E part and 
becoming shallower towards the sides of the frame.

Within the groove (on the inner side), there were 
fragments of burnt riven planks, forming the actual 
burial chamber (fig. 8). they took the form of com-
pact layers of charcoal, sometimes mixed with lumps 
of burnt earth in the form of black layers. the riven 

planks were arranged parallel to the sides and vertical-
ly, i.e. with narrower edges towards the ground. they 
were located on four sides, with the best-preserved 
ones in the nW part. they had a total length of ap-
proximately 73 cm and a  width of 3–4 cm and they 
consisted of at least 4–5 separate planks. the remain-
ing riven planks were shorter, segmented and had 
a total length of 52, 56 and 73 cm. the depth of the 
preserved planks was at a  more or less similar level 

Fig. 2. the range of archaeological excavations covering the northern part of the Late neolithic cemetery in Sadowie, carried out  
in 2015–2021, where grave no. 10 was uncovered (marked with a red circle; drawn by the author).
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Fig. 3. the upper outline of grave no. 10 at a depth of 30 cm from the current ground level,  
under humus, view from the nE side (photo by the author).

Fig. 4. Sadowie, Opatów district, site 23. A plan view of grave no. 10 on the discovery level  
(30 cm deep from the current ground level; drawn by the author).
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– 18–20 cm, i.e. they were approximately 12–15 cm 
higher than the bottom of the groove and from a few 
to a maximum of 20 cm above the internal part of the 
structure (fig. 7: A, b, g).

As for the outer side of the described structure, 
there was an accumulation of stone slabs forming 
a kind of a kerb (fig. 9). they were adjacent directly 
to the centre of the feature in the nE, nW and SW 
sides. the dimensions of most slabs were from 30 cm 
to 20 cm and 7–10 cm thick, while the largest items 
were 41 × 33 × 7 cm. Some of them showed traces of 
processing and shaping in order to standardize their 
size and to ensure that their upper parts were at a sim-
ilar height, i.e. the level of grave identification (30 cm 
from the current ground level), possibly selected in 
terms of size and location to reach the very bottom of 
the surrounding groove.

On the ceiling of the grave frame there were 
rubble and angular stone lumps scattered in small 
clusters. At lower depths of 10 and 15 cm and espe-
cially 20 cm, they were concentrated mainly on the 
inner side of the groove, along the nW, W, SE and 
partially E sides (fig. 10, 11). the nE part of the 
outer frame was devoid of them. Single stones were 
also scattered within the groove, at depths of 3–18 
cm, and they were more common on the edge of its 
fill, in the middle on the inner side. In most cases, 
the stones were lying horizontally or slightly tilted 
towards the interior of the chamber (fig. 12). their 
original task was to stabilize the riven planks form-
ing the burial chamber. the position indicated that 
it had fallen over when the structure collapsed due 
to fire. the average dimensions of the stones ranged 
from 14–20 × 10–15 × 7–10 cm in thickness, whereas 

Fig. 5. Sadowie, Opatów district, site 23. A plan view of grave no. 10 at the level of 10 cm  
(depth 40 cm from the current ground level; drawn by the author).
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the largest amounted 32 × 21 × 13 cm. Almost all of 
them bore traces of burning in the form of thermal 
cracks and the outside was covered with a black layer 
of earth mixed with charcoal dust. In the nW corner, 
the stones reached the interior of the structure and 
formed a  smaller cluster there. It consisted of small 
lumps measuring 4 × 5 to a maximum of 5 × 10 cm, 
which revealed traces of intentional cutting or were 
waste from the processing of larger stone slabs. the 
preserved traces suggest that the knapping technique 
was used here.

Most of the stones used to build the grave kerb are 
made of fine-grained light grey sandstone, the near-
est deposits of which occur in the jurassic formations, 
approximately 5 km to the SE, in the village podole 
(Dowgiałło 1974). In two places of the groove, other 
small stones were found – fragments of red-coloured 

triassic sandstone from czerwona góra (Romanek 
1991), approximately 4.5 km west of the cemetery.

Within the grave’s frame (groove), there were also 
traces of posts placed vertically in the ground in sever-
al places, which were the constructions for supporting 
the wooden above-ground structure. they were found 
in the corners (n, nW; fig. 13) and in the middle of 
the sides (nE, SW and SE; fig. 14, 15). In three cases, 
these were the remains of burnt or charred logs, with 
a diameter of 12–14 cm and in one case 18 cm, reach-
ing to a depth of 20–23 cm, i.e. 5–10 cm above the bot-
tom of the feature. the posts, as can be revealed from 
the preserved traces, had flat ends. Some of them were 
covered with bark on the outside and showed traces 
of charring. It is worth adding that traces of repairs or 
support were discovered in the vicinity of some of the 
posts. In one case (in the n corner) there was a small 

Fig. 6. Sadowie, Opatów district, site 23. A plan view of grave no. 10 at the level of 20 cm  
(depth 50 cm from the current ground level; drawn by the author).
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Fig. 7. Sadowie, Opatów district, site 23. Vertical cross-sections of grave no. 10 (drawn by the author).
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Fig. 8. fragment of the inner part of the fill of grave no. 10, at a depth of 30 cm, visible remains of wooden riven planks deformed 
(bent) as a result of high temperature.

A – eastern corner, view from the nE side; b – side nW, view from the nE side (photo by the author).

Fig. 9. plan view of grave no. 10 at a depth of 20 cm with preserved 
profile baulks. A visible foundation groove near the wall in an 
intensely black colour, with slabs and stone lumps supporting the 

wooden walls of the burial chamber (photo by the author).

Fig. 10. partially excavated burial feature with visible traces  
of a stone base strengthening the foundation of the side walls of 
the burial chamber, W corner, view from the nW side (photo by 

the author).

Fig. 11. clusters of stones in the ceiling of the foundation 
groove, creating a covering of the outer wall of the burial 
chamber; a preserved fragment of a charred plank is visible 
under the ruler; nW side, view from the SW side  
(photo by the author).
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Fig.12. One of the stone lumps leaning towards the interior of 
the burial chamber due to the collapse of the structure, under the 
influence of fire, view from the nW side (photo by the author).

Fig. 13. A charred wooden post at the bottom of the foundation 
groove, originally supporting the roof over the burial chamber. In 
the background, at the SE baulk, along the axis, there is a vertical 
cross-section of the inner part of the grave with a visible dark 
layer, saturated with a smear of charcoal, and a layer of overheated 
loess subsoil underneath it (traces of overheating of the bottom of 

the pit – marked with a red arrow) (photo by the author). 

Fig. 14. fragments of a vertical cross-section of the groove of 
grave no. 10 in the nE side, with a charred post and a riven plank 
(i.e. part of the wall of the burial chamber) adjacent to the inner 

part, view from the nW side (photo by the author).

Fig. 15. fragments of a vertical cross-section of the wall groove 
of grave no. 10 in the SW side, with part of the stone structure 
supporting a wooden, burnt post and a charred plank from the 
inside of the burial chamber, view from the nW side (photo by 

the author).

circle with a diameter of 7 cm, placed on the outside, 
which lay a few cm below the bottom of the groove. 
Similar strengthening was noted in the nE part, near 
the central post in the form of a picket with a diameter 
of 12–13 cm. In the S side, more or less in the middle 
of its length, there was a burnt, small wooden post, 26 
cm high and about 5–7 cm thick (fig. 16). It was tilted 
towards the southern corner, departing from the bot-
tom by about 10–15° (i.e. from the vertical line). It is 
likely that it responded to pressure when the wooden 

structure collapsed under the pressure of falling ashes. 
the end of this post had a sharp point, as can be re-
vealed from the preserved traces.

