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introduction
archaeological research on ancient burials and 
their context can give a great deal of informa-

tion about past societies (effros 2003, 1-3).pre-
historic cemeteries have been studied extensively, 
since grave fields are among the best documented 
and well-preserved features to learn about societies 
from this period (drenth and lohof 2005, 433; too-
rians 1998, 1-9). cemeteries from the early medi-
eval period (the fifth to eighth centuries CE) have 
seen much study as well, because the abundance of 
grave goods in such burials (effros 2003, 2; theu-
ws and van haperen 2012, 163; treffort 1996, 
73) makes them relatively easy to date (arts et al. 
2007, 41; blair 2005, 240-1; lefever et al. 1993, 
179; renfrew and bahn 2012, 123-4). cemeteries 
from the central and late middle ages (around 
ce 950 to 1500), however, are studied less, espe-
cially in the netherlands (arts et al. 2007, 58; arts 
2013a, 23; theuws in press). as a result, knowledge 

on funerary rituals and their social meaning in this 
period is limited. furthermore, local differences 
in mortuary ritual are apparent (blair 2005, 60-1; 
daniell 1997, viii). this means that one cannot 
simply extrapolate knowledge about death rituals 
from one location to another. therefore, more re-
search on this subject is necessary to understand 
social cultural religious values in past societies.   
 
 in order to contribute to the research on 
medieval graveyards, the cemetery of reusel, a 
village in the southern part of the netherlands, is 
studied (fig. 1). This case study was chosen because 
the cemetery was well-dated and well-document-
ed. this site has been excavated between 1995 and 
1997 by the university of amsterdam. the exca-
vation resulted in the recovery of the foundations 
of three former churches: an early timber church, 
followed by a romanesque church to which a 
tower was added later on, and eventually a gothic 

patterns in the Distribution of graves 
in the central meDieval cemeterY of 

reusel, the netherlanDs

local variations in burial practices
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Abstract
Cemeteries from the Central and Late Middle Ages have not yet been studied extensively, even though 
cemeteries can provide interesting information about societies. This study assesses patterns in the ways 
that individuals were buried at the central medieval cemetery of Reusel (the Netherlands). It was examined 
whether patterns in grave morphologies and distribution were different from burial practices in other me-
dieval cemeteries. In order to do this, the distribution of different grave morphologies and their orientation 
were examined. Different grave morphologies appeared all over the cemetery, apart from the ladder grave-
type, which was restricted to the eastern part of the churchyard. Differentiation was also apparent in the 
orientation of graves. One woman was buried in a priest-like position. Such patterns suggest that social 
differences between individuals were expressed by burial in different parts of the cemetery, and by burial in 
different types of graves and orientations. Furthermore, this study confirms the existence of local variation 
in burial practices in this period. 
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church (fig. 2). Around and in these church foun-
dations, 492 graves and a series of other features 
were found. the establishment date of the cemetery 
is estimated to be in the second half of the tenth 
century ce, based on radiocarbon dates. most ex-
cavated graves are from the tenth to thirteenth cen-
tury, with some additions from later periods. the 
chronology of the cemetery and churches was de-
termined based on stratigraphic relations and height 
values (fig. 2). Burial started west of the timber 
church and continued on the south-eastern side of 
the church at the time of the romanesque church. 
when this part of the cemetery became crowded, 
burial continued north and west of the church. in 
this period, a tower was added to the western side 
of the church. eventually, the romanesque church 
was replaced by a larger gothic church, while burial 
continued on the north-western side of this church. 
a few graves were presumably constructed within 
this church, although this is not entirely certain. 
 