In two places within the outline of the wall 
groove, additional structures were uncovered aimed 
at the stabilization of the vertical wooden elements. 
On the longer n side, clusters of stones were found in 
the form of “nests” surrounding empty spaces where 
the posts were originally located (fig. 17). Another 
one was observed in the SE corner. In the S and SW 
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parts of the groove, a stone “corridor” 13–15 cm wide 
(directed towards the SW) was found, which ran for 
about 70 cm (fig. 18). the interior contained rela-
tively loose fire remains, “packets” of burnt earth, 
and scattered layers of charcoal. It is believed that 
posts were originally built here and fell over during  
the fire.

It is worth adding that in some places at the bottom 
of the groove there were traces of decomposed (rotten?) 
posts. they were located approximately in the middle 
of the SE and SW sides. they had a different consisten-
cy and lighter colour than the rest of the fill. Most likely, 
these posts are traces of ad hoc repairs or preservation 
of the construction – ”house for the dead”.

Fig. 16. fragment of a vertical cross-section of grave no. 10 along the SE part, with a preserved burnt post bent to the side;  
view from the SE side (photo by the author). 

Speaking of the inside the groove, small pieces 
of charcoal were recorded and larger concentrations 
of such coals were found in two places, i.e. on the SW 
and nE sides (fig. 19). these were most often traces 
of subsequent posts or logs with a diameter of about 
20–25 cm that had fallen during the fire. Another such 
accumulation was located in the W corner of the fea-
ture, occupying a space of approximately 18 × 35 cm.

Regarding the groove fill, there were also numer-
ous lumps of black daub, strongly hardened during the 
fire. Some of them had angular shapes, which indi-
cates that they were used to fill the spaces between the 
stones. the burnt daub usually showed no traces of 
wood impressions or organic components.

Fig. 17. A view of the bottom part of the groove fill with stones 
surrounding the post negative; view from the SE side (photo by 

the author).

Fig. 18. fragment of a groove with a double row of stone kerbs 
in the form of a “corridor”, originally surrounding wooden posts 
supporting the roof over the grave pit, SE side; view from the SE 

side (photo by the author).
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Characteristics of movable artefacts  
from the grave fill

Within the grave (starting from a depth of 5 cm) 
there was a  collection of 39 movable artefacts, con-
sisting of 19 items of pottery sherds and 6 flint arte-
facts. In several places, clusters of burnt, very small 
human bones were also noted (14 fragments in total). 
Anthropological analysis indicated human origins of 
the remains.
Ceramic artefacts:

1. A fragment of the rim of a thin-walled pottery 
vessel (mass find no. 533/16; fig. 20: 1). the clay paste 
contains an admixture of medium-grained crushed 
rock and quartz grains. coarse, rough surface (rough-
ness is the result of using sharp-edged crushed rock 
for the clay paste). the fragment is burnt and is dark 
grey in colour. Weight 2 g. preserved wall thickness: 
2.5 mm.

2. Six fragments of the rim and upper part of 
an undecorated pottery vessel, most likely a  vase 
with a short cylindrical neck (mass find nos. 524/16, 
527/16, 528/16; fig. 20: 2). the clay paste contains an 
admixture of large- and fine-grained crushed rock 
and fine quartz. the surfaces of the external and in-
ternal walls and fractures are uniform and orange in 

colour. Some of the external surfaces are slightly dam-
aged, covered in some places with dark brown depos-
its of burnt loess and charcoal dust. there are visible 
traces of smearing on the outer sides of the sherds. 
the sherds are quite fragile and breakable. Weight 36 
g. thickness of the vessel walls: 4.5–6.5 mm.

3. A  fragment of the edge of a  pottery vessel, 
undecorated (mass find no. 535/16; fig. 20: 3). the 
clay paste contains a  small amount of large-grained 
crushed rock, burnt and grey in colour. the surface 
is uneven, dark grey on the outside and fracture, 
with traces of burning, and light brown on the inside. 
Weight 2 g. preserved wall thickness: 5 mm.

4. A fragment of the edge of a pottery vessel, dec-
orated under the outer edge with a double row of hori-
zontal impressions of an irregular, quadrsharp-edged 
stamp (mass find no. 523/16; fig. 20: 4). the clay paste 
contains an admixture of sharp-edged, large- and fine-
grained white or light grey crushed rock. the outer 
surface is partially damaged, it is dark brown on the 
outside, light brown on the inside and a dark brown 
fracture. On the inside, there are visible burnt marks 
extending slightly into the ceramic wall. Weight 5 g. 
preserved wall thickness: 5.5 mm.

5. A small fragment of the body of a probably small 
pottery vessel (amphora) with a  horizontally pierced 

Fig. 19. traces of burning discovered within the fill of the foundation groove – fragments of charred 
posts, burnt tree bark (consisted of layers of fibres pressed together, bearing a flexible structure)  

(photo by the author).
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handle (mass find no. 526/16; fig. 20: 5). the clay paste 
contains an admixture of fine-grained quartz and small 
amounts of sharp-edged, large-grained crushed rock of 
light grey and whitish colour. the surface is smoothed, 
dark brown on the outside and inside, and has a black 
fracture. from the outside, the item is covered in some 
places with light brown deposit – a burnt layer of loess. 
A  hard item. Weight 16 g. preserved wall thickness: 
6.5–7 mm. A handle dimensions: height 2.8 cm, width 
in the middle part 1.1 cm, width at the base 1.8 and 2.2 
cm, hole diameter 0.5–0.6 × 1.7 cm.

6. A small fragment of a pottery vessel, decorated 
with faded impressions of a stamp and a cord (mass 
find no. 531/16). the clay paste contains an admix-
ture of fine-grained quartz grains. the surface is dam-
aged and abraded, in orange colour on the outside and 
inside and brick-red colour in the fracture. A fragile 
item. Weight 1 g. preserved wall thickness: 5 mm.

7. four undecorated fragments of the body of 
a pottery vessel (mass find nos. 527/16, 539/16). the 

clay paste contains an admixture of medium-grained 
white crushed rock and occasionally fine-grained 
quartz. the surfaces of the items are smooth, uniform, 
black in colour on the outside, light brown on the in-
side, and with black fractures. the external surfaces 
are covered in some places with a  light brown layer 
of burnt loess. Weight 5 g. preserved wall thickness: 
4.5–5.5 mm.

8. two undecorated fragments of a pottery ves-
sel (mass find nos. 529/16 and 532/16). the clay 
paste contains an admixture of large- and medium-
grained crushed rock of white and grey colour and 
fine-grained sand. fragments are slightly burnt, with 
grey external and internal surfaces and fractures. the 
pottery sherds are fragile and separating. Weight 10 g. 
preserved wall thickness: 6.5 and 8 mm.

9. A small fragment of a pottery vessel (mass find 
no. 530/16). the clay paste contains sharp-edged, 
large- and medium-grained crushed rock of white 
and transparent colour. the surfaces of the walls are 

Fig. 20. Sherds of pottery vessels of the globular Amphora culture uncovered in the fill of grave no. 10.
1 – mass find no. 533/16; 2–mass find nos. 524/16, 527/16, 528/16; 3 – mass find no. 535/16; 4 – mass find no. 523/16;  

5 – mass find no. 526/16 (drawn by A. bardec´kij). 
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smooth, grey on the outside and black on the inside 
and in the fracture. the firing is good and the sherd is 
quite hard. Weight 2 g. preserved wall thickness: 4 mm.

10. A small fragment of a pottery vessel (mass find 
no. 534/16). the clay paste consists of large- and me-
dium-grained crushed rock, grey and white in colour. 
the surface is uneven, orange on the outside and in 
the fracture, and black on the inside. there are visible 
traces of smearing with straw or grass on the outside 
and inside. the firing is good and the sherd is quite 
hard. Weight 9 g. preserved wall thickness: 6 mm.
Flint artefacts:

1. One flint flake (registered find no. 43/16). 
Striped flint. Dimensions: length – 12 mm, width – 
12 mm, thickness – 2 mm. 

2. One flint flake (registered find no. 40/16; fig. 
21: 1). chocolate flint. Dimensions: length – 25 mm, 
width – 35 mm, thickness – 6 mm. 

3. One flake with one of its sides partially bro-
ken off (registered find no. 44/16). the item is heavily 

burnt (most likely striped flint). Dimensions: length – 
6 mm, width – 16 mm, thickness – 1.5 mm.

4. One small flake, struck from a  flint axe or 
a chisel, with traces of polishing preserved on the up-
per side (registered find no. 45/16). Striped flint, show-
ing signs of cracking and colour changes due to heat-
ing. the edges of the artefacts are fragile and breakable. 
Dimensions: length – 5 mm, width – 11 mm, thickness 
– 1 mm.

5. fragment of a  flint axe blade with one of the 
side edges partially preserved (registered find no. 
41/16; fig. 21: 3). It comes from an axe with a  trap-
ezoidal shape and a tetrahedral cross-section. Striped 
flint, showing signs of cracking and colour changes 
due to heating. Dimensions: length – 46 mm, width – 
37 mm, thickness – 9 mm.

6. fragment of the central part of the axe with 
a preserved frontal and side surfaces, showing traces 
of polishing (registered find no. 42/16; fig. 21: 2). 
Striped flint, showing signs of thermal changes (cracks 

Fig. 21. flint artefacts discovered in the grave, including fragments of damaged and burnt flint axes (2, 3).
1 – registered find no. 40/2016; 2 – registered find no. 42/2016; 3 – registered find no. 41/2016 (drawn by A. nowak).  
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and colour changes). the side edges of the item are 
easily chipped. Dimensions: length – 55 mm, width – 
33 mm, thickness – 12 mm.

the pottery sherds found within the grave fill can 
be classified into at least ten forms. Among them we 
are able to distinguish a fragment of a small ampho-
ra (fig. 20: 5) and a vase with a bend under the rim 
without any ornament (fig. 20: 2). One of the edge 
fragments of a rather large vessel has a decoration in 
the form of multiple stamp impressions (fig. 20: 4). In 
the case of other uncovered sherds, the technological 
criteria of the ceramics determine their inclusion in 
the gAc category, i.e. the type of admixture (mainly 
crushed rock), fracture (usually single-colour), sur-
face treatment and firing, which have good analogies 
among other ceramic assemblages from this site. the 
majority of the discovered pottery sherds are highly 
fragmented and have traces of burning and being 
covered with a layer of burnt loess mixed with char-
coal dust. As for the distribution of the sherds, they 
were unevenly scattered within the grave, concentrat-
ing mainly in the western part of the grave, directly 
at the W corner and SW side of the ditch, at a depth 

of 0 to 10 cm (fig. 22:). Some of them were located in 
the SW part of the ditch where bones and flints were 
grouped. three pottery sherds were also found out-
side the ditch, on its E side, in the ceiling of the burnt 
subsoil at the depth of 20 cm. near the burnt wooden 
pole, in the n corner, two more fragments of vessels 
were found, including a part of the vessel body with 
a preserved handle.

Six flint artefacts were also discovered within 
the grave. Among them, there were 2 fragments of 
a broken, polished axe (or axes; fig. 21: 2, 3) made of 
striped flint and 3 flint flakes. Additionally, there was 
one small flake with traces of polishing, which could 
also be a  fragment of a  flint chisel or another small 
axe. unlike pottery, flint artefacts were concentrated 
in the nW side of the ditch, inside the stone slabs (fig. 
23). A single artefact – a flake with traces of polishing 
– was located in the SW side of the ditch. near the n 
corner of the grave, the two fragments of a burnt axe 
were also found.

Moreover, in the grave fill, 14 very small bone 
fragments were also discovered, only a few cm in size, 
showing signs of severe burning (colour ranging from 

Fig. 22. Sadowie, Opatów district, site 23. grave no. 10. planigraphy of pottery with the location  
of characteristic gAc pottery sherds (drawn by the author and A. bardec´kij). 



71

“A House for the Dead” or a Cremation Pyre? The Interpretation of Grave No. 10...

white to cream). the vast majority of them were lo-
cated in the north-western part of the ditch, where pot-
tery sherds and flints were clustered (fig. 24). Some of 
them were also found near the south-eastern side and 
the western corner of the grave at the depth of 5–15 
cm. At the bottom, more or less in the middle of the 
side, there was also a burnt phalanx, which undoubt-
edly came from a  human hand. the anthropological 
expertise was performed by Dr joanna Rogóż from the 
Institute of Archaeology of the university of Rzeszów.

Interpretation of the discovered “grave”  
no. 10 and an attempt to reconstruct  

the burial rites

based on observations made during fieldwork 
as well as subsequent analyses of documentation and 
movable artefacts, an attempt can be made to recon-
struct the original function of the grave and the sub-
sequent burial rites. It should be assumed that the 
discussed feature had two stages of use related to its 
construction.

the first stage included the construction of a rect-
angular ground structure, marked by a 2.1 × 2.37 m 
groove sunk into the original level by at least 30–40 
cm. On the inside, wooden riven planks were placed 
vertically (fig. 8, 14, 15). they had similar features in 
sizes, i.e. up to 4 cm thick and approximately 20 cm 
long each. thus, they created in this way the proper 
burial chamber with a  rectangular outline, a  size of 
1.2–1.3 × 1.7 m and an area of approximately 2.21 m². 
It is very likely that the strengthening in the form of 
planks were placed at the bottom, preventing the walls 
from coming apart. they could have played the role of 
a wooden “floor” on which the body of the deceased 
individual(s) along with the grave goods were placed 
(fig. 25: A). the wooden walls on the outer sides (the 
chamber) were enclosed and wedged with vertically 
placed slabs and sandstone lumps (fig. 10, 11). the 
stones were laid loosely, only in one place there was 
a clear trace of using clay for strengthening. As men-
tioned, the material used to build the stone kerb was 
characterized by a high degree of standardization, i.e. 
in most cases it consisted of blocks knapped to pro-
vide a similar size and placed in a groove so that their 

Fig. 23. Sadowie, Opatów district, site 23. grave no. 10. planigraphy of gAc flint artefacts  
(drawn by the author).
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Fig. 24. Sadowie, Opatów district, site 23. grave no. 10. planigraphy of fragments  
of burnt human bones (drawn by the author).

Fig. 25. A reconstructed plan view (A) and cross-section (b) of the “house for the dead”,  
according to Dr M. gransicki.
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upper surface was even and had the same height. On 
the outside of the groove there were traces of strength-
ening the structure in the form of wooden posts. they 
were uncovered directly next to the walls, in all four 
corners (fig. 13). the other ones were located on both 
sides of the structure, approximately halfway along 
each side. the sizes of the preserved traces indicate 
that the posts could have had diameters of up to 20 
cm. their arrangement was consistent with the out-
line of the grave chamber and indicated that they were 
functionally related to the central chamber. In several 
places (on the SE and SW sides), within the surround-
ing groove, there were traces of posts which did not 
show any signs of burning. their diameters ranged 
from 15 to 20 cm, and their depth was about 20 cm. 
One may presume that they were the remains of ad 
hoc repairs or the preservation of the construction. 