 To find out to what extent differences be-
tween villages play a role in central medieval cem-
eteries, the graves and individuals at the cemetery 
of reusel were analysed in terms of time of buri-
al, location, orientation, morphology, sex and age. 
patterns that appeared were then compared to other 
archaeological sites, and possible reasons for dif-
ferences in patterns were attested. this article high-
lights some aspects of this research. the complete 
documentation of the research, including more de-
tails about the chronology of the cemetery, can be 
found in nater (2016). 

burial within the christian religion during the 
central and late middle ages
during the central and late middle ages, christi-
anity became more and more institutionalised (arts 
et al. 2007, 27; Janssens 2011, 38). this had its im-
pact on all aspects of life, including burial practices, 
for which regulations arose (blair 2005, 463; lauw-
ers 1997, 318; theuws and van haperen 2012, 165). 
being buried in a favourable place at the cemetery 
was important, especially for high-status people 
(effros 1997, 5). who was to be buried where, was 
determined by the clergy (treffort 1996, 188) or 
by the deceased’s kinsmen (boddington 1996, 69).  
 
 several patterns of burial differentiation 
are visible in medieval graveyards throughout eu-
rope. people of very low status, such as criminals, 
lepers, excommunicates and unbaptised neonates, 
were often excluded from the communal graveyard 
(binski 1996, 56; bourin and durand 2000, 60; 
gilchrist 2012, 209; lauwers 1997, 221-2; mei-
er and graham-campbell 2013, 434). in the tenth 

century ce, burial inside the church was excep-
tional (treffort 1996, 138). children’s graves often 
had their own part of the cemetery (daniell 1997, 
115; gilchrist 2012, 205; pinhasi and bourbou 
2008, 35; saunders 2008, 120), sometimes under 
the eavesdrop (daniell 1997, 118; treffort 1996, 
147). other favourable places were the east of the 
church (blair 2005, 471; boddington 1996, 36-7; 
huijbers 2007, 409) or the southern, sunny side of 
the church (blair 2005, 471; boddington 1996, 36-
7; huijbers 2007, 409; parker pearson 1999, 14).  
 
 apart from location, the morphology 
of medieval graves is important. at most ceme-
teries, multiple types of grave structures appear 
both above and below ground. in the later mid-
dle Ages, burial in a shroud, without a coffin, 
was very common (bourin and durand 2000, 60; 
gilchrist 2012, 200). however, in some cemeter-
ies, e.g. aalst (arts et al. 1998, 33) and eindhoven 
(Arts 2013b, 130) coffin burials were more com-
mon. differences may be related to the period the 
cemetery was in use or to the wealth of different 
parishes (binski 1996, 55; gilchrist 2012, 200). 
 
 Another significant characteristic of Chris-
tian cemeteries is the orientation of the graves. usu-
ally, people were buried with the head to the west 
and the feet to the east. since it was believed that 
Jesus would one day arrive in the east, people bur-
ied with their heads to the west would be able to 

Figure 1. Location of Reusel in the Netherlands.
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watch this sight (augenti and gilchrist 2011, 504; bin-
ski 1996, 56; daniell 1997, 148; Kok 2005, 67; parker 
pearson 1999, 6). priests had to watch their followers, 
and were therefore buried the other way around (arts 
2013a, 30; arts 2013b, 123; arts and nollen 2006, 88).  
 
 it is obvious that the location and morphology 
of burials was important, not only for religious reasons 
but also for social ones. however, parishes and ceme-
teries gave their own interpretation to general practices 
and religious rules, which has resulted in local differ-
ences in burial practices. such local differences com-
plicate interpretation of the meaning of such practices. 

methods: spatial analyses             
several analyses related to location were performed. in 
order to be able to analyse certain parts of the ceme-

tery separately, the cemetery was divided into eleven 
areas. each part was chosen according to the bounda-
ries of the foundations of the churches, which had al-
ready divided the cemetery into separate parts (fig. 3).  
 
 to see which locations were most fa-
vourable for burial, the grave density is useful. 
therefore, the amount of graves per square metre 
was determined for all parts of the cemetery. sec-
ondly, the graves were filtered on  grave morphol-
ogy, orientation, and sex and plotted on the map. 
 
 four types of morphologies were distin-
guished (fig. 4): anthropomorphic, log coffin, timber 
coffin, and ladder (coffin with open floor or coffin with 
a bier underneath it). every grave was assigned to one of 
these categories, or to the category unknown. the ori-

Figure 2. The phases of the churches and the graves, starting with a timber church, and followed by a Romanesque 
church and a gothic church. Graves that could not be dated are not displayed
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Figure 3. The eleven areas into which the cemetery was divided.