During the period of use, the wooden structure 
must have been relatively airtight (e.g. to prevent wild 
animals from getting inside). unfortunately, now we 
are unable to determine the location of the entrance 
to the burial chamber. however, it is worth empha-
sizing that the bottom layer of the preserved planks 
was almost continuous on all four sides of the struc-
ture. therefore, this suggests that perhaps one of the 
planks was removed for opening. based on the dis-
covered gap in the stone kerb, it can be assumed that 
the entrance was on the narrower SE side. In this area, 
a  charred post set vertically with a  sharp end at the 
bottom was found, which could have been used to 
cover the entrance to the chamber (fig. 16). We can-
not determine the actual height of the structure. tak-
ing into account that the dead had to be carried inside 
easily, its height must have reached at least 1.5–1.7 m. 
It is worth considering the average height of people 
from the Late neolithic, which amounted from 1.63 
m to 1.71 m in men and from 1.46 m to 1.62 m in case 
of women (e.g. Miszkiewicz 1977; Szczepanek 2013, 
84–87, tab. 8). Analysing the available data, we cannot 
say anything certain about the roofing of the struc-
ture. the presence of charred posts in the corners of 
the structure and traces of poles placed halfway along 
the shorter sides may indicate the use of a gable roof 
based on a Y-shaped posts and a ridge pole construc-
tion (fig. 25: b). the evidence that seems to confirm 
this is the need to protect the building against rainfall 
by quickly draining rainwater. At the same time, we 
cannot exclude the possibility of a flat covering of the 
structure, where the roof was an extension of the walls 
and closed from above. It is probable that the posts 
could also have formed the base of the scaffold-frame, 
which was used as a  support for the planks forming 

the sides of the chamber. this suggestion is confirmed 
by the fact that the building stood freely and may have 
required bolting of the walls, especially at the corners, 
where the planks met.   

to sum up, it should be assumed that we are 
dealing with an above-ground construction in which 
wooden and stone elements created a closed space in 
the form of a “house for the dead” (other terms found 
in the literature: pre-funeral house, charnel house, de-
carnation house; Kjærum 1967; Larsson 2003; hecht 
2007, 126–129; Sjögren 2014, 1015–1016). this struc-
ture would only provide temporary protection of the 
body against further activities related to cremation 
and various ceremonies preceding it, most likely ex-
tended in time. It was probably about protecting the 
bodies during the decomposition of soft tissues (so-
called decarnation; more broadly about taphonomic 
processes – e.g. haglund and Sorg 1997). then, the 
construction was burned down. probably it took place 
during the culmination of the burial ceremony, which 
was the finale of multiple sacrificial acts. Were the 
dead cremated then?  

the answer to this question seems clear based on 
the data obtained. It should be noted that the mate-
rial used to build the house consisted of several planks 
and at least 8 posts-logs and were structurally incapa-
ble of effective cremation. In total, its area amounted 
approximately 0.75 m3. In order to cremate the bones, 
it was necessary to use proper secondary cremation 
and build a proper funeral pyre.

Regarding the correct interpretation of the fur-
ther function of grave no. 10, the results of experimen-
tal cremations of human remains on pyres may be im-
portant (Strzałko and piontek 1974; McKinley 1993; 
1997; Marshall 1998; fülöp 2018). Moreover, valuable 
data for reconstruction also result from anthropo-
logical, historical, and ethnographic sources (hiatt 
1969; becker et al. 2005; Oestigaard 2005; Davies and 
Mates (eds.) 2006; Strong 2007; ulguim 2015). based 
on the available scientific advice, funeral pyres have 
common features, regardless of the chronological 
period in which they were created (McKinley 1997, 
132). they require a  sufficient amount of fuel (ap-
propriately chipped and good quality wood), proper 
arrangement to allow free circulation of oxygen for 
burning and to ensure the appropriate temperature to 
complete the cremation. As a rule, pyres have a cuboid 
or trapezoid form made of wooden logs arranged al-
ternately in layers (fig. 26; e.g. piontek 2002, 97, fig. 
1; Oestigaard 2005, 14, fig. 1.5, 1.6; fülöp 2018, 288, 
fig. 1). Empty spaces are usually filled with smaller 
branches or brushwood. What is more, reed or straw is 
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used as an additional burning material, which speeds 
up the burning process and increases heat emission. 
Most of the pyres were built on the ground with small 
additional elements such as supports and posts in the 
corners (Marshall 2011, 10, fig. 5). their goal was also 
to provide stable support for the bodies placed on the 
pyre and the collected grave goods. In some cases, 
there are wooden logs placed at the bottom, creating 
a kind of horizontal wooden structure that strength-
ens the walls of the pyre (ulguim 2015, 200, fig. 8.15). 
this allows the cremation to be completed effectively, 
as the pyre often collapses after some time due to un-
even burning (McKinley 1997, 135, fig. 4).

Speaking of the course of cremation, it is worth 
mentioning that temperature fluctuations may occur 
between individual cremations, depending on the type 
of wood used, its quantity and the intensity of adding 
wood to the fire. Moreover, the time and effectiveness 
of cremation are also influenced by several environ-
mental variables, such as the availability of oxygen, 
wind strength and appropriate weather (heavy rain, 
for example, may extinguish such a pyre or cause it to 
burn unevenly and collapse). In addition, the nature of 
the burning process is also determined by the arrange-
ment of corpses at the top of the pyre, i.e. in places 
where the highest temperature is reached and oxygen 
is supplied. It is assumed that the burning time of the 
pyre, depending on the size and wood used, could last 
from 3 to 10 hours (McKinley 1997, 134; piontek 2002, 
97). Data collected from various experiments indicate 
that the minimum temperature needed to burn soft 
tissues and human or animal bones is at least 700°c. 
In the case of some metal objects uncovered in urn 
graves, it was calculated that the temperature of the 
pyre reached up to 800°c–1000°c (piontek 2002, 100; 

Oestigaard 2013, 504). In modern crematoriums fired 
with natural gas, the temperature during cremation 
reaches a value between 1000°c and 1300°c (Oesti-
gaard 2013, 502).

Most researchers report that even after intense cre-
mation, there are few traces left on the ground that are 
legible in the archaeological record. the pyres collapse 
downwards, with a small extension beyond the original 
boundaries, and the cohesive layer of daub usually re-
mains relatively weak on the ground surface (easily de-
stroyed by weathering or trampling; fig. 27, 28; fülöp 
2018, 289, fig. 2, 3). Wood ash, which is the evidence 
of an intense activity in cremation, is not preserved be-
cause it is easily washed away by water and easily blown 
away by the wind. Experimental studies carried out by 
piontek and McKinely show that after the pyre cooled, 
collecting small fragments of bones, such as the pha-
langes and teeth, did not pose any difficulties (piontek 
2002, 97; McKinley 1997, 134). they were clearly vis-
ible among the remains of the pyre and easy to collect 
by hand. this activity took up to several working hours.

As noted earlier, it is unlikely that human re-
mains and furnishings would have been cremated 
in the course of fire of the house for the dead. the 
next stage of the use of grave no. 10 concerned funeral 
rites, during which a cremation pyre was built. It is as-
sumed that the time interval in which this happened 
was probably not very long.

the cremation pyre was built on a  levelled and 
previously cleaned surface. from the outside, its range 
was limited by clusters of stone blocks placed in a sur-
rounding frame-groove. It is very likely that wooden 
posts were added at the corners, creating a platform on 
which the deceased(s) and grave goods were placed. 
the preserved traces indicate that the entire structure 

Fig. 26. Examples of cremation pyres.
A – a hindu funeral pyre used currently in India (Oestigaard 2004, 28, fig. 1);  

b – a pyre taken from experimental research (piontek 2002, 97, fig. 1).

https://www.alamy.com/stock-photo/cremation-fire.html
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Fig. 27. Schematic illustration showing cremation pyre and different stages of collapse (according to McKinley 1997, 135, fig. 4).
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burnt down at a very high temperature, which resulted 
in charring of the preserved and existing, perhaps pre-
viously unburnt, posts from the “house for the dead”. 
A significant amount of thermal energy generated in 
the fire was transferred from areas of higher tempera-
ture to areas of lower temperature, and therefore in 
this case the direction of burning was from the top of 
the pyre downwards (compare Kokot 2021, 41, fig. 2). 
the fire resulted in charring of some wooden posts 
buried in the ground (i.e. coming from the structure 
of the house for the dead from the first stage of use 
of the object). their structure and weak cohesion in-
dicate overheating and burning without access to air 
(a process similar to that occurring in charcoal piles 
used in forests in the 20th century; e.g. Marszałek and 
Kusiak 2013). It is worth noting that most of the posts 
preserved the bark almost intact, only slightly charred. 
In this case, the bark was responsible for receiving heat 
during the fire through a  strand of fibres and, after 
extinction, for its transfer to the surrounding stones 
and soil. As a result of the burning temperature of the 
wooden structure, the stones from the surrounding 
base also overheated. they became looser and their 
colour changed from red to yellowish. the presence of 
stones around the pyre resulted in a more effective re-
tention of thermal energy generated during burning, 
and after the pyre had cooled down, it was released 
and transferred towards the interior of the original 
burial chamber. this resulted in the faster cremation 
by increasing the temperature. Similar solutions in the 
process of burning human corpses were used, among 
others, in the so-called ustrina (the pyre sites – repeat-
edly used cremation places), known from the Roman 
period (e.g. Witteyer 1993; józefów 2008).

Fig. 28. cremation sites with preserved remains of the funeral pyre. there are: ashes of burnt wood and bones from the immediate 
surroundings of the cremation visible after burning. 

A – India; b – McKinley experimental research, visible traces of burning in the immediate vicinity after the body was burnt and the 
remains of the cremation pyre, clay base (McKinley 1997, 134, fig. 3).

During the burning of the wood, the immediate 
surroundings of the wooden structure were burnt, i.e. 
the upper layer of the subsoil and the covering levels 
within the surrounding groove. the presence of daub 
near the posts and stone blocks also confirms the ef-
fect of high temperature.

In the literature on the subject, it is possible to 
find information about cremation as well as experi-
ments with heat transfer through various types of 
sediments (including sandy, gravel, clay layers; canti 
and Linford 2000; Aldeias et al. 2016). It is established 
that during a fire lasting 6 hours in silty (i.e. loess) soil, 
the temperature reaches 950°c and decreases with its 
depth. At 6 cm it will be 350°c, while at 10 cm it will 
reach 288°c (Aldeias et al. 2016, 75, tab. 2). Due to the 
action of fire, much of the heat can be transferred to 
subsurface areas and to buried items, including bone, 
wood and stone (Aldeias et al. 2016, 76–77, fig. 9)

the results of field experiments clearly show that 
temperature also influences the colour change of sedi-
ments lying near the heat source. In the case of the 
subsurface layers, there is a gradual change in colour 
from red to yellow (Aldeias et al. 2016, 73, fig. 7). 

At the same time, it was noticed that sediments 
located outside the direct heat source (i.e. sideways or 
at the edge of the fire) did not show thermal chang-
es (so-called lateral diffusion). the effects of high 
temperatures in the experimentally burnt pyres can 
be compared with those visible in grave no. 10. the 
bottom of the grave pit (under the backfill layer) was 
heavily burnt, as indicated by its red-brown colour 
and compact consistency (fig. 13). the burnt layer 
was not uniform, reaching approximately 5–8 cm. It 
is worth noting that burning marks were not notice-
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able under the surrounding outline of the groove or 
outside the construction.

there is no doubt that the body of the deceased 
(or, more likely bodies) and the grave goods were cre-
mated during the rituals. Ash and fine charcoal have 
not been preserved to modern times because they are 
“volatile” particles. After the pyre burnt out and the 
hot lumps of charcoal and wood cooled, the fire was 
cleaned up and the bone fragments were selected. Due 
to the secondary displacement of the interior con-
tents, unfortunately, nothing certain can be said about 
the position of the deceased’s body, its orientation and 
the arrangement of grave goods during cremation. We 
are unable to determine whether the human remains 
were originally placed there (bones arranged anatomi-
cally) or whether the remains were cremated after be-
ing stored for skeletonization in the house for the dead 
and were subjected to partial cremation there (the so-
called principle of secondary burial rituals; Larsson 
2003, 161–164). the poor state of preservation of the 
bones made it impossible to determine the number of 
buried individuals. We do not know what happened to 
the burnt bones collected after the pyre cooled down 
and where the cremated remains were buried. During 
the research, single bones were observed scattered on 
the top part, which were overlooked while cleaning 
up the burning site. Research on cremation rites in 
prehistory shows that cremation ashes are most often 
placed in an urn and transferred to another place or 
can be used in various funeral practices. It is worth 
noting here that as for one of the graves (no. 18 D) in 
the cemetery, a small, shallow pit was found in which 
there were small burnt bones. Due to defragmentation, 
it is impossible to say clearly whether they belonged 
to people or animals in this case? the pottery frag-
ments discovered during fieldwork were mostly con-
centrated in the western part of the feature, which may 
indicate that pottery vessels were probably originally 
located there. It is worth noting here that a similar lo-
cation, i.e. the “western” location of grave goods, can 
be observed in most other burials containing human 
remains discovered in the cemetery in Sadowie. the 
number of pottery vessels can be estimated as at least 
8–10 pieces, mostly of medium size. Some of the pot-
tery sherds showed traces of secondary burning, while 
others were covered with a layer of burnt loess mixed 
with charcoal dust, which indicates exposure to high 
temperatures in situ (i.e. in the fire of the cremation 
pyre). unfortunately, we cannot determine whether 
the entire vessels were assembled or only their frag-
ments. certainly some of the vessels were taken from 
the cremation site during the cleaning of the remains 

of the burning site. however, some of the pottery 
sherds and flints do not show any traces of second-
ary burning (i.e. mass find nos. 529/16 i 532/16). this 
also applies to, among others: two flakes made of both 
striped flint (registered find no. 43/16; fig. 21: 1) and 
chocolate flint. It can be assumed that they did not 
constitute the last act of sacrifice, but they came from 
the immediate vicinity of the grave when it was being 
filled. After the ritual ceremonies were carried out, the 
primary burial pit and the groove were covered with 
soil from the surroundings, approximately to the level 
of the stone slabs. It is very likely that a  small earth 
mound was built over the burning site. perhaps it 
could have had an additional surrounding stone struc-
ture or was topped with, for example, a  stela. In the 
course of excavations, no traces of embankment layers 
were visible on the surface of the site. As a  result of 
progressive levelling of the land and long-term agri-
cultural cultivation, they could have been completely 
destroyed.

It is worth adding that an element of the ritu-
als was the burial (sacrificial?) of cattle placed in the 
neighbouring grave no. 9, located approximately 0.4 m 
to the nW. At the bottom of the pit there were several 
incomplete animal skeletons, mainly limb bones and 
carcasses in the form of spines and ribs, lying in a layer 
almost 20 cm thick. their arrangement suggests that 
they were placed one on top of the other. nearby, three 
pottery vessels of the gAc were found – two vases 
and a two-handled amphora. the interior of the grave 
was exposed to intense fire. In the southern part of 
the grave there was a  layer of coarse rubble and nu-
merous charcoal, tree bark and fragments of charred 
logs. they could probably be related to the activities 
of cleaning up the burning site from the aforemen-
tioned neighbouring “grave” no. 10. the wood must 
have been poured into the pit, partially burning, and 
it probably burned for a long time, because a change 
in the colour of the surrounding soil to red was ob-
served, reaching approximately 10 cm.