Figure 4. The four types of containers. From left to right: anthropomorphic, log coffin ,timber coffin, and ladder grave. 
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entation of the graves was determined by measuring 
from the head to the feet of the skeleton. if a skele-
ton was preserved, it was attempted to estimate sex.  
 
 by plotting different traits on the cemetery 
map, patterns can be discovered that may point to 
special or different treatment of certain groups or 
the development of the cemetery through time. 

results: spatial distribution of population densi-
ty, grave morphologies, orientation, and sex 
people were buried everywhere around the church, 
but the most striking aspect of the map is the con-
centration of graves in the area of the second 
presbytery (table 1). the population density of 
this area (3.19 graves/m2) is almost three times as 
high as the average (1.23 graves/m2). since some 
of these graves are intersected by the presbytery, it 
can be deduced that those graves predate the goth-
ic church. they were probably interred during the 
period of the timber or romanesque church. also 
notable is that there are hardly any people buried 
intramurally. Stratification shows that most graves 
that lie within the walls of the gothic church were 
originally buried outside (nater 2016, 63-68).  
 
 all types of graves were spread across 
the cemetery, apart from the ladder coffins, which 
were located only in the eastern part of the cemetery 
(fig. 5). Orientation could be determined for only 

39 percent of the graves, because many graves were 
badly preserved. it turned out that most orientations 
appear across the cemetery. only three graves were 
oriented from southwest to northeast, rather than 
northwest to southeast. these are all located more 
to the east and southeast of the church (fig. 6).  One 
of these was an older woman buried in a timber cof-
fin. The others could not be sexed or aged, and were 
buried in an anthropomorphic and an unknown way. 
 
 the skeletons of 146 individuals were suf-
ficiently preserved to be studied. Estimation of sex 
was possible in 63 individuals. when plotting the 
sexes on the map, it appeared that men and women 
were buried unsegregated (fig. 7). In the area en-
closed by the tower, females were buried right in 
front of the church doors and in extension of these. 
no males were recovered in this area, although most 
skeletons in the tower could not be sexed. as far 
as could be determined, the burials within the ro-
manesque church were all male. both sexes were 
buried in all types of containers, apart from the lad-
der coffin, which was only used for males (fig. 8). 
 
Discussion
there are several patterns visible within the cem-
etery of reusel. the grave density in the area east 
of the romanesque church presbytery suggests that 
this location was the most favourable place at the 
cemetery (blair 2005, 471; boddington 1996, 36-

Area Amount of graves Area (m2) Graves/m2

Romanesque church 7 49.1 0.14
second pres. 114 35.7 3.19
third pres. 27 53.1 0.51
tower 27 27.2 0.99
northern transept 25 15.5 1.61
southern transept 39 39.9 0.98
southeast 23 76.4 0.30
south 124 343.9 0.36
northwest 71 105.9 0.67
north of first pres. 20 11.8 1.69
south of first pres. 15 6.2 2.42
total 492 764.7 1.23

Table 1.The amount of graves per area and the population density of every area.

| patterns in the distribution of graves in the central medieval cemetery of reusel, the netherlands |
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Figure 5. Map with pie charts displaying the relative amounts of grave types per area, and for the total.

Figure 6. The graves that were located with the head to the west (indicated in red). All other graves of which orientation 
could be determined, are oriented from east to west. 
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7; huijbers 2007, 409). it is possible that this part 
was reserved for people that were considered pious. 
 
 in general, males and females were buried 
unsegregated. however, only males were buried 
inside the romanesque church. perhaps females 
could not be buried intramurally. in front of the 
entrance of the romanesque church, which is ex-
pected to be a humble, yet at the same time worthy, 
place (effros 1997, 22; meier and graham-camp-
bell 2013, 436-7), only women were recovered. 
it appears that this location was, for unknown rea-
sons, considered to be suitable for women, but the 
result could also be due to the small sample size.   
 