In the roof of the fill of grave no. 9, a trace of a sec-
ondary cut was found, which disturbed the structure 
of the grave. During these activities, “deposits” were 
made in the form of the skulls of subsequent cattle, 
located at various depths in the grave pit.

Cultural and chronological affiliation  
of grave no. 10

grave no. 10 was constructed by the gAc peo-
ple who used the necropolis at site no. 23 in Sadowie. 
this is evidenced by the artefacts, i.e. the characteris-
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tics of pottery vessels, their decorations and the place 
where they were uncovered inside the construction. 
Moreover, the localization of it within the cemetery, 
i.e. within the eastern zone, near grave no. 9, deter-
mines its affiliation to the discussed taxonomic unit. 
the pottery vessels found in the inventory are analo-
gous to other assemblages in the aforementioned ne-
cropolis. As for the vase (fig. 20: 2), it is possible to 
find similarities in grave no. 1 and no. 20 (pasterkie-
wicz 2021, 130, fig. 4: 1; unpublished research results). 
Slightly similar to the form found among the pottery 
vessels in the mass grave no. 523 in Koszyce, proszo-
wice district, site 3 (przybyła et al. 2013, 35, pl. 4: 7). 
considering the grave no. 10, it is worth mentioning 
the original number of vessels deposited in the grave – 
i.e. at least 8–10 items or their fragments, which have 
no analogy with other graves in this necropolis. the 
remaining artefacts from grave 10, such as flint arte-
facts are also typical for gAc items. It regards the core 
products in the form of polished axes (nosek 1967, 
323–325; Wiślański 1966, 37–39; Szmyt 1996, 49–51). 
What is more, flint chisels also often appear in graves.

Speaking of grave no. 10, one radiocarbon date 
was obtained from a charcoal sample taken from the 
post discovered in the n corner: 4130±50 bp (MKL-
4329). After the calibration at the level of (1σ) –68.3% 
bc, it amounts to 2866–2624 bc (bronk Ramsey 
2021) and with the probability of (2σ) –95.4% we re-
ceive the range: 2879–2574 bc (fig. 29). the results 
are similar to the data for other graves from the cem-
etery in Sadowie and indicate the first half of the third 
millennium bc (pasterkiewicz 2020, 68, tab. 1). In that 
way they connect the discussed object to the late stage 
of gAc development in the Sandomierz–Opatów re-
gion (Witkowska 2021, 34–36, fig. 18; florek and Wit-
kowska 2021, 181–183, tab. 1, fig. 15). Similar series of 
14c results were identified in graves no. 3, 6, 27 and 31 
from Złota, site “gajowizna” (Witkowska et al. 2020, 
275, fig. 10, tab. 2) and no. 31 and 32 from Malice, 
Sandomierz district, site 1 (Witkowska et al. 2021,  
tab. 2). Analogous dating comes from the features at 
the settlements in Mierzanowice, Opatów district, 
sites 1 and 4 (florek and Witkowska 2021, tab. 1) and 
in Złota, at the “nad Wawrem” site (florek and Wit-
kowska 2021, tab. 1).

Examples of the use of fire in connection with 
burial practices (including variously interpreted traces 
of bone burns and incomplete cremation) are known 
from the area covered by the gAc settlement (tab. 1;  
fig. 30). In the case of the central group, they are par-
ticularly numerous in the cemetery in Złota, “gajow-
izna” site, Sandomierz district (Krzak 1977, 62–64). 

According to anthropological analysis, the skeleton 
from grave 1 (no. xVIII) identified as a  male aged 
maturus, had burnt leg bones (the talus, calcaneal and 
metatarsal), whereas the skeleton x (female) had the 
right side of the postcranial skeleton (Miszkiewicz 
1977, 135–137). Moreover, the skeleton of a child (no. 
Ix) from grave no. 28 showed traces of high tempera-
ture. In features no. 1, 13, 28 and 30 at the same site, 
there were elements of the wooden structures of the 
burial chamber burned as part of pre-funeral ceremo-
nies (Krzak 1977, 12–16, 31, 46–49). these included: 
layers of ash, charcoal, pieces of charred wood and 
thick layers of loess clay lying on the bottom. treating 
the bodies of the dead by fire was recorded in Koszyce, 
site 3, proszowice district in grave no. 523. Among 
the 15 individuals buried there, two of them (no. 12 
and 14) were bearing traces of burns, mainly in the 
area of the skulls and fragments of the upper limbs 
(Szczepanek 2013, 72, 73). they were also found on 
one of the clavicles of the individual no. 12. Similar 
treatments are provided by funeral features from the 
Lublin upland. these include, among others: grave II 
in Las Stocki, site 16, where the skeleton of a female 
with a burnt skull and the right side of the postcra-
nial skeleton were found (Dzierżykray-Rogalski 1947, 
246, 247, 249–251; nosek 1967, 225). What is more, 
the damaged skull of another individual with traces of 
burning on the inside, used for cannibalistic practices, 
was also found in the grave.

however, more complete cremation of human re-
mains is recorded at other sites of the central group, 
including the Kujawy region. Krusza Zamkowa, 
Inowrocław district, site 13, should be included here, 
where a grave with a cist structure and a corridor (fea-
ture 1) was found, inside which burnt and severely 
damaged, crushed human bones were deposited 
(Kośko 1989, 33–46). An earth mound was most like-
ly built over the described construction. cremation, 
probably of human remains, was also recorded inside 
a stone cist in Zbyszewo (Zagórki), Słupsk district, site 
12, in Western pomerania (Siuchniński 1969, 23).

particularly many traces of fire and cremation 
come from the sepulchral sites of the western group 
of gAc, where a large range of variability can be ob-
served. they include both single graves and larger 
necropolises with up to several graves (known from 
pevestorf site 19 and from more recent studies in 
potsdam, site Alter Markt – Meyer 1993; beran et al. 
2016). Mostly, these were cremation burials in urns 
(havelberg, site 52 – beier 1988, 92; Ködderitzsch, 
site An Walthers Weg – Müller 1976) or pits located in 
small, in-ground pits with a diameter of several dozen 
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Fig. 29. Sadowie, site 23, Opatów district. A chart of calibration of radiocarbon date from grave no. 10.  
In calibration the software Oxcal v 4.4.4. bronk Ramsey (2021) was used.

Fig. 30. Map of the gAc settlements in Europe along with the location of sites where traces of cremation were found.
1 – area of the gAc settlement; 2 – place of human cremation; 3 – cist grave with cremation burial; 4 – cist grave with cremation burial 
– presumed; 5 – cremation urn grave; 6 – cremation urn grave – presumed; 7 – cremation pit grave; 8 – cremation pit grave presumed; 

9 – pit with burnt animal bones.
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centimetres (np. Kyritz-Rehfeld, site 16 – Kirsch 1993, 
230–231; Stemmern (Sülzetal), site 2 – nowak 1963; 
beier 1988, 102).

With reference to remains of burnt animal re-
mains in pits (burial?), they were discovered in the 
czech Republic. In hrdlovka (site open pit mine “bíli-
na” – Dobeš 1997/1998, 138) and Kostelec nad Labem 
(site hof einer Zuckerfabrik – Dobeš 1997/1998, 142), 
large pits filled with ash, charcoal, pieces of pottery 
sherds and burnt bones, mostly belonging to pigs, 
were discovered. these features are manifestations of 
undetermined worship practices.

Evidence of traces of fire, including cremation, is 
also known from the areas east of the Vistula. A good 
example is grave no. 2 (partially destroyed) in the 
gAc cemetery in Krasnasel`skì, Vaŭkavyskì raën in 
belarusian polesie (charniauski 1996). fragments of 
burnt human remains were found at the bottom of 
a  flat pit grave covered with stone pavement. More-
over, in the 1920s, several presumed traces of crema-
tion were also recorded in cemeteries located in the 
Volhynia area. According to Levicki’s  description, 
there were “human ashes” or “ashes from cremation” 
inside stone cist structures discovered in Kolodâžne, 
Romanìvs`kij rajon; Kikova, novograd-Volins`kij ra-
jon; Skolobìv, horošìvs`kij rajon; Visoke, Žitomirs`kij 
rajon (Levicʹkij 1929; 1930). In two cases (Kikova and 
Skolobìv) they were accompanied by traces of “ochre” 
which were part of the funeral rites.

finally, it should be emphasized that there were 
no cases of the remains of a structure that could be de-
scribed as a “house for the dead” or a cremation pyre 
in the gAc milieu. houses for the dead are known 
from various prehistoric contexts in Europe. numer-
ous examples of the use of such structures are known 
from the Middle neolithic period, especially from 
tRb from jutland and Scandinavia (Sjögren 2014, 
1016). In fågelbacken, Västmanland and Mogetorp, 
Södermanland in Sweden (hallgren 2008, 107–111), 
complex wooden and stone structures (with walls 
made of palisades) located near megalithic tombs were 
discovered. It is believed that these facilities were used 
to store corpses before being buried together in one 
grave as part of complex rituals. Some researchers as-
sume that megalithic structures could have been used 
as a kind of charnel house (Kjærum 1967; Shanks and 
tillley 1992; graslund 1994). Examples of such places 
include e.g. the graves of the SOM culture from La 
chaussee–tirancourt (the areas of northern france), 
dating back to the 4th/3rd millennium bc (Masset 
1972). Structures that allowed for repeated opening 
and protecting at the same time were discovered there, 

i.e. the structures created for long-term use and stor-
age of bodies before common burial in a single grave.

During the Late neolithic period, houses of wor-
ship and charnel houses (ossuaries) were developed 
within the cultures of Western Europe. numerous ex-
amples come from sepulchral sites of the Walternien-
burg (nordhausen, Landkreis nordhausen – feustel 
and ullrich 1965) and bernburg cultures (Schönst-
edt, Landkreis unstrut-hainich-Kreis – feustel 1972; 
Apfelstädt Landkreis gotha – Küßner 2016; großeib-
stadt, Landkreis Rhön-grab – Koch 2014). An analo-
gous structure to the burial structure from Sadowie is 
known from the havelian culture, more or less con-
temporary with gAc, from buchow-Karpzow, site 8, 
Landkreis Wustermark, in brandenburg area (Kirsch 
and plate 1984). the construction had the form of a u-
shaped (“horseshoe”) foundation groove with an open 
side on the SE side, dug into a depth of 0.6 m and ori-
ented along the WnW-ESE axis (fig. 31). Its dimen-
sions were larger than the object uncovered in Sadowie: 
4.8 × 2.6 m (outer frame) and 1.2 × 3.6 m (inner part). 
As for the upper part, there were stone blocks forming 
a kind of pavement, concentrated in smaller or larger 
clusters. At the bottom of the groove, in several places, 
traces of charred posts and riven planks reinforced 
with stones were found. the structure inside included 
burnt bones, pottery sherds, flint and amber artefacts 
covered with a thick layer of charcoal, mud-daub and 
burnt earth. they revealed traces of secondary burn-
ing. Anthropological analysis indicated the presence of 
human remains of at least 25 individuals of different 
ages and sexes (the total weight of the discovered bones 
amounted approximately 40 kg; Wetzel 1984). field 
observations indicate that the burial chamber, built at 
the highest point of the site, was covered with an earth 
mound after burning. Researchers of this grave be-
lieve that the structure described was a wooden burial 
house (totenhütte) where human corpses and grave 
inventories were placed. After a long period of use, it 
was burnt as part of a larger ritual ceremony. further-
more, the researchers recorded a cult square next to the 
aforementioned structure, interpreted as a place where 
offerings were made to the dead. In the course of fu-
neral rites associated with subsequent funerals, pottery 
vessels were broken, such as pottery drums that were 
scattered in the immediate area. Moreover, a child sac-
rifice was also part of the funeral acts, along with ani-
mal burials (mainly cattle), including double burials, 
representing approximately 11 graves. In the light of 
descriptions, attached figures and photographs, it does 
not seem that the discussed “death house” with human 
corpses inside burnt down during a single cremation 
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act. traces of burning (layers of ash, charcoal, pieces 
of charred wood, thick layers of burnt daub lying on 
the bottom) and their quantity indicated that the fire 
lasted for a long time and the fire was perhaps renewed 
many times. Additionally, it is impossible to ignore 
the fact that burning 20 to 30 corpses requires a  lot 
of fuel, more than the structural volume of a wooden 
“burial house”. therefore, it should be assumed that in 
this particular case the structure was originally built 
as a house for the dead, burnt during the rituals, and 
the place was repeatedly used for the cremation of the 
dead for a longer period of time.

traces of burial chambers made of wood and 
burnt are also known from several necropolises of the 

Walternienburg-bernburger culture. the community 
of the described culture in the harz region built rect-
angular walls and wooden chambers in the vicinity of 
various types of in-ground graves (fischer 1956, 90). 
A stone mound comes from Kreienkopp near Ditfurt 
(Schirwitz 1935), under which there was a burnt buri-
al chamber made of oak wood (preserved until exca-
vations carried out by Karl Schirwitz in 1933) with 
dimensions of 2.0 × 2.4 m and a height of 1.2 m. It was 
built of vertical oak boards (riven planks) 15 cm thick 
and supports, and it had a horizontal ceiling. A cor-
ridor with a  paved bottom and wooden walls led to 
its interior. the chamber was originally covered with 
stones, over which an earth mound was built in the 

Fig. 31. A stone and wooden structure with a cremation site and a collective cremation burial of the Schönfeld culture, coming from 
buchow-Karpzow, site 8, Landkreis Wustermark, in brandenburg area (according to Kirsch and plate 1984, 9, fig. 3).
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final phase of the rituals. the structure is known as 
the “Ditfurt plank chamber”.

grave structures similar to those discovered in Sa-
dowie, such as “houses for the dead”, are known from 
the broadly understood circle of the corded Ware 
culture in Europe. Such examples are provided by, 
among others: sepulchral sites from central germany 
(thuringia and Saxony – behm-blancke 1953/1954; 
hecht 2007, 126–129), the netherlands (Lanting and 
van der Waals 1976) and western ukraine (czopek et 
al. 2016, 372–377, fig. 9.17).

the concept of a funeral house is a characteristic 
feature of the funeral rite of local the corded Ware 
culture groups in Scandinavia. A  number of ele-
ments comparable to those found in the case of Sa-
dowie are present at the site from turinge, nykvarns 
komun (Södermanland; SE Sweden; the battle Axe 
culture, late phase – Lindström 2000). the struc-
ture had a shape similar to a  rectangle with dimen-
sions of 3.1 × 4.8 m with postholes in the corners 