 when it comes to the spatial distribution of 
grave morphologies, the clustering of ladder graves 
east of the romanesque church presbytery is the most 
remarkable. the ladder graves cluster in this favour-
able area, which suggests that this type of container 
was reserved for specific people, possibly either the 
clergy or wealthy laymen. it is noteworthy that this is 
the only type of container in which only men appear 
to be buried. perhaps only certain males were consid-
ered suitable for such burials. chronological analysis 
shows that these graves were constructed throughout 
most phases during the use of the cemetery. ladder 

graves were only absent in the first and last phases (Na-
ter 2016, 93).the same variation in grave morphol-
ogies is visible from other archaeological cemetery 
sites (arts et al. 1998, 33; lefever et al. 1993, 194), 
although this clustering of ladder graves is unique. 
  
 the orientation of a grave can provide infor-
mation on burial ritual and the buried individual. at this 
cemetery the majority of the graves is orientated rough-
ly from west to east, save three exceptions, which were 
buried from east to west. this suggests that these ex-
ceptions were priests, for the reason mentioned in par-
agraph ‘burial within the christian religion during the 
central and late middle ages’. this is also in accord-
ance with results from other archaeological sites (see for 
examples: rochtus 2015, 41-46). because one of these 
was a woman, it is possible that in reusel, east to west 
burial was not meant for priests only, contrary to the 
common practice (e.g. arts 2013a, 30; arts 2013b, 123; 
arts and nollen 2006, 88). it could also mean that this 
society had progressive ideas about the roles of females, 
or potentially that we are dealing with a nun. all of the 
east-west burials were rather far from the church.  
  
 the surrounding graves are all orientated 
from west to east. this suggests that there was no spe-
cific location to bury these people. However, there may 

Figure 7. Map with pie charts displaying the relative amounts of males and females per area, and for the total.

| patterns in the distribution of graves in the central medieval cemetery of reusel, the netherlands |

http://www.inter-section.nl


p.     | vol ii | inter-section | 201612

 | Catelijne I. Nater |

have been more burials from east to west than those 
that were found, because determination of orientation 
was not possible for all graves. alternatively, it is pos-
sible that not much notice was given to the location 
or orientation of burial. Yet, this would be surprising, 
since several sources mention the importance of burial 
locations in the middle ages (binski 1996, 34; daniell 
1997, 79; effros 1997, 4-5; parker pearson 1999, 14; 
treffort 1996, 153; 174). it seems more likely that peo-
ple were buried at certain locations and in certain ways 
for a reason. this study suggests that there were small 
differences in the treatments of males and females, and 
clear differences in the popularity of different locations 
around the church. some practices in reusel were in 
accordance with those in other medieval societies, al-
though others were clearly different. It confirms the 
existence of local variation in burial practices in this 
period. apparently, people from local communities 
could, to a certain extent, give their own interpretation 
to christian rituals. 

 
the study shows that several patterns appear in the 
distribution of graves and individuals across the 
cemetery. some of these are similar to burial prac-
tices at other medieval sites, but some are different. 
the most remarkable patterns are the following:  
- the eastern side of the cemetery was the most 
densely populated area. this is also the loca-
tion where almost all ladder coffins were found. 
- males and females were buried unsegregated.  
 
 
- all burials are approximately orientated from 
west to east, except for three graves on the east-
ern side of the church, which are orientated from 
east to west. at least one of these was a woman. 
 
 the aforementioned patterns suggest that 
social differences between individuals were ex-
pressed by burial at different parts of the cemetery, 
and by burial in different types of graves and ori-
entations. Only ladder coffins seem to have been 

reserved for particular people, and males and fe-
males were treated in a similar way. the cluster-
ing of ladder graves and the priest-like burial of 
females is unlike practices from other medieval 
cemeteries. the exact reasons for this variation are 
difficult to grasp. They could be related to a variety 
of reasons, including the period that the cemetery 
was in use or the wealth of the village. although 
this study has answered some questions regard-
ing medieval burials in the south of the nether-
lands, it also raises new ones. future research will 
help to acquire a better picture of medieval bur-
ial ritual, its social meaning, and local variations. 
 
 
the author would like to thank frans theuws and 
andrea waters-rist for their support, as well as 
colleagues at the laboratory, friends and fami-
ly for their feedback and help. furthermore, the 
author would like to thank the editorial board 
and the peer reviewer for their useful feedback. 
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