(fig. 32). between the side walls there was a groove 
slightly sunken into the ground. At its bottom, the 
remains of vertical plank were found, which formed 
the walls of the building – a rectangular burial cham-
ber. the corner posts supported the roof, which was 
gable and rested on a  ridgepole placed in the mid-
dle of the structure. On the E side, 15 shallow pits 
filled with burnt human bones, remains of the cre-
mation pyre and elements of grave inventories (so-
called “fire pits”) were recorded. the researchers of 
the site believe that the aforementioned structure can 
be described as a decarnation house (charnel house), 
where corpses were stored for skeletonization. After 
some time needed for the decomposition of soft tis-
sues, the bone remains were cremated and placed in 
pits under the wall of the building. utilization of the 
structure according to the authors could have lasted 
for as long as several decades. Anthropological analy-
ses proved that the remains of at least 25 individuals 
of different ages and sexes were buried here (ranging 

Fig. 32. An example of “a house for the dead” with walls of the internal chamber made of planks and 
posts placed in a groove, with the addition of vertical poles at their corners, which supported the roof 
over the chamber. there are “fire pits” around the construction – pits with burnt human bones and buried 
grave goods. turinge, nykvarns kommun, Södermanland (Sweden) – the battle Axe culture, late phase 

(according to Lindström 2000, 19, fig. 7).
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from infants, children to the elderly), the inhabitants 
of a nearby settlement.

A  funeral construction akin to the object from 
Sadowie was discovered in Spreitenbach-Moosweg 
(canton Aargau, district baden in Switzerland – Spörri 
et al. 2012). the discussed structure had an approxi-
mately rectangular shape, measuring 3.7 × 4.5 m, with 
a  wooden burial chamber measuring 1. 5 × 2.3 m, 

oriented nE-SW (fig. 33). It was made up of planks 
placed vertically, next to each other like a palisade. On 
both sides of the chamber walls, near the lower parts, 
there were clusters of large rock rubble. On the longer 
and shorter sides, a wall groove was dug, in which trac-
es of thick posts were preserved, supporting the struc-
ture interpreted by researchers as a superstructure or 
roofing. According to the researchers, access to the 

Fig. 33. “A house for the dead” with wooden and stone structures, including a collective burial of the 
corded Ware culture from the late neolithic period, Spreitenbach-Moosweg, Aargau canton, baden 

district in Switzerland.
A – a horizontal view with traces of a wooden burial chamber and posts supporting the roof. On 
the ground level there is a concentration of large stones reinforcing the wall structure (according to 
Spörri et al. 2012, 38, fig. 15); b – computer reconstruction of a wooden and stone burial structure 

(according to Spörri et al. 2012, 47, fig. 39).
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burial was probably near a pile of large stones found in 
one of the shorter sides of the SW part of the structure. 
Inside the wooden box, there were unburned remains 
arranged regularly of 12 individuals representing two 
generations of the local community, related to each 
other, placed at different time intervals. the entire 
grave, unlike in Sadowie, was not burnt after the end 
of the burial cycle, but covered with an earth mound.

finally, it is worth mentioning the use of riven 
planks in the construction of the “grave house” in Sa-
dowie. Speaking of the gAc settlement sites from the 
uplands, it is worth noting that the remains of above-
ground constructions were discovered, preserved in 
the form of lumps of daub bearing traces of wooden 
structures. they include traces of flat planks from the 
walls of daub dwellings with impressions of tree rings. 
Such examples are provided by the site 5 in Wilczyce, 
Sandomierz district (balcer 2012, 138 referring to oral 
information from the researcher of this site) and the 
site 4 in janowice, Opatów district (unpublished re-
search results of Agnieszka Kubicka-Marek).

Conclusion – the significance of the 
discovery of grave no. 10 in Sadowie

In case of grave no. 10 from Sadowie, we have 
clear evidence of cremation performed by the gAc 
population. cremation (understood as a  pyre with 
burned corpses and accompanying artefacts) is one 
of the funeral practices used in prehistory. unlike in-
humation, it is not the last stage in the rite of burial 
of the deceased but can be used for other sepulchral 
purposes. furthermore, it opens up enormous possi-
bilities for the ritual use and handling of the remains 
of the deceased. burnt bones could have been placed 
in various places - vessels, pits and other graves – as 
reburials (e.g. McKinley 2013, 151–152). the funeral 
of the remains might have taken place long after burn-
ing and was used in the cult of the dead (barrett 1988; 
Williams 2015). Most researchers emphasize that the 
cremation ritual was more time consuming and de-
manding than other funeral practices. therefore, it is 
worth considering the interpretation of this type of fu-
neral rites. Was it intended for people playing a special 
role in the social life of the group who used the cem-
etery? could the people buried here have come from 
outside and been unfamiliar to the local population?

the grave structure presented above is a unique 
construction among the sepulchral sites of gAc. Due 
to the good condition of the burial chamber, it was 
possible not only to recreate the details of the struc-
ture and stages of use related to the function of the 

feature, but also other aspects of the funeral rites. So 
far, there have been identified only a few analogies for 
the grave, originating from quite distant neolithic cul-
tural contexts in Western and northern Europe. the 
described construction is unique as the earliest docu-
mented trace of a cremation pyre discovered in polish 
areas. It significantly expands our knowledge of the 
burial practices of the gAc community and the phe-
nomenon of the burial rites in “houses for the dead”.
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överregionala sociala sammanhang inom nordlig trat-
tbägarkultur (= Coast to Coast-Books 17). uppsala: De-
partment of Archaeology and ancient history, uppsala 
university.

hecht D. 2007. Das schnurkeramische Siedlungswesen im 
südlichen Mitteleuropa. Eine Studie zu einer vernach-
lässigten Fundgattung im Übergang vom Neolithikum 
zur Bronzezeit. heidelberg (https://archiv.ub.uni-hei-
delberg.de/volltextserver/7313/, access: 15.03.2023).

hiatt b. 1969. cremation in Aboriginal Australia. Mankind 
7(2), 104–119.

józefów b. 2008. typologia obiektów kremacji w  okre-
sie rzymskim. na przykładach wybranych z  terenów 
prowincji rzymskich i barbaricum. In j. Skowron and  
M. Olędzki (eds.), Kultura przeworska. Odkrycia – in-
terpretacje – hipotezy, 2. Łódź: Wydawnictwo uniwer-
sytetu Łódzkiego, 211–242.

juras A., Ehler E., chyleński M., pospieszny Ł., Spinek A., 
Malmström h., Krzewińska M., Szostek K., pasterkie-
wicz W., florek M., Wilk S., Mnich b., Kruk j., Szmyt 
M., Kozieł S., götherström A., jakobsson M. and Da-
bert M. 2021. Maternal genetic origin of the Late and 
final neolithic human populations from present-day 
poland. American Journal of Physical Anthropology 

https://c14.arch.ox.ac.uk
https://c14.arch.ox.ac.uk
https://archiv.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/volltextserver/7313/
https://archiv.ub.uni-heidelberg.de/volltextserver/7313/


90

Wojciech Pasterkiewicz

176(2), 223–236 (https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/
abs/10.1002/ajpa.24372, access: 10.04.2023).

Kirsch E. 1975. Die funde der Kugelamphorenkultur im 
bezirk cottbus. In j. preuß (ed.), Symbolae Praehis-
toricae. Festschrift zum 60. Geburtstag von Friedrich 
Schlette. berlin: Akademie Verlag, 133–152.

Kirsch E. 1993. Funde des Mittelneolithikums im Land 
Brandenburg (= Forschungen zur Archäologie im Land 
Brandenburg 1). potsdam: Verlag brandenburgisches 
Landesmuseum für ur- und frühgeschichte. 

Kirsch E. and plate f. 1984. Zwei mittelneolithische fund-
plätze bei buchow-Karpzow, Kr. nauen. Veröffentli-
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